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For Eloise

who taught me that vulnerable can still be strong,

being a lady doesn’t mean you can’t have fun,

and sometimes the bad things in life happen for a good reason.

Still going MaMa. Miss you.
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“Man, this freaking sucks!”

Mom tried to sugarcoat the news. She saw the bright side, I’d be free to take on new projects, expand my horizons. Starring in a teen sitcom had a time limit, but we’d ignored that reality until now.

My series got the ax. We never expected a cancellation since our ratings were up from last season. No one actually discussed the business side with me. I showed up and acted my part. I admit, I’d become complacent, the job ceased to challenge me after the second season. I felt safe there, but I’d set higher goals for myself in the beginning. Truth was, the unknown and facing unemployment after three straight years of a steady job scared me.

“I looked forward to playing a few of my own songs next season. Ross assured me I could finally showcase my talents. He probably only promised because he knew the truth.”

“You love your music. Why don’t you take a break from acting and explore other avenues in the industry? A change of pace might help with your perspective.”

I didn’t have that sort of confidence in my music just yet. I still thought it was a hobby. I could play and my voice was decent, but if I went for it, I wanted to be taken seriously. I wasn’t sure at this point that I could expect more than the typical teenage girl following. The perks of the business had sent girls my way already, but I wanted a little more than a bunch of groupies. One of my critical reviews last season called my acting mediocre, but said his teenage daughter hardly cared. I had never forgotten those few words from a shitty gossip blog. They pissed me off.

Mom got the hint when I stopped answering her questions that I wanted to be alone. I laid there and stared at my ceiling hoping that I wasn’t an 18-year-old washout. If someone gave me another chance, I would prove myself and erase the negativity that sometimes revolved around child actors.

Mom burst through the door two hours later. She always said privacy would exist when I paid for my own place. I put that step on hold until I secured another role.

“Chet, Gage called. He wants to tell us something important. Your father is speaking to him. Get up, he wants to be on speaker so we all hear the news at once.”

Mom made Teddy and Heather join us at the bar. Teddy, my kid brother, would only come if he carried an entire Lego ship with him. Heather was smacking gum, complaining about the summons. Her friends were waiting on her and this announcement wasn’t her concern.

Dad hit the button. “Okay, Parker family, you ready for this?”

“Yes, Gage. What is it?”

He reminded me of reading for an undisclosed role during a secret audition a few weeks prior. Gage specifically told me not to think much about the audition other than it was a long shot and he only encouraged me to try for the experience.

“The Voyagers movies are happening.” Turning those comics into movies had been a circulating rumor for over five years. No one actually believed it would happen at this point. “You’re it, kid. They cast you as Paradox. Your entire life is about to change.”

Gage’s announcement rendered us speechless. Paradox was the main character of the entire series. Even Heather admitted I was kinda cool for the first time. She wanted to tell her friends all about it. Gage quickly shot that possibility down. The planning stages required strict secrecy. Dad picked up Teddy and spun him around. “What do you think of that, buddy? Your brother is a superhero.”

“Time-warp traveler,” I corrected. A few seconds passed as I considered how to express my gratitude. Gage came through for me in the biggest way. I wouldn’t have known about the audition without him. I picked up the phone and stepped away from my family’s celebration, “Thanks, man. I owe you.”

“You’re welcome, but this is your win, not mine. I’m proud of you, kid. I hope you realize this is a role of a lifetime. Can you say, ‘girls, girls, girls?’ Wait, you recently bragged that you’re a man now; make that women, all types, more than you can handle.” He laughed. Gage was crazy. The magnitude of this announcement consumed my entire focus at the moment. I could imagine the women later. I was a healthy 18-year-old male, the ladies’ attention sweetened the deal as usual. “You listening?”

“Yeah, I’m listening.”

“You did it! Chet Parker has arrived and the entire world is about to know your name.”
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“Chet!”

“It’s Chet Parker!”

“Oh my God! Chet, will you marry me?”

“Can it, bitch! He’s my future husband.”

I volunteered for a quick stop off at Mom’s favorite bakery. She hosted book club this month, and I planned on a weekend at home with my family since I’d been away filming for months. Mrs. Monroe, the owner took good care of me. Her staff catered to an elite clientele and normally, no one made a big deal when I visited. This time, a newbie manned the register. She asked for a picture. I had no idea she would immediately tweet out the proof she’d just met me. I paid for the cakes, told everyone thanks and have a nice weekend. It was closing time. The moment became a crisis since the new girl had a ride waiting on her, more like a carload of girlfriends ready to pick her up. Of course, all these hyper types followed each other on social media. The news about meeting Chet Parker spread through retweets with the location tagged. The friends hopped out of their vehicle screaming out various insane comments. I’d heard similar chants plenty of occasions, but the excitement caused the word on the street to spread like wildfire.

A small mob confronted me three steps out the bakery door. Certain instances in my life, I planned ahead and had a security presence, but stopping off on an errand for Mom wasn’t one of those times. I had the added hindrance that my arms were weighted down with cupcakes. I couldn’t sacrifice my mom’s desserts, so I had to act without hesitation. These psychos would molest me and eat my Oreo balls without hesitation. I knew crazy and I saw insanity in the eyes of every damn woman yelling my name. I happened to catch sight of a sophisticated blonde lady in my peripheral vision. She stopped pulling down the shade over her door to have a peek at the commotion. Her hand hovered over the lock. Retreating back to the bakery ceased to be an option as the masses closed in.

I made my best pleading face and yelled out. “Help.”

The shop owner reconsidered locking up because she paused. She gaped at the commotion just outside her shop. Who knew? Maybe she recognized me as well. Whatever it was, she granted me an act of mercy. She allowed me refuge and locked the door as soon as I ran inside. The anguished screams and banging rattled her door and windows within seconds.

“Chet, Chet, Chet . . .” continued from outside.

“Please let us in!”

“One picture, please!”

“Will you sign my body?” That was a modest request because I was accustomed to hearing “sign my tits.”

I turned around to see what I was up against inside. It couldn’t be worse than the crowd waiting for me on the sidewalk.

The shop owner or employee that allowed me inside stood silent as I surveyed the entire room. A small group of women of various ages sat around with their mouths hanging open. It was a bridal dress shop, obviously. Mom had pointed it out the last time we visited the bakery together. She thought it made good sense to open the boutique next to an established bakery. They’d probably increase each other’s business.

I apologized right off the bat. “So sorry. They were all about to go crazy. If I could just slip out your back door, I’d be extremely grateful.”

The lady in charge appeared to be mid-sixties. Now that I studied her more carefully, she had to be the owner. She had a confident, polished look to her. Her age didn’t keep her from being down with pop culture, she knew me. “You’re Chet Parker.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’m really sorry to interrupt. Like I said, can I head out your back exit?”

“Sorry, but the back lot is being repaved. There’s nothing but a construction crew and hot asphalt out there. They told me no one is allowed to step foot on the surface for twenty-four hours.” The front door rattled again and more shouting echoed all around us. These chicks weren’t giving up so quick. I hoped her lock would hold.

I did another quick glance around the room. No one acted crazy inside the fancy dress shop which calmed me down some. One attractive girl giggled and whispered to an older lady with a strong resemblance. Mother and daughter, I presumed. 

I stood in the middle of the room weighted down with my arms full of cake related items and all eyes were glued on my next move. The shop owner came over. “Here, Mr. Parker, you can sit those boxes right here.” She pointed me to a table in the center of a circle of soft blue, high-back chairs.

“You can call me, Chet.”

“Oh, okay, well, I’m Judy. This is my store.”

“It’s very nice and again, you saved my a . . . I mean you really helped me out. My mom would be upset if I lost her cupcakes to a bunch of rabid fans.”

“Awe, that’s so sweet. You bought cupcakes for your mother.” One of the younger women stated. She was batting her lashes at me a million miles an hour. I probably should offer some autographs or pictures since I interrupted whatever was going on.

Judy asked them if they minded me hiding out a little bit longer while they finished up and then she’d call security. “We have a group that monitors this building. They might already be on the issue as we speak.”

I told her that sounded great and the women all agreed they didn’t mind me hanging around.

“We can’t allow Chet to get mauled out there. We couldn’t live with ourselves if something happened to his pretty face.”

“Or body. Don’t forget that, all of him is important as far as I’m concerned.” The three younger women burst into laughter.

Judy walked across the room where I assumed the dressing rooms were. “Lisa, do you have her ready yet?”

“Yeah, everyone get ready. We’re coming out.”

They finally stopped staring at me and turned toward the hidden hallway. I assumed someone was trying on something. A young lady with a measuring tape hanging around her neck appeared first, followed closely by a woman in white. A collective sigh echoed throughout the room. I covered my mouth to make sure I wasn’t in on that chick response, but I stood there mesmerized. She was an exquisite beauty. The woman in white wasn’t very tall, but I thought her petite frame made her even cuter. I found myself wondering does this man, whoever he is, know how lucky he is? I hadn’t taken my eyes off her once since she brightened up the entire room with her entrance.

The cute blonde, the first one who whispered about me, was overjoyed. She was at the edge of seat, clapping her hands together. One would have thought she was getting married, not her sister. I guessed the sister part because it was obvious. The clapping girl was pretty, but the vision in white was extraordinary. Her essence couldn’t be created by makeup or wardrobe. She would be a knockout completely natural, totally stripped down. Whoa, where did that come from? I shouldn’t be imagining this engaged-to-be-married woman in the morning light in nothing but the sheets . . . my sheets, but that’s exactly what I did. No matter if it was appropriate or not, I envisioned it easily.

“Oh Mummy, that’s the one. Isn’t it?”

“I believe so, dear.”

The beautiful bride turned around slowly to showcase the back view. I greatly appreciated her back also, but instantly felt more trepidation. She’s as taken as they get, I really should stop staring. It wasn’t cool at all, but her guy wasn’t here. The women appeared preoccupied talking about the dress, so I didn’t feel too guilty.

“What do you think, Poppy?”

“I think it’s a very lovely dress.”

I smiled listening to her voice which was also cute. They were British, I thought I noticed that earlier, but I’d heard much heavier accents when I visited London. I wondered where they were from and if they lived in the states currently. Poppy. Like the flower or those really good muffins. Was it her real name or a nickname?

Judy came up and guided her to the group of mirrors against the wall. She motioned for the sister to follow. “Of course, everyone looks a little different in each dress but you and your sister have very similar builds. Is this the style you desired?”

I continued to pay way more attention than a guy like me should, but my curiosity prevailed.

“She’s right, Maggie. It’s your call, but I like it better than any of the others.”

“You’re so gorgeous.” Agreed. Poppy was smoking hot.

“Well, this is about you being gorgeous, not me. I only played along with your absurd superstition of not trying on the dresses yourself. Do you want the dress or not?”

Like an idiot, I interrupted a moment I had no right to be involved in. “Are you saying, you’re not the bride?” I pointed directly at Maggie forgetting all my manners and upbringing, “She is?”

Poppy’s head snapped to attention and she turned toward the only male voice in the room. It was the first time she noticed me. I started to put my best hello there, sweetheart smile on. Her eyes locked with mine. My lip was curled up on one side, but she freaking shot daggers with her ice-blue eyes. Fucking chilled me to the bone.

“What the hell is going on? Why is he here?” If he could ever be a curse word, then I was pretty positive, Poppy just made it one. I’ll be damned. I saw recognition in her eyes, so I didn’t doubt she knew of me like everyone else in the room, but she was most definitely not a fan. Jeez, what did I ever do to her?

“Poppy, don’t be rude. There was an emergency and this young man had to come inside for safety reasons. Now, I agree with Margaret. I love this dress.” She told Judy to put the dress on order.

I decided to give them their private family moment, so I made my way back over to the door. Surprisingly, the scene outside looked worse, not better and I heard sirens. The girl with the tape, Lisa if I remembered correctly walked over. “Did someone call the cops?”

“No, Grammy was calling security but I don’t think she did yet. No idea what’s up out there.”

Lisa held her hand out and vigorously shook mine as she introduced herself. “I can’t believe Chet Parker’s in our shop for a fitting.” She laughed at how funny that sounded. I did the same with a bit of nervousness. Why in the hell was I nervous all of a sudden? “My friends are going to be so jealous. Would you mind taking a picture?”

“Sure, that would be fine, but could you hold off telling anyone until I get outta here because that’s why I’m in this mess. The new girl next door blabbed to all her friends and it escalated quickly.”

“Ugh, I bet it was Siena. She’s so immature. Was it her?”

“Um, actually, her name escapes me; I wasn’t really paying attention.”

“Oh.” I saw Lisa’s face fall slightly. Of course, once I said it, I realized it made me sound a little dickish. My fans were the reason I achieved success at a young age, doubted anyone would like to hear they were so insignificant, that I didn’t listen to them. I should be more tactful.

I quickly saved face. “Yeah, not everyone I meet makes an impression, but you seem really nice, Lisa. Have you worked here long?”

She quickly recovered from her disappointment and I was back in her good graces. “Yes, I’ve been with Grammy since I was old enough to read the numbers on the tape. This is a new location, but the shop has been in business a long time.”

“Oh, nice, so you’re Judy’s granddaughter?”

Judy joined us at the door, “Yep, and the best employee I’ve ever had. Let me get those security guys and try to figure out what’s going on out there.”

I took another opportunity to see what Poppy was up to. I hadn’t had a chance to celebrate that she wasn’t getting married. Her sister, Maggie was the bride-to-be. Not sure why that made me excited because it didn’t mean Poppy was single by any means. I wasn’t even looking to get involved with anyone and there was the little tidbit that she acted as if she hated my guts. For no damn reason, I might add and it was making me a little crazy.

“You all know, we have reservations, right? They can’t be changed. We have less than hour to get out of here. What’s his name better not have screwed us.”

Judy broke the bad news. “I’m sorry, but there’s been an accident at the intersection, a bad one and Troy can’t get around the commotion to clear the sidewalks just yet.” That bit of info did very little to alter the fake bride’s mood. She kicked off her satin heels, hiked up that very beautiful dress and made her way to the window to see for herself.

She pulled me in like a magnet without acknowledging my existence. I felt like solid iron which sucked as an analogy, but it was all I could think about at the moment, attraction and hard things. I looked over her shoulder even though I’d just taken a look outside. Nothing had changed, except she sure as hell smelled heavenly. I couldn’t help but get a whiff of her. I should probably stop breathing, but I was determined to suck up as much air around her as I could possibly inhale.

She turned around even more annoyed, possibly after hearing my heavy breathing near her, “Excuse me.”

I backed up. “Sorry, it’s a mess, isn’t it?”

She rolled her eyes, “No, it’s actually worse than that. Spilling your tea is a mess. This is a bit of a tragedy. I’m witnessing a group of girls trampling on decades worth of accomplishments in the feminist movement and setting women back into the dark ages. Not to mention, someone might be killed because of this nonsense.”

“Huh?” I had no idea what she meant, but she couldn’t possibly blame me for the wreck, could she?

“Groupies, fangirls, screaming banshees . . . all this hoopla to get a glimpse of a celebrity. It’s ridiculous.”

The one girl that wanted to protect my body came to my defense. “Chill Penny, it’s not anti-woman to succumb to a bit of celebrity worship. Chet’s one of the good ones.”

“How would you know, Lydia? You don’t know him. I don’t know him and none of those screaming girls know him. You’ve seen him in some movies, that’s it.” I wondered if she’d watched my movies, I kinda think she had and I smiled again for some reason. “You think this is funny?”

“Um, no of course not. I have some place to be too.”

“Oh yeah, sure you do. I doubt you ever book a place six weeks in advance because of a special occasion. You probably stroll up to any spot you want and the maître d’ falls all over himself to give you the best table in the house. So help me, I better not lose these reservations.”

I hesitated to speak, but if she’d just tell me where her reservations were, I could make some calls and make sure that didn’t happen. Then again by judging the things that were coming out of her mouth, the offer would piss her off further.

She sounded exasperated. “Lisa, can you please help me out of this dress? It’s getting stuffy in here.”

One more thing she possibly blamed me for. Her mother and Lisa followed her back to the dressing room. Maggie approached. She had a funny look on her face. I could tell she was a bit of a jokester and we’d probably get along. “Sorry, about Poppy. It’s a long story.”

“Is she always sunshine and rainbows?”

“Oh my gosh, that’s funny. Actually, she’s a bit moody. You’re lucky you caught her on a good day. We’re all pretty stoked about the fitting and dinner out. She even rented us a limo today, so we could all stick together. She’s my maid of honor and I owe her a lot for all the work she’s put into this. Everyone knows she’s the organized one. I fly by the seat of my pants. It’s a wonder I landed a lawyer.”

So I caught her on a good day? I should run for the hills. “Hey, don’t tell her you told me but where are your reservations? I can’t let you lose your table.”

She whispered it to me and I shot out a text to Gage. I gave him a few instructions and told Maggie not to worry, to insist they go to the restaurant even if they were late. They wouldn’t be turned away. I kept it to myself there was an added perk or two waiting for them.

“Oh and congratulations, Maggie. When’s the big day?”

“July 15th.”

“Great. Best wishes. I’m glad you found a dress.”

“Yes, Poppy was a vision. I hope I look half as good as she did. She humored me. I had this nightmare a long time ago and I’m convinced if I ever wear any dress that isn’t my wedding dress, the marriage will end in ruins.”

I buttered her up since she was nice and actually gave me a little insight to her gorgeous sister. I assured her that she would rock the dress even though I felt like no one but Poppy would look perfect in that dress. “Hey, if you don’t mind me asking? Poppy, but I swear I heard your friend call her Penny.”

“Oh yeah, her name’s Penelope, but our family calls her Poppy. Ever since we moved to the states, most people shorten her name to Penny which suits her fine. That’s what she prefers, actually.”

“Good to know.”

Maggie looked at me strangely and rightly so. Why would it make any difference what her nickname was on either continent to me? I would leave soon and never see her again. Judy had an update. Her security guy, Troy would be here in twenty minutes tops. My stomach rumbled since I had been planning on sampling a cake ball as soon as I got in my car. That late afternoon snack had been delayed over half an hour now. If I opened the box, I had to share, no doubt about it.

“Hey, who wants sweets?”

I opened the box of Oreo balls first, but Penny and Maggie’s mother asked what was in the other box. Mom always ordered extra. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t devour everything. How many sweets could eight women eat, anyway?

“Oh, petit fours. These look delightful. May I?”

“Sure, be my guest. I’m not sure if you’ve picked out your cake yet, but Mrs. Monroe next door is excellent. I can’t blame her ditsy new girl for everything. She always takes good care of my family. I’m usually in and out of there in ten minutes.”

Maggie told her mother they would call later and plan a cake tasting.

I noticed Lisa was back but no Penny. I thought Poppy was cute, but I agreed with her, she looked like a Penny and that’s what I’d call her from here on out. My Penny Lover.

It was official. I’d gone far too long without sex, because I continued to delude myself where this woman was concerned. She was not impressed by me in the least.

About that time, Penny emerged in regular clothes. She wore a dress like all the others. I assumed it was because they were going straight to the restaurant. She had pulled up her curly brown hair in a whimsical way. It was chestnut brown with flecks of gold, but I wouldn’t consider it blonde or brown. She had her own color, like she was one of a kind. My hair was several shades darker. Her hair was one of her best assets in my opinion. It was really long, thick and luxurious, practically begging to be touched. I wanted to wind each and every curl around my fingers. She had it all pulled over one shoulder when she was modeling the wedding dress so her sister could see the details in the back. The back of the dress looked bare except for the long line of buttons down the middle of the sheerest fabric ever made. I studied all the specifics of that dress. I swear I memorized her without intention. I closed my eyes and saw her again. Yep, perfect, anytime I wanted, I could retrieve the vision of Penny.

For some reason, I found myself studying her next outfit. This bright green dress contrasted against her fair complexion. Even though I missed seeing her hair down and all the thoughts it evoked, I enjoyed an uninhibited view of her delicate collarbones and sweet neckline. The dress actually had a thick bow tied in the front. I wondered if I pulled one end if the whole thing would unwrap like a present. I allowed my eyes to roam the rest of her, all the way down to those sexy golden sandals that she wore on her feet. I squinched my eyes to see she even had her toes painted a similar emerald color.

“Hello, do you hear me?”

“Huh, me?”

“Yes, you unless there’s another self-absorbed, egomaniac in the room. What’s your deal?”

Busted. She caught me. I made it even worse by not realizing she was asking me a question. I played dumb, “Excuse me, could you repeat the question?”

“I said, are we allowed to have a cupcake?”

“Wow, name calling and asking for a treat all in the same sentence. You’ve got some nerve, don’t you, Penny?”

She turned red, and looked even meaner than before, but I was right. I hadn’t done anything to make her treat me this way. Did she honestly hate all celebrities or just me?

“I’m kidding. Sure, take whatever you want, I’m sharing with everyone.”

“Oh, okay, no one had taken a cupcake yet, so I wanted to make sure. I missed the instructions. I’m sorry about the name, that was uncalled for. I’m just really tense about everything going smoothly today and we were already running behind schedule because Maggie made me try on every damn dress in this place before she chose the very last one. My blood sugar’s so low, I’m shaking.” I could see a slight tremble to her and I questioned whether it was starvation or me. Maybe I made her nervous, maybe that meant something too.

“No worries. I’m really sorry about the added chaos. Take a cupcake, I have plenty.” I spoke too soon after realizing almost all the cake balls were history. Only a few of Mom’s tiny cakes were devoured, and now Penny scooped up a cupcake. I guess I’d underestimated how much eight ladies out on a shopping expedition could put away. I silently mourned the Oreo balls. I only got one.

Penny picked up a cupcake with chocolate frosting. She immediately ripped the bottom off and topped it over the frosting. I had to ask. “What are you doing?”

“This is the only way to eat a cupcake.” She didn’t hesitate to tell me with a mouthful. I enjoyed her completely uninhibited side. So many women faked it near me.

“Really, why?”

“Try it and you’ll see.” I picked up one with vanilla bean icing. I looked to her for direction. I wanted to make sure I did it right.

“Just twist at the bottom, it will separate.” I did what she said and the bottom fell apart. She nodded without words. The rest was obvious.

I bit into the vanilla cupcake which reminded me of a sweet sandwich. Forgive me, Mom. I couldn’t miss out on this moment with her. It was the first time she was sort of being nice to me.

“See, it’s good, huh? You get frosting in every bite, no dry pieces. Plus, no mess.” I shook my head in agreement. Penny giggled, so naturally I worried about getting turned on. “Unless, you let frosting escape like you just did, rookie.” She reached for a tissue and wiped close to my mouth. “There, all gone.” I stood perfectly still, completely mesmerized about what she did to me.

She turned away and asked Judy the latest update. Maggie winked at me, she was completely relaxed knowing they were still dining high tonight.

“Alright everyone, the wreck’s cleared, Troy’s ready to escort Chet to his car. The police got involved and most of the spectators have moved on. This has been one of the best appointments I’ve ever had. Thanks to all you ladies and to Chet for making it exciting.”

“Wait, Chet, can we have pictures please or else no one will believe this actually happened?”

“Sure, it’s the least I can do.” I took turns with each one of them. It was no surprise that Penny didn’t get in line for a fan pic, but she surprised me when she busied herself packing up the leftover bakery treats. I thought that was kinda sweet for my seemingly unsweet new acquaintance.

About that time, a man in uniform ducked in. “Mr. Parker, you ready?”

“Yeah, bye everyone. Thanks for being so patient.” They all waved and said their goodbyes. Well, all but one. I watched Penny and she’d walked over to where Lisa hung the wedding dress she’d recently worn. I took steps toward the door because Troy, the security guard held it open for me. I turned around one last time. The women had all been great sports and were a lot of fun. I guess trying on wedding gowns was considered a good time for chicks. They were all laughing and carrying on, except Penny. Her fingers brushed across the fabric of the white dress, she looked up and saw me for the last time. I wanted to smile, give her that last impression that I was a nice guy, but she looked incredibly sad and lonely all of a sudden. I kept moving as we started out the door, never looking back again. I wondered what happened in her life to make her so solemn and more importantly . . . why in the hell did I care?
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The hostess walked us to a table leaving me completely shocked. I kept looking in every direction expecting someone to run up to our party and admit we were out of luck. Forty-five minutes late. We lost our reservations without a doubt, but clueless Maggie kept insisting we give it a whirl and see if they would have mercy on us.

“Maybe it’s a slow night.”

“It’s Friday night at one of the most sought after restaurants in LA. Stop deluding yourself. I’m not in the mood to get laughed at. I say we point this limo driver toward the nearest In-N-Out and call it a night.”

“The glass is always half empty with you, I swear, Poppy. It’s my special day, so we’re trying.”

Mum was sick of our constant bickering inside the limo, so she told me to keep my sister happy. Nothing new there. Maggie was right, I was a steadfast pessimist. The glass tipped over and spilled out everywhere. Half empty was still too hopeful in my opinion.

Surprisingly, we were seated at a round table for six. No one interrupted us or threw us out. In fact, every person from the staff treated us like guests of honor.

The dinner out was the first of many treats I’d planned for Maggie. Of course, she had a traditional bridal shower approaching. All her friends wanted to do a lingerie party as well. Lydia insisted we were doing a hen weekend. I refused to plan that one. It wasn’t my thing and I didn’t understand why the lingerie party couldn’t constitute as a bachelorette event.

I didn’t know how I always got roped into doing everything that pleased my baby sister. Oh yeah, she was a spoiled brat, that’s how, but I loved her dearly. We were delighted she’d found the one. Robert Marshall Keaton the fourth aka Keats was a catch in every way. He was charming, successful, good-looking and he treated Maggie like royalty. She always said America needed a queen and it might as well be her. That’s exactly how he acted around her too.

Before we had time to open a menu, a waiter circled our table with two chilled bottles of champagne. I spoke up immediately. “No, those aren’t ours. We haven’t ordered anything yet.”

The waiter smiled and proceeded to sit a bottle at each end of the table. Mum and I had discussed it already. I was going to order a couple of house wines. I scanned the label of the champagne and searched the wine list in front of me with cost on my mind.

Maggie clapped her hands, mesmerized like a child over the pretty floral bottles. “Oh, champagne, Poppy. I feel so fancy and it’s not even my wedding day yet.”

$220.00. I had to stop him before he opened one. A resounding pop hit my eardrums, but it was almost drowned out by my sister’s continued excitement. Our whole table was in awe. I was most definitely not paying for their error, but I felt obligated to stop him before he opened the next one. I grabbed his arm.

“I’m sorry about the confusion, but we didn’t order this. Please don’t open that bottle.”

Perrier-Jouet wasn’t the most expensive bottle listed, but it was obviously way out of my price range or Daddy’s since he was footing the bill tonight. He would croak when the statement came in. Our father loved us dearly, but he wasn’t what I’d categorize as overindulgent. He was stern and matter of fact, a career military man. He met our mother when he was on his extended tour in Europe. He furthered his career in intelligence, so Daddy kept a low-profile with his top secret job. We lived a good part of my childhood in my mother’s homeland and in Germany a few years.

When he decided to retire and go into the civilian sector, we ended up in a few different spots across the US, but Maggie and I spent the majority of our teenage years in California. The Monterey area was our home, but I moved closer to LA for college and Maggie tagged along two years later to chase her dream of doing makeup for celebrities. She hadn’t quite made it big, but she worked at a fairly nice shop with high-end clientele.

The older gentleman who didn’t really look like a typical waiter corrected me when he leaned in a bit closer and lowered his voice. “So sorry, Ms. Kopernik. The hostess was supposed to inform you.”

“Inform me about what?”

“Tonight’s dinner is complimentary.” He stood up fully and announced it to everyone. “Enjoy, order anything you wish, it’s on the house. Congratulations, Maggie. I’m Jon-Paul, I’ll be taking care of you. I’ll be back in a moment to make suggestions. We have fantastic specials this evening as well.”

He popped open the second bottle of champagne that I couldn’t afford and poured everyone around me a glass like he’d already done for Maggie and her friends. We were in for an upset. The mistake would be evident before they brought the ticket. Mum and Aunt Shar commenced to slurping down half their glasses in one fluid motion. Tipsy Mum would embarrass me, no doubt about it.

“I say we order every expensive thing on the menu.”

“No, don’t. Maggie, I didn’t tell them anything about your engagement. Something’s screwed up. I’m not going to be the one to confess to Daddy we ran up a thousand dollar tab or worse. I’m going to see if I can talk to the manager. I mean, everyone can order what they want, but we aren’t purposely trying to go overboard. Absolutely, no more champagne.” Mum sat the bottle back down. I gave her a bug-eyed admonishment. She hadn’t had anything but a tiny cake to eat in hours, so the last thing she needed was a second glass so soon.

“Knock it off, Poppy. Mummy, drink up. It’s a celebration. I’m going to stun in my wedding dress and of course, tonight is free!”

She clinked her crystal flute with Lydia and Marlene, her best friends and bridesmaids. I was the maid of honor. It was the sister code. We didn’t have much in common but we made up for that with love. I fought with her constantly, but I loved my little sister fiercely.

Jon-Paul made it back. I hadn’t looked at the menu. My stomach didn’t even feel settled enough to eat and I was so hungry earlier. He started rattling off the specials and the appetizers he recommended. I motioned for him to come closer again. “Is there any way I could speak to the manager? I’m sure there’s still a misunderstanding. There’s no reason our meal would be comped.”

He had a warm, friendly smile. “Relax, Ms. Kopernik. There’s no mistake, I’m the manager.”

“You are?” He affirmed with a head nod. “Oh, well thank you . . . so much, actually. This is the nicest thing ever. I never dreamed we’d get such great treatment. Now what were you saying we must try?”

He put in the order for a few appetizer plates and salads. As soon as he disappeared, Maggie did the I told you so eye roll, halfway dancing in her chair. She loved rubbing it in when she was right and I was wrong.

“See, quit being the mood ruiner. We are being treated, who cares why. You succeeded. This day was very special and it continues. No one’s changing their minds or coming back to say they screwed up now. If they did, I’d write a scathing Yelp review and really muck with their 4 and 3/4 stars. A toast to my big sister, Poppy. She kicks ass at girls’ day out!”

I felt a surge of pride for a change. So far, I was the only one not trying to have a great time. Maggie had a way of bringing me out of the depths. I raised my glass and nodded to Aunt Shar. She immediately filled Mum’s glass again. We all clinked our glasses in the middle of the table. “Free food and drink. Woohoo!” I was ready to let my hair down. Well, not exactly, but no more fretting for the rest of the night.

That lasted about halfway through the main course. “I still don’t know how they knew we’re celebrating, nor do I get why they care. Do you think they do something like this once a week, a month, a year as a tax writeoff? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re so dense sometimes and you’re the one with the master’s degree.”

“What? You know something, don’t you?”

Lydia broke in. “It was him, Penny. You were so rude and made him feel bad. He asked Mags where we were going.”

“Who are you talking about?” The entire group loudly clanged their silverware and glared at me. I shook my head with disbelief, “No, no way. You’re all talking about that actor, aren’t you? Seriously, Maggie you told him our plans?”

“Yes, I told him. He didn’t want us to miss out. He felt to blame.”

“He bloody well was to blame. I loved Judy, she was a dear, but why did she have to have a starstruck moment and let him in. She’s a grandmother, not a groupie for crying out loud.”

Why couldn’t I be a happy drunk like Mum? She was across the table giggling like a loon. I’d had three glasses of champagne and felt angrier by the second.

“Oh, Chet Parker. That dear boy. Wasn’t he a dream, Shar?”

“Yeah, he sure was. That ass was to die for. If I was twenty years younger. Watch out.”

Ugh, my lip curled up in disgust. Time to put Mum and Auntie to bed, they’re three sheets to the wind, talking about a man half their age.

“Exactly, you girls have youth on your side and gravity isn’t your worst enemy yet. Not a one of you made a move. Pity.”

I had to get the story straight. “So this meal, the expensive champagne and even us being allowed inside fashionably late was all because of him?”

“Well, he never told me he was paying for it, but yeah, I’m sure he secured our reservations. This VIP treatment is way above and beyond, don’t you think?”

It just proved to me how arrogant he actually was. He could throw his name around and accomplish anything, nothing like the rest of us that worked our arses off to get by. I hated that sort of excessive lifestyle. I merely craved peace and quiet . . . ordinary, no frills. Daddy would shit, but I had to do the right thing and insist the meal go on the credit card he gave me. At least, Maggie didn’t pick out the most expensive dress in the shop today. She liked the mid-priced one best. That should ease Daddy’s pocketbook.

I waved my hand to signal for Jon-Paul. Maggie scooted closer. She slapped my hand down. “Don’t you dare.”

“What? I haven’t done anything yet.”

“I know what you’re going to try. Our drinks alone were a small fortune. You are not putting that on Daddy’s card. The instructions were to order whatever we wanted and to enjoy. That’s exactly what we did. You’re just pissed at yourself because you can’t stop thinking about him.”

“That’s absurd. I haven’t thought about him once until you pointed out you gave him a sob story, so he’d pay for our meal tonight. He doesn’t even know us.” It’s probably a tax write off, which is what I thought about the restaurant at first.

“Liar. You stink at lying.” Everyone agreed which really pissed me off.

“Oh yes, dear. You could never tell a fib to save your life. Maggie on the other hand could spin a yarn for days. The lies were so well plotted out, even when I realized the truth, I let it go for pure creativity.”

“Mum, please. Stop. You’re drunk.”

Maggie kicked me under the table and our mother responded with insult. “I most certainly am not. How dare you?” She hiccuped, then she and Aunt Shar started giggling like schoolgirls again.

My sister continued with her incorrect assessment. “There’s no way you haven’t thought about him. Hell, I did and I have Keats. He’s gorgeous, rich and so famous. We just found out he’s incredibly generous as well. I sorta regret he didn’t make my number one person.”

“What’s a number one person?”

“Oh, you know, the list?” I shook my head. I didn’t know what list she meant. “Keats and I have a person, a famous person we’re allowed to sleep with, no guilt involved. It’s a freebie. I wanted the list to be ten, but he insisted only one, since we do live in Los Angeles. If we would’ve kept it at ten, then Chet would’ve made the cut.”

“Eww, that’s gross and stupid. Who does that?”

“Lots of people,” Marlene informed me.

“Your father and I have one even.”

I plugged my ears with fingers and chanted “lalalalalala” over and over. Mum shouldn’t say another word the rest of the night.

I shouldn’t be asking, but I did anyway, “Who is your person then?”

“Sam Smith.”

“Sam Smith! I’m doubly sure he’s gay and would never be available to you. Seems like you wasted your nutty selection.”

“I don’t care. He’s already seduced me a million times with that voice. He’s my person, no regrets.”

“Then who is Keats’s?”

“I’m not telling. That’s a secret. I don’t think he wants anyone to know.”

Mum started to talk again, “Do any of you want to know mine and Frank’s list?”

All of us raised our voices, even Aunt Shar, “NO!”

“Well, it’s a damn shame you crossed off Chet, because you missed your shot at sleeping with him back at the bridal boutique this afternoon. I’m sure he was all about that. You know, seducing a bride-to-be and all must be on his bucket list.”

“Oh no, I’d never even consider that now.”

“Why not? Weren’t you raving about him earlier?”

“Yes, and that’s all true, but he’s off limits since I know the truth.”

“What truth?”

“That he’s really into my big sister and she has major hots for him as well.”

The whole damn table was wasted, so glad we had a driver. “Excuse me. I’m your big sister and in case you missed it, he and I clashed like crazy.”

“Yep, and it was exciting to watch. He couldn’t take his eyes off you the entire hour. I doubt he’d be going to this much trouble if he wasn’t so smitten with you. I hate that you didn’t give him your number.”

“You’re crazy. I don’t give my number to strangers. He’s not even my type and I’m sure I’m not his. The quicker we all forget about Chet Parker, the better.”

Maggie got very serious which was not at all like her normal personality. “Hun, it’s been a long time. He’d want you to be happy. Quit putting up a wall every time you meet someone new.”

“Don’t.” She knew damn well not to go there.

She wouldn’t listen, she continued. “No, you need to hear this. He’s been dead over seven years. You’re still young and so beautiful, inside and out. Don’t you want to live life fully? All you care about is work.”

“My work is very fulfilling. I make a difference and I care about my family, obviously or I wouldn’t put up with half this rubbish.”

“I know you do, babe, but when you go home at night, who do you share your joy and disappointments with? Pepper? Don’t deny it. You talk to that damn dog like she’s a real person. It’s sad.”

I wanted this entire day to only be about Maggie, but she started it. “You’re right. It’s very sad.” I felt the tears well up in my eyes. My face was warm from the alcohol and so they felt much cooler as they fell down my cheeks. “It breaks my heart that I had my shot at true love when I was so young, but life is cruel and brutal and I lost him to a miserable disease. Why can’t you be happy you found what you wanted? You don’t need to concern yourself with my love life. I don’t need your interference. My chance was lost just like my hope and all our dreams. Those are buried with Jordan and nothing you say or do will exhume them.”

I’d succeeded on putting a damper on everyone’s good time. No one looked happy to be there any longer. I knew they probably couldn’t wait to drop me off at home first before going back to the hotel. There was a good reason I was normally the quiet one. Maggie was always the life of the party. She got that from Mum. I was too much like Daddy. His loss, the other loss our family suffered was never brought up either. People like us are better off being the strong, silent types.

Everything I said was true. I could never love anyone like I loved Jordan. I didn’t want to either. I wouldn’t betray his memory like that. The very idea that a man like Chet would ever tempt me was completely absurd. However, it still didn’t bode well that one thing Maggie said was true. I had thought about him the entire ride over and it infuriated me to no end.
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Instead of thinking about Penny the entire way to Mom and Dad’s, I should’ve figured out how I would explain all the missing desserts to my mother. I totally forgot what I did back at the dress place.

“Chester Donovan Parker.”

Whole name. I was in trouble. I left my old room and marched down the hall. “The house looks great and the food smells delish. I’m so glad I came home for the weekend.”

She had all the bakery boxes opened. “Since when has Agnes Monroe ever goofed my order?”

“It’s not her fault. Let me explain.”

“Let me guess. You ran into some of your freeloading friends and they plundered my book club’s cakes?”

More like, I stumbled upon the prettiest girl in the world. I’m kinda nuts about her, but she sorta hates me. I plan to fix that real soon, as soon as I figure out a few details like her last name and number.

Where do I begin? I never went on and on about women to my mother. I was pretty private on the subject. “No, it wasn’t anything like that. In fact, we should turn on the news. I may or may not have caused an accident in the middle of rush hour.”

“What are you talking about? You were in an accident?” She quickly lost her perturbed tone and acted very concerned.

“Mom, look at me. Do I look like I’ve been in an accident?”

She fussed at me for not making myself clear, so I backtracked and told her about the new girl at the bakery and the rush of girls. “I sought refuge in the only available place, the dress shop next door.”

“Oh, I hear it’s nice. Elaine is coming tonight and her niece bought her dress for prom there.”

Jeez, Mom could get off topic so easy. I cared nothing about her friend Elaine’s niece. “So anyway, as I was saying, I got stuck because the fans were outside and then there was a wreck.”

“Oh no, you don’t think the commotion caused the wreck, do you?”

“I hope not, but I’m not sure; everything happened so fast. Now, back to your goodies. The nice ladies inside were having a special day trying to choose a wedding dress. I intruded on their private appointment, so I offered up some treats. Please, tell me there’s enough for your party? If not, I’ll go out and find something else.”

“No, it should be alright. It’s just I wanted extra. Your father usually wants one or two and so does your little brother.”

Teddy could skip the sweets in my opinion. He was a couch potato, video game player to the worst degree. He’d put on a few pounds since he broke his leg last year in la crosse and stopped doing anything physical. I kept my opinions to myself because Mom was super sensitive about anyone criticizing one of her kids. She could barely stand to Google my name because there was always negativity for no reason other than some people had nothing better to do with their lives.

Mom never stayed mad at her favorite kid. She denied that, of course and my older sister claimed the title, but it was the unspoken truth. She wasn’t nearly as upset when she heard I was only being nice. Mom gave me a hug and told me to make a plate of food, then to get lost for the rest of the evening. “I can’t wait to share this story. You’re always so generous.”

“Please, Mom. Don’t embarrass me. Just drop it, ‘kay. That one lady isn’t going to bring her daughter is she? She’s always trying to audition in front of me.”

“No, I don’t think so, but of course I always tell her she’s welcome. Bless her heart, she’s terrible. She gets turned down everywhere she goes.”

“Because, you said it. She’s horrible. I can’t watch her with a straight face.”

I hung out with Dad and Teddy in the game room. Basketball was on, so we were happy. Teddy was also curious if Laney Carter would attend book club. He had a wicked crush even though she was three years older. I doubt she was interested. He used the excuse he needed a refill on his soda even though we had a mini fridge up here. I pointed out the obvious, but he said it didn’t have what he was after. Dad and I both knew he was more interested in an older, fairly attractive senior with an annoying voice that couldn’t act for shit more than he cared about a root beer.

“Leave him alone. At least she gets his blood pumping and he’s up and moving around.”

“Dad, he’s fifteen. I’m sure the blood is always pumping even at the worst of times.”

Dad suggested I take him out in the morning for some physical activity. “You sure it’s okay. What did the doctor say?”

“The doctor gave him the all clear months ago. It’s a mental block. He’s got to get back on the horse so to speak. I want him to try out for football at school. He needs to start conditioning and get off the damn TV.”

I couldn’t understand what the issue was, but then again I wasn’t around very much anymore. I should try to do something about that; it would be easier during my break. I promised our father I would definitely get him moving tomorrow. I could hear different outbursts of laughter and I smelled decaf brewing. Mom refused regular coffee past 2 pm. They must be on the tail end of book club. Teddy didn’t make it back up for the end of the game. I thought that might be an indication of who was downstairs. I needed some quiet time, anyway. Gage hadn’t answered my texts. I needed to call him and see if he had new information.

“Night Dad, I’m beat. I’m not quite back on this time zone just yet. I’m turning in. Tell Mom goodnight.” I’d wrapped on the third installment recently. It had been the toughest shoot yet. My head wasn’t in it for some reason. I’d been doing a lot of self-evaluation which made me overly moody. I wasn’t sure why I couldn’t live it up and enjoy life like I used to do.

I slipped pass the crowd unnoticed to make my way to my room. Sitting on my old bed always made me regret moving out a fraction of a second. It felt so much better than the big one I bought for the condo. This mattress suited me, I’d broken it in and nothing compared to a good night’s sleep at home. I felt like it conformed to my body so much better even though I’d spared no expense on the new one. I pulled out my phone again.

I hit call next and waited for Gage to answer.

“Hey, I was just about to call you.”

“About damn time. Well, tell me what you got.”

“Um, I double checked. The ladies had their dinner and that’s that.”

“No, that’s not that. Did you get me a last name?”

“No, and it was embarrassing trying to set it all up without knowing their full names. I asked Penny, Penelope, Poppy or Maggie . . . a party of six ladies maybe, but I’m not sure. I sounded like a moron. Why didn’t you ask their damn last name? Since when are you shy?”

“I forgot, I was a little distracted. So what did the hostess say?”

“Well, I mentioned the names and she said, yes, Penelope party of 6, 7 pm. I figured it had to be them, so I told her about the champagne and all the other stuff. Like I said before, that was that.”

I grumbled out a thanks, but I was really hoping for a little more information. I told him we’d catch up next weekend. Why was I so dumb and left without a full name this afternoon? The sister would have spilled. Gage actually did manage to remind me of a secret weapon. “Call that hacker friend of yours. I bet he can locate her, hope no one else finds out you’re stalking this poor girl. I can practically picture the Internet gossip now.”

“He’s not a hacker, he’s IT and that’s a great idea. For the record, no one’s stalking anyone. I just wanted to follow up and make sure Penny is okay.”

“Why wouldn’t she be okay?”

“I don’t know. Shut up. I’m hanging up now.” Gage had been my manager since I was a bratty kid, now I was a bratty adult and he still always had my back. He was part manager and a lot loyal friend.

I was a little too beat to call Wayne. He could get carried away easily, but I sent out a text and asked him if he wanted to have coffee in the morning.

Who is this?

U know exactly who this is, dipshit.

Nope, afraid not. I don’t have this # in my contacts any longer.

He made a point to highlight I’d been busy with work and hadn’t kept in touch. Just like I predicted, contacting him could sometimes be exhausting. I didn’t argue. I told him what time to be at our regular spot. It had to be close or Wayne wouldn’t drive.

Oh and bring ur laptop. It’s important.
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So much for not knowing me, Wayne was early. He’d already ordered for both of us. Of course, he knew what I wanted for breakfast, how I took my coffee, and all the various details none of my other so-called buddies paid attention to. He even requested the corner booth, not facing the crowd and never by the window if possible. Wayne Watson was my best childhood friend, actually best friend for life except when he was pissed at me for being caught up in my ‘Chet Universe’ as he called it. He and I went to school together, met in first grade. I left public school in seventh grade. Mom wanted me to stop after fifth grade, but I worried about Wayne starting middle school without me. I was his unofficial defender. He was strange as hell and bullied before bullying was a real topic of discussion.

Wayne supported my acting and music, but he didn’t fit in with most of my current crowd. I still made time for him and we remained close. I thought more about his text, how he said he didn’t know my number. I really had slacked off the past three years because of the franchise craziness.

“Thanks, man. You always come through. I’m starved.”

“No problem, so what do I owe this honor other than you want my services?”

It wasn’t just about his skills online. I truly wanted to hang out with him and catch up. I asked about him what was going on with his life first, so that started a thirty minute discussion about his workplace politics and watercooler antics in awkwardness. Wayne liked a woman from accounting. She was dating the other IT guy, the cool, attractive one according to everyone else. I tried to give him sound advice. It wasn’t always smart to date people from work. I didn’t want to offend him, but he showed me a company profile picture from his phone and the chick seemed a tad out of his league.

“You’ve dated co-stars, same difference.” He got me there, but none of those had panned out. Although, I had to admit there was that one that taught me a great deal. I switched my brain back to the task in front of me and that was eating.

“Just be careful. You don’t want to piss off her guy and end up in a fight.” One, I knew he wouldn’t win.

“Maybe, that’s the angle I should attempt. I push all Declan’s buttons, he decks me. Decked by Declan. That sounds like the title of your next flick.” Hardly. “And then, she gets outraged by his neanderthal behavior. Aubrey comes to my aid. We experience the Florence Nightingale thingy and poof, you’re best man at our wedding. She insists on bearing my five children, but I tell her four’s plenty or I could just volunteer to assist next time her computer’s acting wacky and maybe talk to her for once.”

“Um yeah, I’d probably go with door number two to be on the safe side. Seriously, you’ve never even talked to her?”

He said there might have been a head nod now and then but for all he knew, she thought he had a tic. Wayne asked if I saw a little young Suzanne in Aubrey. I guess I could find a few similarities. Wayne had a very unnatural, odd obsession with Suzanne Somers. He owned every season of Three’s Company she starred in. I’d watched them several times with him by force.

He finally pulled his laptop out of his backpack. “Okay, enough about me. What’s up? You in some trouble? Someone hacked into your cloud and your nudes are about to go viral? I need to erase a ticket from the DMV’s database? Spill, what is it? By the way, if it’s nudes, I honestly think we could use that to our advantage and make some bucks.”

“Hell no. Nothing like that. I don’t have nudes available to get hacked.” However, I was currently imagining Penny’s nudes. Holy hotness, she rocked that one green dress and I envisioned those collarbones and all the skin on her chest I got a glimpse of. “Quick question, are you serious? Can you erase traffic violations?”

Wayne cracked his knuckles over his laptop and assured me he’d done so for his mom, so he could. His mom? I had to laugh. I told him that info was good to know, but that wasn’t what I needed from him.

“So the other day, there was this woman.”

“Say no more. I get it now. She’s stalking you, says she’s carrying your baby and you need help getting rid of her- permanently. I draw the line at actual murder, but if you’ve already done the crime, I’ll help you dispose of a body, no questions asked. That’s what friends are for.”

“Seriously. Do you still sniff glue? Where the hell do you get these scenarios from? No, there’s no stalker.” I wasn’t counting myself. I lowered my voice in case someone was eavesdropping, “And no way did I knock some chick up. Give me some credit, I’m never careless.” I wasn’t even dignifying the murder comment with a response.

“What then? You mixed the name up and called her Barbie when her actual name is Bambi, so you want me to change the name on the card before the florist sends out the ‘thanks for the action, but I’m not trying to get serious right now’ bouquet. You still use that place in the valley, correct?”

I sat there thinking about his last comment. That was more like me than I cared to admit. It wasn’t exclusively for hook-ups, most flowers were sent to chicks I got a little too friendly with and might have led on. I felt bad, but more than that, I wanted my name respected. Wayne was right, I almost always sent the three-day-after arrangement if they told me their full names, where they were from or worked. I’m an ass. What did Penny call me the day before? ‘A self-absorbed, egomaniac,’ that’s what it was. Damn, I had to find this girl.

I stopped him from his miserable guessing game that made me feel like the number one douche in the room. I told him all about Mom’s book club and bakery order. Wayne appreciated a good fan gone crazy tale, so I explained what happened that landed me in a bridal shop facing the most intriguing woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

“So all you got is a girl that’s half British, goes by three aliases and has a sister, Margaret that’s getting married sometime this year, but you have no idea, who, when or where.”

“Yes, actually I do know the when. Maggie said July 15th and they’re nicknames, not aliases. Why do you make everything so dramatic?”

“How in the hell am I supposed to do anything with that?”

“Because you’re the man, able to fix any malfunctioning operating system or break into LAPD’s mainframe. Come on, I’m desperate.”

“You? Desperate?” He clinked his knife on his water glass. “You hear that everyone? Chet Parker is a desperate man. He needs my help getting laid for once.”

I quickly shushed him. Thankfully, we hade an older crowd surrounding us and no one paid much attention to Wayne’s frequent loud shouts.

He said our only hope was the bridal shop. I was way ahead of him. I’d already called, but neither Judy nor Lisa answered, someone named Jean was working and she seemed a bit moody. I fished and she caught on quick. She informed me they don’t give out any personal client information.

Wayne said I had to pay them a visit again, but I worried how that might look. The shop owner was nice, but how weird would it be for me to come back and ask Maggie’s next appointment?

He volunteered to accompany me. “Fine, I’ll go for a ride. You think they’re behind the times or current?”

“What?”

He explained, if Judy seemed old school, then she probably hand wrote everything, but there was a chance they used a computer. If he got closer, he could get into their system. All he’d have to do from there was look at yesterday’s date and boom, no doubt Margaret’s full name would be listed, as well as any future fittings.

I wanted to go immediately, but that meant a drive back into LA and I promised to get Teddy out and in motion today. We made a tentative plan to meet back up late afternoon. I promised him anything he desired if I found Penny again.

“A night out with Suzanne?”

“For the last time, Wayne. I don’t know her. I’ve never seen her in person. I don’t know her people. I can’t make that promise.” I always reminded him she was probably his grandmother’s age by now, but that was still Wayne’s dream. He insisted my starring role in the most popular franchise in years gave me clout. He believed if I requested a meeting with Suzanne Somers, someone would make it happen. “Fine, I’ll try, but first let me see if Penny will talk to me.”

I paid the bill, but Wayne insisted on leaving the tip. We walked out to the parking lot. “That’s what bothers you, why you can’t stop thinking about her. It’s because she wasn’t impressed and you’re determined to make her love you like the rest of them. Why, man? It seems kinda cruel, you’ll just break her heart when it’s all said and done.”

I thought about Penny’s heart and there was nothing further from the truth. I would never intentionally hurt her. I only wanted to get closer, find out more about her, understand why her sister said ‘it’s a long story’ or why she was usually moody. She was different. I already knew that. I told my best friend to wait and see. He didn’t know me as well as he thought he did. I wanted to make a few life changes. In fact, I’d already started.
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Maggie and I arrived on time for our cake tasting appointment. I told her we should reschedule since Mum had a cold and didn’t want to attempt it. Keats had to go back to the office after dropping us off because of an emergency with a case. She insisted that it was rude to cancel last minute especially since Mrs. Monroe worked us in and come to find out, according to the wedding planner, Maggie was behind schedule deciding on the cake. Postponements were out of the question for her.

“Chill, Poppy. Mrs. Monroe told me it’s actually better for us to narrow it down and then only sample our favorites with the bigger tasting crowd. We’re starting out with her bestsellers and then she will show us the complete list if I want custom fillings or special frosting.”

I’d eaten light all day for this momentous occasion. I only had a green smoothie on my morning break and a portion of an egg white omelet at lunch. Maggie was the only one I’d pull my hair up and really experience unrestrained eating in front of. I smiled a little about Mummy not being here, not that she was sick. She would no doubt scold us if we went overboard, telling me a moment of the lips, a lifetime on the hips. Was I the only one that noticed she was nitpicking me more and more because Maggie snagged a man and I was still hopelessly single with no prospects in sight? Never mind, that was by choice. Mum pointed out I was the older sister, and because I’d been the serious one, the first to be in love, she only assumed I’d be the first to get married. Of course, fate had other plans and I wasn’t in any hurry to forget it’s cruelty.

The bakery owner acted gracious and delighted to meet us. I adored her moxie. Her age shocked us, but she definitely appeared to be running the show, so to speak. She chatted as she gave a brief rundown of the bakery’s history. We entered a private room with little furnishings, only a large pitcher and a couple of glasses sat in the middle of one long table. Her assistant brought in the first tray. We would start with the vanilla versions. Calling them plain ‘ole vanilla couldn’t be further from the truth. I bit into the vanilla bean one layered with raspberry sauce, topped with vanilla buttercream. Pure bliss.

Maggie handed me the lemon sponge infused with Lemoncello and layered with lemon curd and lemon buttercream. I, honestly thought it would be lemon overkill but it wasn’t. The mix of a blackberry and lemon version was even better. Siena handed us the orange dreamsicle one next. Who freaking knew? I didn’t know these types of cakes could be wedding cakes. We were about to move onto some of the chocolaty ones. My sis announced her man was very partial to peanut butter, so we were going to consider the chocolate one with peanut butter mousse as the groom’s cake.

Siena brought the chocolate ones and some coffee-laced selections that I couldn’t wait to sample. Maggie made the comment she didn’t looked too thrilled to be working on a Friday and who could blame her, but the poor girl got extremely defensive.

“I’m so sorry. I hope you don’t think I’m being rude. I’m skating on thin ice with Mrs. Monroe. Please, don’t say anything.” She broke out in an almost scary, toothy grin to prove to us she was cheery to serve us.

Maggie patted her hand, “Hun, relax. I’m joking. Poppy and I took off early today or else I’d be in the worst mood. You don’t even want to see my resting bitch face on a normal Friday afternoon. Seriously, everything’s fine.”

She breathed out a huge sigh of relief and asked us if we wanted to know the details of the cakes she brought in last. As she recited her memorized script about different types of chocolate, Maggie butted in with her nosy attitude.

“What got you into trouble?”

“Oh, well, nothing huge. It’s just, I’m new and I succumbed to a little celebrity worship. Did you know lots of famous people frequent this place?”

We didn’t, but after tasting a few cakes, I understood why. I continued trying to up my blood sugar near the danger zone as I paid minimal attention while Siena explained her workplace woes. Maggie caught on really quick. “Hey, I think I might know what celeb you’re referring to. There was a stampede last week.”

“Yeah, that was my fault sorta and that’s why I’m banished back here.” She covered her mouth. “Oops, sorry. Not that I don’t enjoy helping you two out. You’ve been the nicest bride-to-be and maid of honor to date, no lie.”

I told her thanks with a mouthful of Kahlua and chocolate. Maggie picked up the cappuccino torte when Siena said the rest, “and he’s here again. I can’t believe it. I’ll get fired if I even take a peek.”

Maggie licked her fingers clean after swiping more mousse to finish off her bite. “Who’s here?”

“Chet Parker.”

I pushed my caloric intake to an all-time level within a few minutes, so perhaps my arteries completely clogged, but I swear my heart fluttered to the point I secretly wondered if they had a defibrillator on the wall. I might need it.

I wanted to slap myself, stop that. I’d heard that name before last week, plenty of times and it didn’t do a thing to me. I’d seen some of his movies, the comic book genre he rode the waves of weren’t my thing at all. I was more impressed with him when he first started on that teeny bopper show. I remembered him in a band then and I kinda liked his voice, or at least my fifteen-year-old self was briefly taken with him. His voice might have been dubbed over strictly for the show and he didn’t sing after all.

Maggie jumped from her seat. “Oh my God, sis! Did you hear her? Chet’s here! What a small world.”

Of course, I heard her. I thought I was having a cardiac event seconds ago.

Siena seemed surprised, “You know him?”

“Oh yeah, we’re new acquaintances, aren’t we, Poppy?”

I made my snarling expression at her. “I wouldn’t call us acquaintances.”

Maggie further bragged. “My sister’s too low-key, but to tell you the truth, he bought our dinner last week, spared no expense. He’s such a sweetheart. I’ve gotta run out there and catch him to thank him again. Don’t worry, girl. I won’t tell you told us. I’ll make it look accidental.” She tried to pull my arm, but I jerked back. I had cake to gorge on. “Come on, let’s go say thanks.”

I quickly moved onto red velvet and said with a mouth full of red masticated cake and buttery frosting, “Tell him for me.” I stuck my coated tongue out, “Thanks, Mr. Hollywood.”

“Ugh, you’re disgusting.” She walked out of the room in a huff. Maggie, like Mum and everyone else in my life constantly tried setting me up, but I was putting my foot down this instance. No way was a guy like Chet interested in me and he was the exact opposite of what I’d ever go for if I allowed a new man in my life.

I was a tiny bit curious, what my sister might be saying if she even managed to catch him. Why was he back in the bakery so fast, anyway? I thought he liked to stay ripped for his roles. Maybe he was going to be in a new movie where he played a fatty. Gosh, I felt drunk. How much actual rum is in tiramisu? Could a person get tossed on sweets? I took a big gulp of my water. I swished it around like mouthwash. I think I had a toothbrush in my gym bag, but that was in my car and Maggie insisted on allowing Keats to cart us over. I needed to brush my teeth so bad. I had consumed so much frosting, my tongue felt coated in goo. The water wasn’t cutting it, so I dabbed a napkin in my glass and proceeded to wipe my tongue clean.

Maggie had the worst timing in history. My mouth was wide open. I was frantically scrubbing my tongue when she came through the door with her arm looped through his. “Surprise, look who I found!” My sister saw me and looked horrified. Chet had to be just as horrified, but he snickered instead.

I quickly dropped the napkin, reigned in my tongue and closed my mouth.

“Hi Penny. Funny running into you again, so soon.”

I found nothing funny about this moment, I was humiliated and even worse, I was furious. Why did I care so much if he saw me looking terrible? Maggie pulled him all the way in, Siena followed, looking sheepish. She tried to downplay the situation from last week. He smiled politely and asked how she was doing. She apologized for her friends and he said it was no big deal, putting her totally at ease for the first time all afternoon.

“So, I told Chet how great dinner was . . .” Maggie’s voice dropped off and she gave me the head nod, eye roll look and snarled through gritted teeth, “Poppy . . .”

“Oh, yeah about that. That was really nice of you. I’m glad you’re here.”

“You are?” his voice cracked like a pubescent teenage boy.

I reached for my purse. I didn’t have Daddy’s card, so I hoped he took a check. “Yes, of course. That was extremely generous, but we can’t accept. The manager at the restaurant wouldn’t even allow me to view the bill, but I’d like to pay you back. How much?”

Maggie’s irritation grew. She pursed her lips together and stamped her foot when she said my name again. I was being polite about the situation. I didn’t know what her problem was. I did the mental math. The champagne would hurt. I’d need to transfer some money from savings, but Daddy would probably give me some back since he planned on paying for dinner that night.

I inwardly cringed thinking it might be over a thousand dollars if I’d done the math right. Chet stared at me with such intensity, I felt self-conscious. No telling how many crumbs were on my top. I’d been vigilant to clean my mouth, but I’d ignored my clothing. I looked down and didn’t see much. His fixation continued. This man had some sort of problem. Fine. I had to get the checkbook out. I wouldn’t backdown now, so I pulled my wallet out of my bag.

Pen in hand, I asked again. “What was the ballpark total? Do you know?”

“Yeah, I believe my manager said it was $2,867.42. You can make it out to Chester Parker or cash, whichever you prefer.”

My fingers tingled in a painful way. I tried not to hyperventilate. I wondered how much I could make if I left the bakery immediately to sell my plasma? Shoot, I bet they wouldn’t accept it right now in my borderline diabetic condition from all this damn cake. I worked hard to make a decent living, but everyone knew LA was expensive. I lived modestly, but I still didn’t have thousands of flex money each month. I stuck to a budget. Daddy complained enough about how much this wedding would cost him. He would blow a gasket if I asked for damn near three thousand dollars for one dinner out.

Chet had moved in a little closer. I could feel the warmth of his body behind my chair. He leaned completely over my shoulder next. “That’s two thousand, eight hundred sixty-seven dollars.” I picked up the pen because it fell out my hand the first time he said the amount. I started with the date first because it didn’t hurt to write that. He got into my personal space and whispered in my ear, “and forty-two cents.”

I blew out a breath before attempting his name on the pay to line. Chet grabbed my hand and pulled the pen away, laughing like a fool. “Stop, Penny. I’m joking. I can’t accept your money. Dinner was a gift for all the trouble I put you ladies through that afternoon.”

I couldn’t decide if I was irritated at him for teasing me or slightly turned on that he was so close, but I was definitely relieved. I really was about to cry imagining how broke I’d be for the next couple of months if he cashed my check.

Next thing I knew Maggie invited him to taste cakes with us. “I’m sure he’s very busy and doesn’t have time for that.”

“No, I’ve got nothing on the agenda all afternoon, I’d love to try some of these tempting creations. That’s if there’s enough to go around. What about it Siena?” She’d been lingering at the door, so much for not taking a peep. She gawked with her tongue practically wagging. She giggled and promised there was plenty. For some reason, the bastard had the nerve to wink at me. I didn’t think this situation called for a wink, but that’s what he did.

“Great, then it’s settled. I think we need a third party for tie breakers, anyway.” Maggie gave him a quick rundown of her favorites so far and how we needed to narrow it down to five choices when her fiancé came back to the second tasting.

Nothing looked good to me any longer. I think I was done tasting, especially after my sister further blabbed about my earlier behavior. “I’m glad you showed up, Chet. Poppy was about to inhale the whole tray over here. I can’t trust her palette, she scarfs it down so fast.”

My cheeks heated up. He was amused. “I do not. I took my time with every bite. I’m stuffed, so the two of you can finish. I’m done.”

“Awe, come on, don’t be like that, nothing wrong with a sweet tooth. I happen to have one myself. Tell me, Penny. What should I taste first?”

I picked up the water glass again and brought the cool liquid to my lips. If he meant cake, then why did it sound a little dirty? Why was I suddenly shifting around in my seat? Shake it, off. I told myself. I told him I was partial to the lemon blackberry, but I assumed Maggie would pick a different one because she and I were usually polar opposites. He started sampling several pieces of cake. I really didn’t want to try anymore. I had more fun than I should watching him eat. He took a big bite, followed by this super sexy moan and then washed each piece down with a sip of water.

Chet caught me, so I quickly averted my eyes. Maggie asked him his opinion so far. “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. If I was getting married, I’d probably have five cakes because I couldn’t decide. They’re all really good.”

Maggie needed to remember she was engaged and stop being a shameful flirt. “Oh do tell, any chance you might get married in the near future, Chet?”

“Me? No way. I’m a happy bachelor. Marriage is for people like my parents and lovely ladies like yourself, Maggie.”

She giggled and blushed. My stomach knotted. Too much cake. Too much Chet.

He was honest with Maggie, he had a love affair with Oreo flavors so the chocolate fudge cake covered in vanilla Oreo mousse was at the top of his list, but he also surprisingly enjoyed the champagne cake. I hadn’t tried that one.

“Oh come on now, you have to try this one. Here.” He picked up a portion and guided it toward my mouth.

I shook my head like a lunatic, swearing I couldn’t eat another bite. What I really couldn’t comprehend was that his bare hand was about to feed me the damn thing. That was far too intimate. I kept refusing, but he didn’t stop until he had the cake directly in front of my lips.

“Open wide, Penny or I’m smashing it in your face.”

Maggie pulled out her phone and took a picture. “Oh my gosh, so cute. It looks like you guys are the ones getting married, about to feed your cake to each other for pictures. I love it.”

I wanted to scream at my sister for embarrassing me like that. The suggestion of us as a married couple about sent me over the edge. I intended to say something snarky, so Chet took advantage of my mouth partially opened and did just as he warned. He shoved that cake into my mouth. There are no words to describe how I felt in that moment. I tasted one of the best things ever to touch my tongue, but his fingers were also touching my lips and one of them grazed a tooth. How was this scenario actually happening to a person like me? I had one of the most high profile celebrities’ fingers in my mouth mixed with raspberries, cheesecake and champagne cake. It was a flavor explosion, but it didn’t last long enough. He pulled back his hand and left the cake on my tongue. I carefully chewed it so I didn’t choke when he licked the rest of the frosting from his fingers which no doubt had to be tainted with some of my saliva.

He didn’t even care, in fact, I think he liked it and I was doomed. I was not a romantic. That was Maggie’s and Mum’s department. They were the romance reading, head in the clouds types. I was practical and determined. I didn’t have time to get distracted by a man that would only use me or break my already fragile heart.

I pulled myself together and got down to business like a good maid of honor would. “If I were you, Mags, the pink champagne, red velvet, vanilla bean should definitely make the cut. I’m up for any others you’re partial too and I’m sure Keats will adore the chocolate peanut butter one for his groom’s cake. Are we about done?”

She said she thought she had the others in mind but needed to speak to Mrs. Monroe about the next appointment and which flavors they’d test. That left me alone with the man that currently invaded all my senses even when I didn’t wish him to.

“So this was fun, huh?”

“Yeah, but I feel sick now.”

“Hey, you know how you wanted to hand over all that money to me earlier because you thought I should be paid back.”

How could I forget almost draining two of my bank accounts. “Um yeah.” Great, he changed his mind and I was going to be broke after all.

“How about you repay me in a much simpler way . . . cheaper, but mutually enjoyable.” I wasn’t following what he meant. “What are you doing after this? Wanna grab a coffee to wash down all this sweetness?”

I started to decline when Maggie barged in at just the wrong time again.

“Perfect, because Keats is almost here. We have plans and that would save me so much time since we have to go back to his place to change before we meet up with some friends.” Maggie seemed to make it up as she spoke. I’d never heard a word about this evening out or time crunch. “She’d love to have coffee and you can take her home as well.”

“Margaret, knock it off. You never once said I was going to inconvenience you today. I would’ve brought my own damn car if that was the case.”

“Hey, easy there, Penny.” What was with the way he said my name? He needed to stop pronouncing it that way. “I’d be happy to give you a lift after you have coffee with me.”

“Could you excuse us for a second, please?”

“Sure, I need to take care of my order up front.”

I laid into her as soon as he shut the door. “What the hell? I don’t want to go out with him.”

“It’s only coffee. You’re reading into things too much, as usual. My gosh, you think everyone on earth has an unsavory agenda. He’s super polite and sweet. I know you like him Poppy and he really likes you.”

“Nonsense, he does not. You’re on a sugar high.”

“So what, we all are, but don’t you find it a huge coincidence he showed up here today when we happened to have a cake tasting appointment?”

“No, not at all. He likes this bakery. He said so last week.”

“You’re delusional. I don’t know how he found out, but he came here just because he knew you’d be here.”

“That’s absurd. He did not.”

“Oh yeah, well guess what he was doing out in the lobby? He already had made his order and he was just sitting in a chair, staring at the hallway, waiting on us to be done, so he could pretend to run into you when you walked out.”

“Shut your mouth! You’re fibbing.”

“I’ll swear it in blood right now, sister.” She picked up a butter knife off the side table. “Try me.”

“Give me that. Seriously, you’re going to cut yourself open with a dull butter knife?”

“Babe, he’s trying to get to know you. Let him. I’m so excited about this and you should be too.”

“I don’t want to date. I can’t.”

“Please, just have coffee and see if there’s a spark. I think there already is. Honestly, hun, he’s one of the hottest men on earth and he could have any woman he wants. It seems that’s you at the moment.”

That couldn’t be accurate. Of course, he could have almost any woman he snapped his fingers at? Why did he want to spend time with me? Nothing Maggie believed was even remotely true.

She did a quick assessment of my appearance and said she wished I would have worn more makeup and better clothes, but it would have to do. “Go on, make me proud. I’d love to brag my sister landed the hottest celeb in town with her rude, aloof and ambivalent behavior. He must have it bad to be attracted to you after how you’ve acted.”

“Hey. Way to build my self-esteem. I wasn’t that bad.”

She kissed my cheek and said maybe he wasn’t looking for a relationship and just wanted to shag an English girl.

“I’m only half.”

“Yeah, well maybe that’s his gig. If that’s the case, go for it. You only live once and God knows, you haven’t been living life fully for a long time now.”
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She looked petrified, like she was being led to her death instead of an innocent cup of coffee. Maybe she thought the acting thing was a cover for my true passion . . . serial killing. I placed my hand on her back and she jumped.

“Sorry, I was just pointing you in the right direction. My car’s over there. It’s the . . .”

Suddenly, I felt weird saying what I drove.

“Let me guess, the steely gray Vanquish.”

“Hey, you know cars.” Wow, that was hot.

“I pay attention to my father’s interests. He likes cars. In my opinion, cars are to get you from point A to point B. I don’t need to impress others as I travel down the road.”

She had a knack for kicking me in the teeth without her foot ever leaving the ground.

Why should I feel bad for spending my money on something I enjoy? I was very charitable. It wasn’t like I only used money on myself. I bought my parents’ house before I was a legal adult and a remote cabin they wanted as a vacation/retirement home on top of that, but I never bragged. I rarely took recognition for my charity involvement either, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t generous.

I opened the door for her and she frowned. This woman had a permanent chip on her shoulder and wore it so well. Holding a door for a lady is a polite gesture and I wouldn’t stop. I walked around, got inside and waited to hear the rest. She had to say something else about my extravagant lifestyle, but she sat in the passenger seat, seatbelt buckled, hands in her lap, feet firmly planted on the floor mats and staring straight ahead.

“So, where to?”

“I don’t know. This was your idea, not mine.”

“Before we get started, I have to ask. Did I do something to offend you? I thought back there with the cake we had a breakthrough.”

“Breakthrough? What the hell does that mean? You crammed a piece of cake into my mouth when I told you not to. Don’t you know no means no?”

“Of course, I do. It was cake, not assault. If I remember correctly, you didn’t want me to take you home either.”

“I didn’t.”

I turned off the car and unlocked the doors. “Fine, then get out. I don’t want to force myself on you.”

Her gorgeous blue eyes expanded, her nostrils flared. She reached for the handle but I beat her to it, locking her door again.

“Open it, jerk.”

“No, I changed my mind. We’re going for coffee.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere with you. You have to be the rudest arsehole I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting. Good thing you have money and looks or I doubt anyone would ever spend time with you.”

At least she liked the way I looked. I didn’t miss that part. I laughed again at her expense. I started the car back up and put it in drive. She kept pulling the handle, I reached across her lap to make her stop, but she slapped my hand away. “We’re moving now, sweetheart. You wouldn’t dare jump out of a moving vehicle.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Oh, I think I do and that’s why you’re so pissed, but angry’s good. It’s one step away from passion.”

She shut up after that comment and folded her arms across her chest looking pretty defiant, but more importantly, Penny looked amazing in my passenger seat. I wanted her there all the time and I deserved this chance.

I waited a little while before letting her know I wasn’t the rude member of this duo. “I’ve been extremely nice, now you on the other hand.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“What?”

“Being nice to me.”

I told her that was just how I was. Didn’t she read the news? My niceness was often reported. Everybody said so.

“Celebrity gossip is not news, so there’s your answer to whether I’ve read it or not. Can we please hurry this along and go to Starbucks? You just passed the nearest one.”

I had a different coffee place in mind that I thought might impress her, but it was becoming increasingly clear, she wasn’t easily impressed. My mood dampened when I saw the crowd. People crowded outside the door. What did I expect? It was the end of a work week in a very busy part of the city.

We paused at a long light and I grimaced at that line again. “Oh, I’ve heard of this place. Maggie and Keats go here. They like it way better than the chain. Is that where we’re going? I’ve never tried it.”

The prospect of introducing her to something, anything for the first time did certain things to me, but all those people in my sights threatened this experience. Someone would recognize me. It wasn’t how I wanted to spend my first time with her. I wanted Penny all to myself.

“Are we going to turn around, find a place to park?” Her pissy mood shifted into a somewhat cheerful one. I didn’t want to fuck it up again.

“I don’t know, it’s pretty packed. I should swing back around and head over to the Starbucks.”

“Which was also packed,” she reminded.

“Yeah, but they at least have a drive-thru.”

As soon as I said it, I heard how lame I sounded.

“You made this big commotion to run me through a drive-thru. Wow, who would’ve guessed how smooth the rich and famous truly are?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean. It’s just, I hoped we could chat someplace quiet, maybe get to know each other a little more. It’s a bad time is all. Both spots are too crowded.”

I blew it. She would tell me to drop her off, probably at the corner of her street or further off, so I wouldn’t know where she lived. Surprisingly, Penny proved rude wasn’t her only personality trait. She was pretty ingenuous and kind when she tried.

“Hey, I know it’s not gourmet or anything, but I got a Keurig for Christmas. I have a great selection of coffee because I insist on variety.”

My lips hinted at a smirk, she invited me over to her place. And Penny liked variety. I mumbled, “Good to know.”

She gave me step-by-step directions, I kept telling her to input it in the navigation system but she refused. If she only knew that I had her address memorized because Wayne already found it for me. Wayne found out everything. I knew more about the Koperniks than they knew about themselves, I assumed. My boy was a genius and a master of stalking, although I was not a stalker. If I pursued Penny, I needed to come clean. I had to tell her I showed up with specific intentions today at the bakery. She could easily turn on me like a rabid dog, but I would take my chances. She did invite me over, so hopefully my charm was finally working on her.

The drive to Glendale was close in miles but traffic sucked. For once, that hardly mattered. I was anxious to talk to her, see what she was about, what she liked since she was quicker to point out her dislikes, namely me. More than anything, I was ready to ask her out on a real date. Tomorrow was Saturday night, sounded like the perfect day to me. She said we only had a few more blocks to go, that she and Maggie rented a small bungalow, but her sister was often staying with her fiancé.

“But don’t tell my dad.”

I laughed, “Already planning on introducing me to the father. Jeesh, you get serious fast, lady.”

“It’s a figure of speech. I say that every time I mention Maggie mostly lives with Keats. I’m sure you’ll never cross paths with my stern, old school, retired military father.”

Now I wasn’t so sure I wanted to meet him. He sounded tough, with couple of girls like Maggie and Penny, I was sure he kept a loaded shotgun handy. She babbled on about her mum didn’t care, she knew how Maggie was. I smiled every time she said mum instead of mom. Most of her speech was familiar, but she held onto several anomalies I wasn’t used to.

Penny’s usually alone, I thought. I liked that but I felt a little worried at the same time. I hoped she was careful. She must be more independent than I imagined. I said my natural comeback a little louder that time, “Good to know.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing, so Maggie’s always at Keats’s. Are you going to look for another roommate soon or do you like living alone?”

“Well, I never said she’s never at home. She comes over for food a lot because she hates cooking. Keats absolutely forbids it. He’s hiring someone when they get married. He’s afraid she’ll burn the place down or poison them. Of course, she comes over when they have a row. Sometimes she stays and boohoos to me for hours, other times we make it a ‘I hate men’ party, eat junk food and watch films.”

“Any of mine?”

She rolled her eyes at me.

“Hey wait, Maggie and Keats are big fighters? And they’re getting married? Sounds risky.”

She looked puzzled for a split second, “What are you talking about? Of course, they fight. Every couple does.”

“Not my parents, they never ever fight, disagree, or say a harsh word to each other. That’s why I don’t think I’m suited for marriage. I’ll never be as good as them.” She asked how long had they been together. “Almost 30 years, counting the dating years.”

“And how many children do they have?” Wow, she was really getting into my personal life. I figured this was her sneaky way of finding out all the stuff she really wanted to know while pretending she didn’t care.

“I have an older sister, Heather, and a little brother, Teddy. Do you want my social as well?”

“Hardly, you’re so full of yourself. I’m only asking to prove a point. If a couple’s been together a long time, living together, sharing responsibilities and children, they sure as shit fight. No wonder, you chose fantasy as a career because you live in Lala land and LA is your kingdom, no doubt.”

I had to argue because my parents really didn’t fight. “My mom is a bit of a control freak and my dad is passive so it works. She says how things are going to be and he says, ‘mmm huh’ and sometimes, ‘sure, whatever you want.’“

She pointed that cute little finger in my face. “Ha, that proves it. They fight because I can tell you nothing irritates a woman more than a man answering her with huffs and unformed words. Maybe they don’t allow you to witness it, even though you’re- wait, how old are you?”

“24.”

“Figures, I knew I had to be older.” I happened to know she was only eleven months older, but if she wanted to pretend she was so much more mature, I’d let her. I doubt there was anything she could teach me. I had more life experience. I was positive of that.

Penny continued to explain, my folks probably had giant rows in their bedroom, while whispering in angry voices, but she made me think of something that had never crossed my mind. “People that love each other argue, that’s one tenet of successful relationships, whether it’s friendship, family or romantic love.”

I remembered how I quickly put the brakes on any relationships when I felt like there were too many disagreements arising. I didn’t want to argue normally, maybe I’d inherited that from Dad. Come to think of it, I’d done very little agreeing with Penny and I couldn’t get enough of her. I kept wanting to know more.

She told me to turn left, we were finally on her street. I changed the subject. One thing I didn’t find in Wayne’s research was what she drove. “So what do you drive to get from point A to point B?”

“A small SUV, a Ford. Daddy insisted on American, even though I know he’d make an exception if he could afford one of his dream cars.”

“Why an SUV? That doesn’t sound practical for a single girl like yourself. I expected an economy car, perhaps a hybrid.” She pointed and told me to stop and park in front. I saw her black SUV in the short driveway.

We were about to get out when she gave her reason for the Ford and I literally froze with fear. “For the kids, silly. Didn’t Maggie tell you about my children?”

“Hold on, what? Kids? You’re teasing. You don’t have kids.”

“How would you know? We just met.”

“Kids, as in plural, more than one?”

“Oh yeah, I have a bushel of ’em, all by different daddies, of course. Remember, I like variety.”

I did remember that. I burned that word on my brain as soon as she said it, but this revelation changed everything. It had to, I mean. I didn’t get involved with women that had kids.

“Well, aren’t you coming inside?”

“I . . .” stretched out, but didn’t fully escape my tongue.

She giggled. “Damn, that’s funny. You should see the look on your face. Now, who wishes they would’ve jumped out of a moving car? I work with children, that’s my job. I’m a speech therapist. Come on, the only baby I have inside is the four-legged kind. Time to meet Pepper.”

She got me good and I was supposedly the actor. We walked up the driveway, through a wooden gate and up to the back door instead of the front. Penny opened up and we stepped into the kitchen. We were immediately greeted by a massive, black Lab who was loudly letting Penny know a stranger was on her heels. The dog appeared vicious toward me and I stepped back, not sure if I should go all the way in. I wasn’t in the mood to be mauled.

“Go on, she’s harmless.” Penny leaned over and loved on the dog. Dogs had all the luck. She spoke words to her I couldn’t make out, but the dog flew past us into the back fenced area. “You’re not scared of dogs, are you?”

“No, not normally, but ones that seem like they want to kill me tend to make me a little nervous.”

“That’s crazy, Pepper’s a big baby, trust me, she’s all bark, no bite. When she comes back inside, talk to her. I’ll let you give her a treat and she’ll be eating out of your hand the rest of the night.”

“Oh, okay. I guess I can try if you swear she won’t be eating my hand instead.”

Penny hung her bag on the back of a black chair at the small table on the edge of the kitchen. She ushered me into the living area and told me to have a seat. She excused herself and went down a hall toward the back of the house. I looked around. The bungalow was older, but had been recently remodeled. The wood floors were glossy, but I could see a few stray claw marks where Pepper left her mark. The furnishings were comfy and feminine. It was obvious a couple of chicks lived here. I noticed a tall white built-in shelf next to the fireplace. I was curious about the few framed pictures inside as well as the books she had, but Penny reemerged the second I was about to stand up, so I stayed put.

She walked passed me. I heard her open up the door. The dog was back again, barking like mad in my face.

“Easy Pepper. He’s a guest.” She slipped a biscuit in my palm. “Turn your hand up and feed her so she’ll know you come in peace.”

I did as she instructed and felt teeth and slobber as Pepper devoured the crunchy dog treat in my palm, but at least the barking stopped.

The dog quieted down, but proceeded to inspect me for more treats. She took two giant paws and pushed them into my legs, sniffing me all over, including my crotch. Penny laughed. “See, you’re in now. She totally gets you’re a friend not an enemy.” The dog then jumped on the sofa and put her head in my lap.

“Um, is she supposed to be on the furniture?”

“Yes, she kinda rules the roost.”

Penny went to the kitchen and started making a little noise. She brought out a small metal drawer full of coffee pods. She gave me the run down on her favorites. We both went with the donut shop bold flavor. Pepper seemed extremely cozy on my leg while her owner got busy making coffee in the kitchen, but cuddling a dog was not what I had in mind when I got the invitation to Penny’s house. I gently pushed her aside, “Sorry, girl. You’re not my type.”

I walked around the corner to catch her in the middle of coffee making. Her back was facing me and I had the perfect view of how the pockets on her jeans curved against her. The dog followed me, I was apparently stuck with her now. I whispered, “but she is.”

Penny turned around. “Did you say something?”

“Nope, can I do anything to help?”

“It’s kind of a one person job, but you can watch, I guess.”

“Oh, I like watching.” She looked uncomfortable at how pervy my statement sounded.

She told me I could grab flavored creamer or half-n-half out of the fridge if I wanted any. I asked what she wanted and she informed me she drank her coffee black. This girl was full of surprises. The fridge had about three different sweet creamers Penny claimed were Maggie’s, but I only took a splash of cream in mine, so I went with the plain half-n- half.

She handed me my mug first and then started on hers. I had no idea what she had planned. I could drink a cup of coffee pretty quick, but I wasn’t ready to leave so soon by any means. She didn’t appear to have a television in her living room either. What could I suggest? Board games, perhaps. I stayed in the kitchen leaning against her counter until hers brewed. I didn’t know if she wanted to sit at the small table or go back in the living room. Penny walked by so I followed. She sat on the couch this time. I sat in a nearby chair not to crowd her.

“Do you like it?”

I was staring at her. I meant her not the coffee. “I like it.”

“Um, well, here we are . . . having coffee.”

“Yes, and this is so much better than any crowded coffee place. Don’t you think?”

“I guess so.” She seemed nervous. I needed to get her involved in some conversation or this first get together would go south fast.

“Tell me more about those kids from different daddies. That was pretty sly scaring me shitless like that.”

“Why? You’d seriously run for the hills if you met a single mum?”

“Um, no, not exactly. It’s just, I’m not qualified to be involved in that lifestyle. I play pretend, remember. I still feel like a big kid myself most days.”

“Twenty-four is not a kid.”

“I know that, Penny,” I liked saying her name because every time I did, she took a deep breath and blinked her eyes rapidly like a breeze caught her. “I’m still not going to date a woman with kids. That’s my prerogative.”

“Hold on, bro. Just so we’re clear. This sharing of coffee thing is not a date.”

“I agree, but I was thinking maybe, if . . .”

She halted me, breaking my train of thought. Penny swiped her left hand across the air in an apparent attempt to erase me. “I’m not interested in dating anyone currently. I don’t date.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have time for it.”

“So you never have free time?”

“Pretty much.”

“Then what’s this?”

“An ambush because my sister is deranged and I’m not sure what you are yet, but I’m being honest. I don’t date and if I did, a Hollywood playboy would be the last person I’d choose to get to know.”

“I’m not a playboy.” She wasn’t buying it. “Believe what you want, but I’m just being friendly. Also, I’m really curious about what speech therapists do?” I never had been curious before today, but since I knew that was her profession, I was ready to learn all about it.

She told me about her regular job at a local clinic in the mornings, but her afternoons were spent tutoring for families in the area. That’s where she made her real money. Apparently, it was also what helped form certain opinions she had on the wealthy. I wasn’t sure if she had any famous clientele because Penny wasn’t a gossip and I could tell she took all ethics surrounding her profession seriously.

“I’ve seen both sides of parenting from the rich and the poor. A lot of the clinic children on assistance, but overall, I get the impression, the poor, struggling mother is more concerned with what’s best for her child. She desperately wants him or her to succeed and have all the opportunities that will help her child achieve that success. On the other hand, I’ve sat at the table with a Portuguese speaking maid trying to understand why little Johnny’s mother and father didn’t show for our scheduled meeting. I know a little bit of Spanish, but how do they expect me to give a full report on their child’s progress when neither party at the table understands a damn word being said?”

“I stress I need to see Mrs. B. and the maid smiles, ‘oh Mrs. B., she very busy.’“

“Right, she’s very busy. Her son’s ten and can’t put together a complete sentence. He wants to, but he can’t and some days he’s so frustrated with himself, I have to hold him tight to stop him from banging his head on a granite counter top. Who is too busy to care about their child? Money can’t buy compassion, good sense or true love. That’s what I’ve learned over the past few years I’ve been doing this job. So that’s the gist of what I do. How about you? You making a movie currently?”

“Nope, we wrapped on the third film a few weeks ago.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

“Why do you that thing?”

“What?”

“Try to make me feel like shit because I enjoy acting.”

“I don’t. It’s not my business what your profession is. We don’t even know each other.”

“Bullshit. You’ve made snide remarks ever since you saw me in the dress shop. I realize your profession is noble and necessary while mine is for entertainment purposes only, but I enjoy it. As you pointed out, sometimes real life sucks. If I can give people an escape for a couple of hours so they forget their problems, then maybe, just maybe, I’ve done a good thing.”

“I . . . I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. I apologize, it’s just I don’t allow myself to escape as you put it very often. What’s the point? Reality will always rear it’s ugly head soon. I prefer to be more pragmatic. I gave up on fairy tales around four. I’m not sure who invented that nonsense in the first place.”

“Penny, come on. I understand the need to face reality, but sometimes you have to let loose, maybe act like a kid a little. That inner child never completely leaves you. Don’t you pretend at all? The opportunities for wishes come pretty often, so I figure we’re supposed to participate. When’s the last time you made a wish on a falling star, tossed a coin in a fountain, or blew out your candles with something extraordinary on your mind?”

All she could say was she didn’t make wishes because there was no point. I couldn’t stop myself. I had to see what was on that bookcase. It might be filled with a vast collection of non-fiction titles because no way was this chick into anything else, but when I got up, I saw a little bit of everything on the shelf. The girly romance novels had to belong to Maggie, but I was shocked to see several biographies, mixed with religious books, psychology, medical and language books. Okay, Penny was clear before she liked variety. She held a pretty eclectic collection of books, but my eyes were quick to find the pictures. The larger one was of Maggie and a guy. They were wrapped up tight in an embrace, so it must be Keats. There was a family portrait of Maggie, Penny, their mother and a scary guy that had to be her dad. I saw an old picture of a toddler alongside a cute little girl holding the hand of a bigger boy.

“Hey, is that you and Maggie? You have an older brother?” Strange, Wayne hadn’t mentioned that and I thought we knew almost everything about her family.

Penny walked over and picked up the picture. The way she held it with such reverence made me feel like I’d committed a sin by touching the frame, so I promptly apologized.

“No, it’s all right, but I don’t. I mean, I did. That’s Frankie. He died soon after that. Maggie, of course doesn’t remember him, but I do, just a few bits and pieces I cling to. We don’t talk about it. It’s too sad.”

I heard what she said, but it didn’t stop me from asking. I slowly slipped my arm around her waist, but my intentions were solely for comfort. “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

“A raging case of influenza. He was only seven, I was five and Maggie was barely three. My parents never got over it.”

I couldn’t imagine. I’d never lost anyone close to me other than one of my grandparents that lived in another state.

I noticed Penny hadn’t pulled away from me just yet. She sat the picture back down, stepped away from the shelf thinking I’d follow, but I saw one last picture in a small heart-shaped frame. Her eyes widened and she shook her head. She most definitely didn’t want me picking that one up, but I already saw. It was her, no doubt. She was pretty young, just as beautiful and she was smiling bigger than I’d yet to witness. A boy was holding her. It reminded me of the way Keats held Maggie.

“Who’s that?” I normally wasn’t this nosy but what girl had a picture like that of an ex in their house? If they broke up, then she wouldn’t have it on display, but the picture was old, there was more to the story. I remembered Maggie’s words ‘it’s a long story.’ Penny didn’t believe in fantasy, wishes or fairy tales. I wanted to know if that heart shaped picture was the reason. She didn’t answer, so I conceded. “Never mind, you don’t have to tell me. It’s none of my business.”

I really felt like it was best if I left that moment. I don’t know what I’d been hoping for this evening but whatever it was, it wasn’t happening. I faced the harsh reality for a change.

I walked to the coffee table, grabbed my mug and took it to the kitchen. Penny followed. As we stood at the sink, washing out our cups together, she told me something I never expected her to say. “That was Jordan, my fiancé. He died too, a week before our wedding.”
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I don’t know why I told Chet the truth. I never talked about Jordan to anyone that didn’t know the story already. Once I started, I coudn’t stop.

“He was my best friend the moment we moved to Monterey. We never realized we were even falling in love, we were so young. All I knew, was I had to see or talk to Jordan every single day or my insides ached. He was a military brat same as me, so he knew a lot about starting over, and the solitude of starting fresh in new locations. We clicked in everything: movies, music, books. He wanted to be a therapist too, only physical therapy. We imagined going to college together, and getting jobs at the same place, maybe even opening our own therapy clinic one day.”

“Of course, I never wanted to be married at seventeen or eighteen or even before I was in my twenties, but junior year, Jordan was diagnosed with a very aggressive form of cancer. He got weak, lost weight and went downhill rapidly, but then he had a brief remission. There was a very short time of renewed hope. I was at his side as much as our parents would allow. The majority of the time he was too sick to even stay at home. I still held out hope. He was strong before the cancer. He’d been on almost every sports team our school had. I thought Jordan was invincible. If anyone could beat this, he could. I believed in him and we were both from families of strong faith backgrounds, so I organized prayer circles at our school and I went to church each and every week to beg God to give him another chance.”

“Jordan surprised me one night in the hospital. I don’t know how he managed a candlelight dinner, but he did. He had a ring and everything. He was nervous about giving it to me because it was old. He hoped I didn’t mind it was a hand-me-down because it belonged to his great-grandmother. I still wear the ring around a chain that I hide inside my clothes most days. I loved it. The fact that there was a history behind the ring made it even more special. My parents had concerns, but they knew our love was real. Jordan was so ill, we really had to rush the wedding. He had come to terms that he was probably not going to pull through. I never had settled for that prognosis. I still believed in miracles. However, he said he didn’t want to leave this earth without me being his wife and that’s what I wanted too. I wanted to make him happy, so I wasn’t thinking about much else. We weren’t going to do anything grand or elaborate, but even simple plans took a little bit of time and organizing. Our pastor needed a free weekend. We had to get approval from the hospital to hold the wedding in the small chapel and then invite guests, set up a small reception, order food and the cake. We finally had it all put together. Jordan was so happy. It was the best he looked in a month when I told him everything was set up for the following Saturday.”

“I laid in his arms until a nurse came in and told me visiting hours were up. I kissed him goodbye and he told me he couldn’t wait for the honeymoon. I wasn’t sure that was actually happening but one doctor said a release might be in the near future if he kept showing signs of improvement. We’d never been completely physical like that since we were both a little old-fashioned. The cancer diagnosis came soon after our intense friendship turned romantic. I’d gone from experiencing my first taste of making out with the one I loved to holding a basin in front of his lips, so he could throw up because the drugs were so strong, they wreaked havoc on his body. Everything changed in such a short time, but my love for him only grew. No one could ever be as perfect for me as Jordan. He knew my innermost workings, shared my hopes and dreams. I went home that evening with my thoughts on the silver lining in the midst of our dark cloud. The love of my life would be my husband. We had no other guarantees, but at least we’d share that momentous occasion. It all came crashing down on me by the next day. I slept in for a change. Mum was on the phone with Jordan’s older brother when I came in the kitchen. The look on her face said it all. I screamed and cried. There was no way. He was fine when I left the night before. He was getting better. We were getting married in six days. I was entitled to a miracle. There was just no way that is how it should happen. I wasn’t even there by his side to hold his hand and whisper my love in his ear.”

I didn’t know where the words came from. I hadn’t spilled my guts like this to anyone, but I stood paralyzed in front of the sink with the water still running and I told Chet every last detail. He remained still the whole time and never interrupted. As soon as I stopped talking, he reached over and switched off the water. The next thing I knew, my face was buried into his shirt and I sobbed openly.

“Hey, it’s okay, Penny. I’m so, so sorry.” He smoothed down my curls. Usually, by the end of the day, my hair went a little wild. I felt so foolish, this was completely out of character for me. I never planned to talk about Jordan today, especially not to him, but I couldn’t stop for some reason. I wanted to get myself together and push away from Chet, but there was something about his hug that made me want to linger a little longer. I kept saying in my head, three more seconds, then I would count to ten and I still was there, finding comfort in Chet’s arms.

I took a few slower breaths and finally got the courage to disconnect myself. I quickly made excuses for my emotional behavior. “I am so sorry. This is far more than you asked for. You only bargained for coffee.”

Chet didn’t look as perplexed as he should be, he wiped a tear off each cheek. He grabbed my hand and walked me back to the living room. This time we sat on the couch together. He never let go of my hand. “If you want to tell me more, it’s okay or maybe you want to cry, don’t worry, I have a mom and a sister. I’m used to women crying.”

“I bet you are. Wonder how many ladies in the universe you’ve actually made cry?”

He smiled and it was contagious. We sat there a few moments looking goofy at each other.

“Thanks, I got it all out for now. I apologize. That came out of nowhere. It’s been a long time, but when I told you, it felt very raw.”

“I can’t believe you went through a tragedy like that when you were so young. How long ago was it exactly?”

“Seven years, it all started when I was seventeen, he passed not long after my eighteenth birthday. We buried him the day that was meant to be our wedding day.”

“Damn, I feel so useless. I don’t know what to say other than I hate you had to experience such pain.”

I wondered why he seemed so moved by my painful past. I had judged him a little unfairly, calling him self-absorbed and other derogatory names. He was correct that he was very nice and I was extremely rude.

“Chet, I’m sorry. My family always lectures me about my mouth. I can easily get carried away. You don’t deserve the things I’ve said.” I was convinced he was ready to run for the hills and forget he ever met me. Surprisingly, he wasn’t pulling away. I didn’t even know how to respond that he hadn’t released my hand. I had mixed emotions when he pulled his back to rub both his hands over his face and through his hair. The next thing Chet did rendered me speechless and unable to move. He took two fingers and walked them around my entire face. He caught the last remnants of my tears with his fingertips as they studied my features. For a second, it seemed we might sit there the rest of the night without another word.

Chet spoke up when he brought his hands back to his lap, “I know we ate a lot of cake and all, but I’m kinda hungry now. You wanna order something? I could go pick it up or we could get delivery. Whatcha craving?”

“Um, I don’t know. I wasn’t really thinking about food.”

“But now you are because I brought it up.”

He wriggled his eyebrows at me. I thought I’d never eat again after all that cake, but maybe an actual nourishing, balanced meal might help settle my stomach, because I was definitely feeling a bit out of sorts. I thought about what he asked. What was I craving? I glanced his way again. He kept making cute faces. Why was he so good looking? It was such a distraction. I never gave him a second thought before meeting him in person. The camera didn’t do him justice in my opinion. He’d suffered through my atrocious behavior and my impromptu breakdown. Dinner should be his choice. I doubted I would eat much, anyway.

“Well, what do you like?”

“Haven’t you been paying attention? I’m pretty easy, I’m not picky. I like everything.”

Did he mean to make all these innuendos? I kinda think he did. “Okay, then I pick Thai. My favorite place is not too far from here and they deliver. Hold on a sec, I have their menu in the kitchen.”

It turned out, they were especially busy and said our delivery would take at least an hour. Chet couldn’t handle that. He offered to pick up the food instead. I could wait, but then what would I do to fill an hour with him? I most definitely didn’t want to start any other emotional tirades.

“I really need food sooner than that.” I shook my head at him. Wasn’t the half dozen cake slices in twenty minutes enough? “Well, you see, I was a little anxious today and I might have skipped my regular meals. So yeah, I need real food. I feel a headache coming on. Let’s drive over.” I hung up because I wasn’t sure what we were going to do.

I told him to go since the carryout would be much quicker. I already had everything jotted down in front of me, so I would call back.

“You sure you don’t want to ride?” He had a little mischief in his eyes.

“Yes, I’m quite sure. I have a couple of things to take care of. Do you want some cash?”

“Get out. My treat.” I walked him to the door. “Seriously though, you’re going to let me back in, aren’t you?”

“Hmm. Now there’s an idea,” I teased. He’d given me the perfect out. I told him not to take it personally if he came back to a darkened house and a locked door. He looked back a couple of times on the way out. I would let him back in. I was a buzz kill, but I wasn’t that bad.

Maggie left me ten messages. Crazy woman. Why couldn’t she shower attention on Keats and not worry about me?

I finally answered a couple.

Yes, we’re still together.

That sounded absurd. We weren’t together. I corrected quickly, but then I goofed saying he was at our place. I tried to explain the whole crowded coffee shop issue in a text when she called.

“Oh. My. God. No way, he’s there?”

“Well, technically, not at this minute. He went to grab Thai, but he’s coming back.”

“Shit, I’m speechless and you know that’s a first.” True.

I told her how we ended up drinking home brewed coffee. I skipped my crying fit. Let’s face it, the fact that I had a famous hunk in my living room was way more believable than I’d displayed feelings in front of anyone. She would have never believed me.

“Look, sis. I’m going to grab a quick shower. He’ll be back in less than thirty minutes. I assume you’re not coming home tonight?”

“Well, I wasn’t but now I’m not so sure.”

“Mags.”

“Whatcha taking a shower for, Poppy?” Her voice was high and suggestive.

“Because, I worked all morning at the clinic. I’m sprinkled in crumbs and sugar. I want to get comfortable.”

“Don’t you dare put on the holey, PINK sweats. It’s false advertising to call them boyfriend pants. You’ve worn them completely out and are still boyfriendless. If you want to showcase your Victoria’s Secret, wear that navy set I got you for your birthday.”

“That’s fucking underwear, looney.” My sister insisted I needed some matching sets to have for special occasions. I had matching bras and panties. She didn’t know. Stupid cow had been spying in my drawers one day and said if I did, they were long gone. I did love the dark satin and lace one she got me. I never told her I picked out a few more sets in the same style as a Christmas present for myself. None of this mattered. I intended to wear the pants she mentioned. I had two pairs and I knew for a fact the gray ones were clean in the dryer.

I cut her off, told her to get out of my life and rushed like crazy since I was down to fifteen minutes or less factoring in how long it took to drive over and how long they said the food would take.

As I was towel drying my hair which was a fifteen minute endeavor in itself, I heard the banging. I should’ve never talked to Maggie. I didn’t have time for that. Her imagination was running wild either way. Chet’s banging and the doorbell ringing became more urgent each second I tried to pull dry cotton over wet skin. I double checked before exiting our bathroom that nothing was exposed. My top kept falling to the side, showing my pink bra strap, but I pulled it back in place. Maybe I picked the wrong top for this occasion.

He didn’t look thrilled when I jerked open the door, but before the apology was out, he housed a glint in his eye. Seriously, did guys think women bathed only for their benefit? I guess my sister was just like a guy because she thought the same thing. I had not showered for Chet. However, if I said that out loud, it would seemed like a lie, so I pretended nothing was up.

“All that was missing was the darkened house. You had me worried for a minute, Penny.”

Grrr. He needed to stop saying my name.

We pulled out all the containers on my kitchen counter. I got down plates. Chet and I both agreed on a cool glass of water to wash it all down. I offered him a beer just in case, because Keats always kept some in our fridge, but he declined.

Chet asked why I didn’t have a television?

“It’s in Maggie’s room. I don’t like the distraction since I’m often working at the kitchen table.”

“So this is why you aren’t really impressed with what I do? You don’t like the entertainment industry in general.”

“No, not at all. I don’t have time to get caught up in weekly shows, but when I hear about a good series, sometimes Mags and I binge watch on a free weekend.”

“What makes a good series in your eyes?”

“I like the ones that are complete with good writing and enjoyable characters.”

“Why does it have to be complete?”

“It’s more worth my time if I know they stuck it out and finished, so there won’t be any cliffhangers or unresolved issues.”

He nodded like he understood, but that wasn’t what he said, “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

I didn’t think he meant that as a compliment. He certainly wasn’t comparing me to a priceless piece of art. I got the distinct impression his ‘piece of work’ comment equated to straight up nuts. His eyes were at my shoulder yet again. I kept pulling the shirt back up. Why was my bra strap a magnet for his eyes?

We finished eating. It was late. There really was no reason for him to stay. Come to think of it, there was never one reason for us to see each other today either. I hinted around I was tired. He insisted on cleaning up our dishes. I offered to let him take the leftovers, but he insisted I keep them instead.

We washed with a joint effort once more. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

“What?”

“My comment earlier. It’s just you won’t take a chance on something unless you already know the overall outcome. I have a feeling that’s the way you approach life in general. And if no one else has ever told you before today, that ain’t living.”

Of course, I’d heard similar assessments from family and friends. I disputed him just like all the rest. “I’ll have you know, I live just fine. I make a difference in children’s lives, not all of them but many. I’m very good at what I do.”

“I’m sure you are, but who makes a difference in your life, Penny? Life doesn’t come with a guarantee, you found that out in the worst way imaginable, but you still should be willing to take another risk occasionally. Are bad things still going to happen? Will people let you down? Can you get hurt in the process? Hell yes, to all those things, but that’s what the journey’s all about. You told me some heavy duty shit earlier, and frankly, I’m still not over it. I really like you and wanted to get to know you better, but I can tell, that’s not what you want so I’m going to get going. I had a nice time tonight, just in case you couldn’t tell.”

He was right, I saw no point getting to know him better. Some actor. Chet was a terrible liar. No way, could my thirty minute crying and misery session make for a nice time. Of course, I wasn’t taking life advice from someone that spent the majority of his time playing pretend. That was ludicrous. I dried the plates and sat them down on the counter. We both started outside. Pepper woke up from her nap and wanted out one last time. I walked him to the side gate.

“Thanks for coffee.”

“Thanks for the take out.”

I prepared to wave, but he stopped me and pulled me into a full body hug. It continued much longer than it should. Chet needed to let go of me, of any ideas that this might turn into something. However, the longer he hugged, the more I didn’t want him to let go. His hand on my back, his face pressed into my hair, his entire presence did funny things to me.

“You, take care now.” 

“I will.”

He pulled away, but we were still pretty close. I tried not to stare, but he was a damn near perfect male specimen. Seriously, a slew of girls would drop their panties for that jawline alone. I was sure his eyes were hazel now. I didn’t know at first, mostly because I avoided eye contact, but now I knew for certain. I made a vow while I was in the shower not to look at his full lips again. Why were they such a perfect shade, anyway? A man shouldn’t have such a perfect mouth like that with no effort. Women spent thousands at times to acquire the perfect lip shape. At minimum, they spent hundreds on the right cosmetics.

Snap out of it. Why was he still standing there too close with a yearning look on his face? No way was he getting a kiss. I hoped that wasn’t the reason for the pause.

“Well, bye Chet.”

“You sure about that?”

I felt a tug and realized I was holding onto his forearm. Stupid. I let go quickly. Pepper barked behind me at the side door. Chet said he was rarely wrong, just as conceited as I predicted.

“I guess that’s it. I thought for certain I could make you like me, Ms. Kopernik. Oh well, can’t win ’em all.”

He turned and walked toward the street. Pepper continued to beg me to go indoors. I let her inside first. I locked up and switched the lights off as I walked to my room.

“Bed, girl.” Pepper curled up on the orthopedic dog bed I spent a fortune on. She sometimes curled up at my feet midway through the night, but I didn’t mind so much, the foot of the bed was cold sleeping alone. I finished up in the bathroom and still hadn’t caught on, but the minute my head hit the pillow, I switched the lamp back on. “Hey, how’d he know my name was Kopernik?”
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I knocked at the door to Wayne’s converted garage room. He called it an apartment, so it didn’t seem weird he stilled lived with his mom. There wasn’t a bathroom or a kitchen. Newsflash, you still live at home. He’d been in the garage since he was a senior in high school. My friend opened up after a few long minutes. I figured he had to untangle himself from some role play game on the computer to answer. I held a bag with a super stuffed burrito between my fingers.

“You brought sustenance, just when I needed it most.” Wayne’s mom closed the kitchen at ten and he got the munchies when he played games half the night. She got cranky about her sleep being interrupted since she was a nurse and was up before 5 AM most days. He grabbed the bag, pulled a juice from his mini fridge and asked if I wanted anything.

“Naw, man. I’m good.”

Wayne opened the bag and poured the contents out on his desk. “Just one?”

“Yeah, I already ate dinner with Penny.”

“Oh shit, you work so fast. I should’ve known. She didn’t play so hard to get this time, I guess.” He couldn’t be further from the truth.

I told him how he was spot on that they would be at the bakery. I only planned on accidentally bumping into them, but the afternoon went way better when Maggie pulled me to the back for their cake tasting. Wayne liked details, so he kept asking what she said and how I responded and shit like that. I told him about the pink champagne cake incident.

“That sounds hot.”

It was.

“So, I thought I’d rope her into grabbing a coffee and then carry her home, ask for a date, but I ended up at her place from the get-go.”

“Oh my, Penny moves fast.”

“No, Penny moves so slow, she sometimes appears to be going in reverse. One second she calls me names and the next she tells me about her Keurig, and then all of a sudden we were heading to her place.”

He had a mischievous grin, “I have to know, what’d she call you?”

“I think it was rude arsehole, with a heavy accent.”

He clapped his hands together frantically. “I love her already. When can I meet her? That’s brilliant.”

“Never.”

“Always so stingy, remember your Legos?” I frowned. He knew my mom made me share my Legos, but he was careless and always lost pieces. “Awe, looky. Chet’s face is red. You’ve never been called that . . . ever. Have you?”

“Man, shut up. She’s rude, not me.” He tried to stop teasing or he knew he wasn’t getting anymore details. In fact, there wasn’t much else to tell. “Well, you did what I asked, I bought the burrito as a thanks, and I will seriously look into asking Gage if he can figure out something with Ms. Somers.”

“No shit, dude. You’d do that for me?”

“Yeah, I’d do anything for you.”

“So, I know you’re a gentleman and all, but you and this Penny girl must have really,” he cleared his throat “connected.” He knew I’d never made a real effort to facilitate his fantasy meeting with Suzanne. I told him once I’d be embarrassed to bring it up. The best promise I ever made was if I was somewhere she showed up, I’d take a picture or call him to see if he could haul ass to where I was.

I knew he meant something entirely different with his choice word, ‘connected.’ She and I experienced a moment, but it was worlds away from a hook-up. I sat on his lumpy sofa while Wayne inhaled the burrito. The room was quiet except for chewing. I replayed the evening through my brain. Penny told me something so private, almost visceral. It completely caught me off guard. I couldn’t believe her experience nor that she’d shared it with me so candidly. I’d never felt so emotionally connected to a woman in all my life and she trusted me. Grant it, her trust was with great reluctance, but I could sense it. That’s why my decision had been made.

“I just wanted to say thanks and all, but I should get going. It’s late.”

“No, wait. What’s wrong? You don’t look like a guy that just got some action with the object of his affection. I’m sorry, I was thinking about the maybe about Suzanne and not you for a second.”

“Wayne, seriously, Penny’s not like that. She wouldn’t sleep with a guy she just met, no matter who he is. I didn’t get more than a hug which she probably could’ve done without, but I wanted to feel her in my arms at least once.”

I stood up, prepared to walk out the door. I almost felt like going to Mom’s since I’d driven this far out to see Wayne, but decided against it. I needed to be alone which was so damn rare. I was usually surrounded by friends and strangers. My buddies brought so many randoms around to show off or get lucky with, I seriously needed to set up some boundaries one day.

“No, don’t leave, Chet. I’m confused. What’s with you? Penny is a dud, not as cute as you remembered or she actually does hate you?”

“No, none of those things, you’re especially off on the not as cute part. God, man, she’s more beautiful than I even remembered and I’m pretty sure that hate thing isn’t the case. Look, I got to know her a little better and you’re right. I’d only hurt her and there’s absolutely no way Penny can take anymore hurt in her life. I’m dropping my strange fixation. It’s over.”

“So you’re not going to see her again? You didn’t tell her how we . . . I mean about how you twisted my arm to research her?”

“I planned to sugarcoat that, but it’s not worth it if I’m not seeing her again. Dude, you said her father was retired military. You didn’t tell me he was scary connected. He was in intelligence as she put it. Those guys can make people disappear.”

Wayne said he didn’t know how important of a job he had. “Shit, maybe it’s good you didn’t tell her. I probably broke a few federal laws.”

“Yeah, and I conspired with you, so we’d both be in trouble if she took my research the wrong way.”

“You like her.”

“Duh, what the hell did you think this was all about? I’ve been tinkering with insanity this whole week.”

“I don’t know. I thought it was a challenge, a weird goal you had, screw a regular chick or woman with an accent. You never hinted you were ready to settle down.”

I raised my voice. “I’m not! I mean, I wasn’t. I don’t know, actually. It doesn’t matter. I mean it; I’m never contacting her again.”

Wayne blocked me from leaving, which was dumb. I was way stronger than him. “Move.”

“No, I don’t think you should drive all the way to Santa Monica tonight. Stay. Let’s talk.”

“Stay on your crappy couch when I have a ten thousand dollar mattress at my place waiting for me? You’re my best friend, but I don’t think so. This piece of furniture is diseased. If you didn’t have a sheet over it, I wouldn’t even sit on it with my jeans. It’s coated in fake cheese powder and God knows what else if you sit here watching Three’s Company reruns. Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Jeez, you really can be a jerk sometimes. My couch was never a problem when you were a lowly, television star. Now you need a bed that cost ten grand to rest your weary head. No wonder, this normal chick shot you down. You really are an arsehole as well as an asshole to boot. I was trying to be a friend.”

I stopped and turned around. “Hey, you’re right. I didn’t mean it like that. I just didn’t want to act like a total pussy in front of you and this girl has me twisted in knots. To tell you the truth, I hate that fucking mattress at the condo. The saleslady only saw a celebrity when I walked in the store. I’ve hated it from the start. It’s like sleeping on a board. Half the time, I sleep on my sectional.”

I kicked off my shoes and sat back down. Wayne even offered to sneak inside to grab fresh sheets and blankets. I was still a little leary about what might be on the everyday cover. He made up the couch. I checked out his game. We sat there for almost two hours while I tried to wrap my mind around the point of his whole role playing alter ego. Wasn’t real life good enough? Did one also need a virtual world too? We stopped talking about Penny, but eventually, I realized how exhausted I was. I hadn’t slept so great the night before.

Wayne shutdown his computer and cut the lights. I remembered now, this couch wasn’t so bad. I had a few layers of fresh bedding over it too, so I should be safe. He joked from across the room. “You’re right about the couch. It’s a cesspool, my imagination is wildly dirty.”

I picked up my shoe and tossed it toward him.

“Ouch, that fucking hurt. I’m joking, bro.”

“You better be, sicko.”

“Or am I?”

Second shoe went flying.

“Fine, no more. I give up. I keep that area pure, I swear. I never know if I might entertain a lady friend.”

“Have you?”

“Nope, not yet, but I predict this is my year. I’m bringing home a nice girl to meet Mama.” Poor guy. I’d been firm about not setting him up with some ditso even though he’d begged plenty of times before. He even said he’d take the scraps, an ugly second step-cousin as long as she had all her parts in the right places. I had yet to figure what that meant and never wanted to. Wayne was one of the good ones and he deserved a woman that really loved him, quirks and all.

We were finally quiet. I thought he might be dozing off. As tired as I was, it wasn’t happening so easy for me. I kept seeing Penny when I closed my eyes. She sure smelled nice, especially after that shower. That was quite the surprise when I came back with the food. I guess I misread all the signals since she rushed me out of there after dinner.

“Chet, you still awake?”

“Yeah.”

“I was wrong and so are you.”

“Huh?”

“Call her, man. I misjudged you about this entire situation. I think she’s just what you need right now. Maybe you know more than I do about her fragile heart and all, but who’s to say you aren’t the glue that can piece that back together.”

I didn’t have enough confidence in myself to attempt it and be wrong. My whole life, I’d been over-confident, but not this time, not about her. I needed to go back to the old way of life. That long shoot did something to me. I’d never been more homesick and I hadn’t lived at home in years. I spent lots of time off to myself, reading or thinking or staring into space. I wasn’t about to admit the last time I’d had sex, a slightly embarrassing dry spell that was mostly by choice. I should call someone, anyone the following day. It was time to get back to normal.

I definitely thought Wayne drifted off until he said my name again. “Chet.”

“What?” I said with annoyance. I didn’t want to talk about Penny again or I’d never fall asleep.

“Did you take off all your clothes to go to sleep, because I have a confession. That couch isn’t really pure.”

I reached around the floor for something else to throw, but grabbed something damp and squishy. I had no idea what it could be making me even more repulsed. I finally told him I had a wicked case of insomnia and I knew he went goofy right before he fell asleep, so I knew he was almost out. “If you don’t stop weirding me out, you will pay while you sleep. I promise.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

“My mom would call the police, she’d hear me screaming.”

“Not if I make sure that doesn’t happen.” I was totally bullshitting him now, because I’d never gag my best friend, but at least now I knew he was going to wonder about how far I’d go.

“I’m going to sleep now, but you better stay away from me. That’s a very real phobia. It’s not a joke.” I knew his number one fear and didn’t have any qualms about using it against him.

“Night, man. Absolutely, no more talking or tomorrow morning, I swear you’re waking up in the cemetery.”

He didn’t answer me either, but I didn’t go to sleep so fast. I already had Penny’s number programmed in my phone. Wayne knew his shit. He obtained the cell numbers for both Penny and Maggie. I even looked at it under the blanket. I should hit delete contact, but I didn’t. It was no use. I closed my eyes and recounted all the numbers. I had it memorized already, just like every little detail I learned in one evening about Penny.
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“I can’t believe you’re bailing on me. Some maid of honor you are or sister, for that matter.”

I pushed out of bed tangled in my comfy, but hideously ugly plaid Snuggie. Maggie had the Wonder Woman special version. Mum bought me the brown and red plaid one because she thought that suited me better. Figures. I canceled my two afternoon appointments. I went into the clinic for one evaluation and then came home sick. Technically, I wasn’t sick other than a miserable time of the month and some cramps. I had a few rough weeks and needed to catch up on rest, so I didn’t feel guilty for calling off.

“Hold on a damn minute. I went to the first cake testing. You don’t need me again. It’s yours and Keats’s decision anyway or Mummy will probably make the final call, knowing her.” Dad and Mum were down all weekend and lucky for us they thought our place was way too small, so they always stayed at a local hotel.

Maggie insisted I was obligated to be at her side for any and every wedding type appointment or shopping excursion. Someone needed to buy me a maid of honor guide because I thought she was full of shit. I absolutely didn’t want to go back into that bakery and stuff my face with cake again.

“This is because of Chet, isn’t it?”

“Where the hell did you get that idea from? No, of course not.”

“Poppy, you are too damn stubborn for your own good. I know something went on here between the two of you.”

I flapped my Snuggie arms at her wildly. I finally confessed after days of badgering that I cried in the kitchen in front of him about Jordan. She was stunned to say the least, but thought it meant more than it actually did.

“I already told you. We talked a bit, drank a cup of coffee, ate Thai food.” I gave the leftovers to Keats the day after because the sight of them in my fridge did funny things to my stomach. I wanted all reminders gone as soon as possible.

“I bet that sweet old woman knows how we can reach him. Why on earth did you let him out of here without his number?”

I secretly wondered if he’d offer me his number or ask for mine. I would have given it to him if he asked, but he didn’t and that was a good thing. My sister needed to leave and get out of my face. She gave me a headache. I popped two Midol in the kitchen.

“Hun, this is me. We share everything. You don’t have to pretend.” Huh, was she nuts? She might be an open book, but I was far from it. “I know you’ve been watching his movies.”

“What? Why would you think that? I have not.” I lied so hard.

“Netflix, babe. It tells all . . . recently watched.”

I stammered over my excuses. “Um, no, that’s not it. I wasn’t. I browse and that pushy service makes suggestions for me. I didn’t. Hey, what’s with the invasion of privacy, anyway? Leave me alone.”

Maggie pointed out we shared the subscription so how could she be invading my privacy. I didn’t know what else to say since she caught me in a lie. I watched a few things, some more than once. It wasn’t a big deal. He bragged on himself. I never even saw that dumb series he’s a part of in all it’s entirety and it’s pop culture. I was just staying current.

Of course, focusing on me was short-lived, she quickly reverted back to making the world about her, “So you’re really not going?”

“No, I support whatever you choose.”

“Mum’s going to be pissed.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. She asked what your problem was lately.”

I didn’t have a problem, work was busy. They knew this, and the end of the school term was approaching. Parents often got anxious about what next year held for their struggling child.

I let Pepper inside since she was barking at the neighbor’s cat that taunted her from the fence. “Stop teasing, Piaf. It’s annoying.” As soon as Pepper ran inside, Piaf jumped back into his yard. Stupid twit cat, I didn’t understand the point. Why did he always act like he wanted to come out and play with Pepper when he didn’t mean it? Some people played the same games. It kinda seemed like it to me. Glad I dealt with children more than adults.

God, Mags was still complaining. I knew full well she was also on her period. We had the same cycle. Mine even shifted when hers changed after she started birth control. It was eerie. “I’ll go to whatever’s next on the agenda. I promise, just please, not the bakery.” I almost added the fitting next month, but she would’ve blown a fuse. I picked my battles one at a time.

“Whatever’s next? Are you mad? We have the caterer appointment Monday evening. I thought you were keeping the schedule straight.”

I snapped. “Dammit Maggie, people get married everyday. Quit acting like your wedding is superior to anything else. Take it down a notch. I do have the schedule, but I don’t obsess over it or read it everyday.”

I saw how quickly my words affected her. Maggie had a special glint in her green eyes that I didn’t possess and it was almost like all the light drained out at once. I didn’t mean it. I was happy for her. I truly was. “I’m so sorry, babe. That was rude. Seriously, I’m out of sorts today. I think I’m going to draw a bath and veg with the hot pack.” I put my hands on her shoulder. I had to fix hurting her feelings. I couldn’t stand to see my little sister cry.

“I know I’m a brat, Poppy, but I do better when you’re around. You keep me in line. Keats said you should live in our guest room as a joke, but I think he was serious.”

“I’m not living with you two wild newlyweds and you’re fine without me. Come on, you do great at your job, you have a successful, handsome man that worships the ground you walk on and you’re Mummy’s favorite.”

“I am not.” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, but you’re Daddy’s favorite.” I guess she was right, but that was by default only. Frankie would probably be Daddy’s favorite if he’d survived. Now I sounded like I needed a shrink for middle child syndrome.

“Fine, this skip out is your only free pass. You will not miss another thing. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

“And don’t look at me like that, jerkface. I’m not bridezilla.”

I made a tiny hand gesture with my hand, she might be a wee bit, but I forgave her if she could forgive my terrible moods. I was never getting out of the dress fitting. I really dreaded that moment. That shop was the scene of the crime, but I couldn’t say such a thing. Then it would seem I was thinking about Chet again. I was.

Keats drove up seconds later, so Maggie left and I started my hot bath. I loved our deep clawfoot tub. It was the greatest part of the house. I would get one for myself one day when I made it back to England. We visited every other year after moving to the states. Mum’s parents were getting up in years and they knew how special their countryside home was to me. They promised it to both of us girls, but Maggie said she hardly cared. It wasn’t like she’d ever move back. I sure would. Jordan and I talked about it when he first got sick. He would close his eyes and say, “Tell me about the garden, Penny. I wanna see it in my dreams in case I never make it there.”

I always pushed his negative thoughts aside. “Of course, you will when you’re all better.” I had this fantasy he’d hold out long enough for a brand new miracle drug. It would be experimental, but he’d take it anyway and then he’d respond and go into full remission. I imagined children running through a white picket gate with handfuls of flowers like Maggie and I did as children.

Strange to imagine living out my dream now completely alone, but one day, I would return. I couldn’t spend my entire life in Los Angeles. I needed to figure out the career situation if I left America. An avenue existed to obtain accreditation in the UK, but then I needed to explore job markets in my field. At least, I had versatility with my tutoring experience. My grandparents were lifetime residents in an area just outside Cotswold. I intended to help care for them when they needed me. They still assured us that day was far off. I continued to save and remain frugal since I’d need every nickel to fulfill my five-year plan.

The relaxing soak was just what I needed. I grabbed a book off my nightstand, gave Pepper permission to get on the bed with me. I climbed under the covers with my heated rice sock while the dog kept my feet warm and weighted down. My phone blinked, so I checked it.

I’m totally finding out what I can about Chet. We’ll fix this, trust me.

Maggie had just gotten to the bakery. What was she talking about? Oh shit. Mum and Keats were there with her. What had she told them? I needed to stop her, but there was no stopping my sister when she got started. I sent a frantic reply hoping she’d listen to reason.

Don’t. Mrs. Monroe is professional. She won’t give information out.

Nothing.

Which I most certainly don’t even want. Please don’t embarrass me. You promised not to tell Mum I had him over.

Still no reply. I really did feel like crap, but I was tempted to go down there. Maybe that was her plan all the while. She was playing a trick on me. Fine, I called her bluff. I would ignore her. Fixing this, what did that even mean? I didn’t need fixing. I was fine. Except for cramps, I was in tiptop shape. I’d signed on a new student who had very involved parents, the best kind and they already committed to summer tutoring which wasn’t always the case. That meant a little more money coming in that would go straight to savings.

I tried to relax, but after an hour of mindlessly turning the pages of my book, I was more tense than ever. I kept my phone on my stomach in case she texted again.

The phone actually startled me with Maggie’s stupid ringtone she insisted I download for her. I didn’t even get a hello out.

“Are you sitting down?”

“Actually, I’m napping.” I seriously exaggerated the truth. “Why? What’s up?”

“Chet bought the cake.”

“What cake?”

“The cake, silly. Our cake! He already gave them the money two weeks ago when we tasted. He bought the groom’s cake too. Oh my God! I’m freaking out. Mummy almost fainted. Poppy, are you there? Did you hear what I said?”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s a wacko, I guess. Are you dense? He’s totally crushing on you. The entire bakery is gushing over your blossoming romance.”

I sat up in bed. Pepper lifted her head once to show me I’d woken her. “Margaret, stop. You got me, but I know you’re only teasing because I didn’t go.” I heard Mum in the background saying I had some explaining to do. She hated when I kept secrets.

Maggie insisted it was no joke. She asked for an address to send a thank you note. Chet left explicit instructions that if anyone asked, they could give out his manager’s number. “I have it, hun. I know how to get in touch with him.”

“Fine, tell him thanks, I guess and that he’s a fool with money.” I didn’t want to be included with any sort of communication. I’d already forgotten about him. All I could speculate was that man sure loved to blow his fortune.

“I did, minus the fool comment, meanie. However, I did a little more than that. Look, we’re going to have dinner with Keats’s father. I’ll be home late. We’re dropping Mum off at the hotel. She and Dad are going to dinner alone, but all of us are going out tomorrow so we can discuss everything in person then.”

There was little I hated more than being the center of a family dinner conversation and Maggie’s huge over-dramatization about Chet and I cinched that was all we’d be discussing. She started blabbing about needing to listen to something Keats was saying and she couldn’t talk to two people at once. Maggie hung up before I could say another word.

Paid for her cakes? That made no sense. That was Chet’s problem, he made no sense. Why would he spend money on us like this? The nap was out. I got up, intending to raid the kitchen for some serious junk food.

I was debating on nachos or vinegar chips while Pepper did her thing out back. Seriously, was she doing her business or only wanting out to bark at Piaf again? I had enough. I swung open the door. “Knock it off!” That was meant for both the cat and dog.

Piaf didn’t appear to be out and Pepper wasn’t in the back at all, she was at the gate barking at my unexpected visitor. All at once, my mouth went dry and I froze.

He had one hand in his pocket and the other went up in a suspended wave. “Hey, Penny.”

Chet.

“Um, is it okay if I come through? Pepper forgot me, I think.”

I stepped out and shushed my dog. “It’s Chet, silly girl. Friend, not enemy, remember?” How could I blame my nutty dog? I wasn’t even sure that was a correct assessment.

I opened the gate for him and Pepper totally attacked him . . . with affection. She wagged her tail and lolled her tongue like he was a piece of meat. Typical woman, exactly what he was used to.

“Okay, down girl. That’s enough.” He held up his slobbered fingers and waved them in the air to dry them. I started walking back to the door. We all went inside and Chet stopped at the sink to wash his hands. It was a little strange to see him act so familiar in my home.

I finally asked the million dollar question. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, well, Gage called.”

“Who?”

“My manager had a message and said Maggie wanted to speak to me.”

“I told you, she’s rarely here.”

He looked down at the floor and acted all sheepish. Was he blushing? I think he was. “Yeah, well, I’d been thinking about stopping by a few other times, it seemed like a good time since I was on your mind today.”

I quickly refuted his statement. “You weren’t.” He smiled. It was almost impossible to offend him. Chet thought everything was a compliment.

I really needed answers about this bakery situation. I grabbed my water glass and offered him something, but he said he was fine. We went to the living room and had a seat. Pepper brought him an array of prized possessions. Chet threw her rope bone a few times and she rewarded him with a slimy half-eaten rawhide.

“Sorry, she hides those everywhere. Go away, you’re being a pest. Go to your bed.” Pepper ran back to the bedroom so maybe we’d have a moment’s peace.

He and I both tried to say something at once. “Sorry. You first. How have you been?”

He asked the question like we were long-lost friends separated by years. I think it had been a couple of weeks, but I didn’t mark the calendar or anything. I tried to remember what I started to say before. The way he watched me wasn’t helping. It only made me realize how wretched I must look. I had a little breakout thing going on across my forehead. My hair was a frizzled mess since I went to bed with it wet.

Chet smiled.

I frowned and covertly put my hand to my forehead to block him from seeing any pimples that might be forming. “Oh yeah, about Maggie and the cake, what’s your problem?”

“My problem?”

“Oh come now, it’s not normal. The dinner was bad enough. You had no right even if you unintentionally messed up our afternoon, but this wedding cake gesture is ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous?”

“Stop turning my words into a question. You know what I mean?”

“No, I don’t think I do. I wanted to do something nice for a deserving woman and I thought Gage said Maggie was ecstatic. What am I missing here?”

“This has nothing to do with Maggie and you know it.” He smiled again and it was infuriating. “You’re being a real jerk, so stop. I’m not in the mood, especially today.”

“Why? What’s going on today?”

I didn’t answer, but Pepper came back carrying my hot pink rice sock. Mags and I made them as a project one boring afternoon out of outrageously loud tube socks, rice and essential oils. They actually worked great and mine smelled like lavender while hers smelled of roses.

I patted the dog. “Thanks girl.” I sat the sock down and Chet picked it straight up.

“What’s this? It feels kinda warm.” He held it to his cheek which seemed wonky since I’d just soothed my angry uterus with it.

“It’s a heat thingy.” I snatched it away and laid it on the other side of me so there’d be no more questions. I wasn’t going to bring up cramps to him. “Back to the point, I’m not sure if this is charity or one of your write-offs for tax season, but our father worked hard his whole life. He’s perfectly capable of giving his daughter a brilliant wedding, especially since it will be the only one he ever has to pay for.”

“Penny, I’m all for giving to charity, but that’s not why I did it. I genuinely like to do unexpected nice things for people. There are no ulterior motives and as far as tax season. Seriously? What the hell does that even mean? I have an accountant for all that, but he never told me about a cake deductions worksheet, I assure you. Now, you’ve got my curiosity stirred. Why is it your father will never pay for another wedding? You’re too proud and plan to pay for your own, I’m guessing.”

“I don’t plan on getting married. That’s why.”

“Oh, well, that’s understandable. I’ve said something similar for years, but I never completely rule out the possibility and neither should you. We don’t know what the future holds.”

He then admitted he’d thought about calling first, but he was in the neighborhood when Gage told him about Maggie’s call, once it was determined I wasn’t at the bakery, he thought he’d give it a shot I might be home.

“Wait. How would you call?”

He spouted off my number, right off the top of his head. I was stunned.

“Stop. How’d you know that?”

“Promise you won’t get mad.”

“That depends.”

“Or that you’ll contact the authorities . . . or the tabloids.”

“Chet. Seriously, what’s going on?”

He spilled a few secrets about a friend named Wayne and how he hacked into various networks to gain some info. He knew Maggie would be back at the dress shop, so once they found her full name in an appointment book, the rest was easy.

“Easy?”

“Well, for Wayne it was. Look, I’m truly sorry for the possible semi-invasion of your privacy. I wanted to see if you would go out with me.”

It was a hell of a lot more than semi, but instead of being irate like I kept trying to make myself, I felt weird tickles in strange places, goosebumps broke out all over my skin too. He patiently waited on a response. “I don’t know what to say other than you and your friend need counseling, perhaps. I guess it’s just a number, but now you know you went to all that trouble for nothing, because . . .”

“You can’t stand me.”

I shoved him. “Stop. I never said that.” He grabbed my hand and I tried to pull it back. “Let go.”

“Nope, I’m keeping these fingers for now. I don’t want to get pushed around, you pack a mean punch. I’m trying to be serious.” He rubbed his thumb over my palm. “Were you going to say, because you don’t date?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ve had some time to think about that and I’ve come up with a perfect solution. I don’t want to date you.”

I felt completely filled with sorrow all of a sudden, but I was good at hiding that emotion. “You don’t? I mean, that’s good because you shouldn’t.”

“Nope, I just want to hang out sometimes. You have friends, don’t you?”

I wasn’t exactly what they called the life of any party. I keep my circle of friends pretty small. I hung out with my co-workers occasionally and I kept in touch with a few people from college. The majority of my time was spent around Maggie and her slew of friends. Chet probably had plenty of friends, no idea why he needed one like me.

“Are you really low on friends or companions? Doubt you need me as a new recruit.”

“True. I have more friends than I know what to do with, some I don’t even know, but that’s beside the point. I thought a new friend was in order and I choose you, Penelope Kopernik.” He started shaking the hand he was still holding onto. “What do you say? Friends?”

“Um, I don’t know. I guess. Did you honestly say you have friends you don’t know? What does that mean?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll explain later, but how about we do our first act of friendship? I’m hungry. Wanna grab an early dinner?”

“That almost sounds like a date.”

“Well, it’s not because clearly you don’t date and you’re hardly my type, anyway.”

Was he for real? I felt excited and offended all at once. “When were you thinking?”

“Now, didn’t you hear me? I’m hungry and you know I get headaches if I don’t eat.”

I did remember that the last time we hung out. I wasn’t sure if he was joking or if I should worry he had a medical problem. I thought again about my appearance. I couldn’t go anywhere looking like this. I asked if his head could manage, but I needed at least a half hour. I didn’t want to leave him stranded in the living room with Pepper and her rope bone, so I offered to turn on Maggie’s TV and he seemed fine with that suggestion. She had the larger room and had a little seating area, although she and I always watched movies on her bed. I almost giggled thinking about telling my sister Chet Parker sat on her bed. We walked to her room, but Chet looked over my shoulder.

“Is that your room over there?”

“Yes, the bathroom’s in the middle. Do you need to use it before I head in to do something about my out-of-control hair?”

“No thanks and I like your hair. You have a ton of it.”

“Yep, I hear that every time I get the ends trimmed. It’s pretty wild, nobody knows how hard us naturally curly haired gals have it. I’m changing, casual, right?” I looked at his jeans and t-shirt to draw that conclusion.

“Whatever’s comfortable.” He winked at me. Did friends do that? I tried to think about Stan from the clinic. We were buds. He never winked at me. Maybe I should go over some friendship rules with Chet, but I had little time to consider those if I gave myself a thirty minute deadline. I went into my closet and grabbed a top. I already had the jeans I planned to wear tossed on the dresser. I ran to the bathroom. I could hear the television, so Chet must have found something. I turned on the straightener and quickly dressed. I considered popping a couple more Midol, but it hadn’t been long enough. I, surprisingly felt a lot better.

I washed my face and inspected it for pimples. Maybe I exaggerated the breakout. I had a few minimal surface bumps that would easily be concealed when I put on my makeup. I brushed my teeth and used mouthwash. Fresh breath was important even with friends. I started my makeup next. My eyes were my strongest feature because of the standout blue shade. I had long lashes too which Mags was insanely jealous of. She and I played with makeup plenty. I wasn’t super into it like her, but I was her guinea pig since it was her passion and sometimes it was fun. She taught me a lot. I still looked like a small child with no makeup at all and Chet had seen me twice in this state and he didn’t run for the hills. I knew he was used to high glamour women, but maybe it wasn’t all that important to him. If we were just buds, then I guessed my looks didn’t matter so much, but it didn’t stop me from concealing my light dusting of freckles across my nose or lining my lips.

I finished everything but my hair in record time. I fussed with it the majority of the thirty minutes. Once or twice I was tempted to pull it in a ponytail or a clip. I didn’t even glance his way when I ran back to my room to grab my favorite pair of ankle boots that were so cute with my jeans. I was halfway bent over putting on my second shoe when he walked in my room. He didn’t even knock but then again the door was ajar.

I jumped and had to grab the bed so I didn’t fall over. He apologized. I thought I might as well sit down to finish. I zipped up the side and declared I was ready. Chet’s eyes were all over the place. “Nice. Not what I pictured, but this room suits you.”

Wait, he had pictured my room?

“Anyway, Keats and Maggie are here so they’re going too if that’s okay?”

What the heck did I miss when I was in the zone getting my hair perfectly straightened?

“But they already have plans.”

“Yeah, I don’t know what happened, but they showed up ten minutes ago and said those got cancelled. I told them the more the merrier. Keats seems cool.”

“He’s great.”

“Then we’re set, we just need to settle on a spot. It’s early, so we should be good.”

I walked out and Chet followed closely. Maggie was practically giddy as soon as she spotted us. I wasn’t disappointed it wouldn’t be just the two of us, but I was a little worried Maggie would embarrass me before the night was over.

Keats asked what we wanted to eat. I considered the nearby options when my sister blurted out the first embarrassment of the night. “Oh definitely Mexican. Poppy and I need salty chips and salsa since we’re both paying the monthly bill. You knew the answer to that, babe?”

I turned several shades of pink. Of course, it was a biological fact, but I wasn’t about sharing it so freely with mixed company. Chet laughed. Keats slapped him on the back. “Get used to it brother. These two can be a handful. I’m happy to have another male to watch my back.”

Everyone was amused but me. Maggie said to grab my keys since my car was the roomiest. Keats held up his hand for the keys. I tossed them as we walked down the drive. I had to pull a few satchels, a box and files out of the backseat before we could get in. Chet helped out and asked why I didn’t have a file cabinet in the back since it appeared my SUV doubled as my office. I kept the house super neat, but the car, not so much. Chet got in behind Maggie and I sat behind the driver’s seat.

I looked over at him as we were backing out. “I like your Ford, Penny. A little messy, unlike your pristine bedroom.”

“Thanks.” I inwardly thought, I think.

We sat in the back without saying too much. The space between us seemed like more distance than it truly was.

Keats started asking questions about Chet’s Vanquish and he promised him a ride soon like they were also going to be new buds. Maggie flipped her mirror down and made puzzling gestures at me, but it was obvious Chet could easily see her as well. I kicked the side of her seat with my fringed boots. I thought they were the best part of the outfit but it was funny how men rarely said, ‘I sure love those kick ass shoes.’

I gritted my teeth. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to talk to you about the cake. Scooch in, you seem so far away.”

She was pathetic. Since when did she have trouble making her voice carry? She thought I should be sitting closer to Chet was the only reason she was making a big fuss. He knew as well, but when he tapped the empty seat between us, I ignored him.

“Tell me, I hear you fine, as always. Did you decide?”

“Yes, we’re going with the pink champagne, but wait until you see how the outside is going to look. It’s going to be gorgeous with real flowers on a white surface.”

Chet broke in, “Oh, our fave. Isn’t that right, Penny?” I had no choice but to remember tasting that particular cake. He playfully poked my arm. I looked his way and shook my head at the way he wriggled his eyebrows. I was serious that he and I would never date. I think I could get used to this friend thing. Chet was pretty fun to have around, but I’d have to get over those striking good looks. They continued to be so distracting.
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Maggie and Penny’s personalities clashed. I marveled at their interactions because her feistiness magnified in her sister’s presence. I had one sister, so I never witnessed such interactions. Penny spent half the evening correcting Maggie or at least shushing her. Nothing stopped Maggie, she always kept going. I felt for Keats, but he seemed to have a handle on it. Obviously, the guy was nuts for her. They were not shy about affection in public at all. That took some getting used to. I would never. Too many risks for being filmed and I preferred my privacy.

Penny nudged my leg while we were both spectators to a full-blown make out session because the food was taking longer than expected. They didn’t hold back. Keats said he was happy with their cake decision to which Maggie replied she couldn’t wait to be his wife. That started the current kiss, complete with tongue and everything. I attempted to avert my eyes when Penny tapped me. I decided only looking at her was my safest choice.

She mouthed, so sorry.

I shrugged it off. They looked to be slowing it down. I leaned in and whispered. “It’s fine, they’re madly in love. We could kiss too if you’re feeling left out, but it might complicate our new friendship.” Penny’s cheeks fired up. It could be the margarita since Keats ordered them a pitcher. I shouldn’t have brought up kissing so soon, but it was worth a shot.

She pushed me out of her space then loudly cleared her throat. “Could you two please stop? This is a family place. You’re making Chet uncomfortable.” They broke apart and Keats apologized.

I corrected her, “Oh, I’m not uncomfortable. It’s Penny,” I covered my mouth with both hands cupped like I was telling a secret. “I think she’s jealous.”

“I am not, you, arse. They’re being obscene. You’re lying, you were uncomfortable, it was evident.”

The waitress brought the tray of food about that time which was good for changing the subject. Maggie babbled on about forgetting the rest of the world sometimes when she was with her man. I wasn’t exactly distressed about the displays of affection, but I was pretending to only be friendly with Penny and seeing someone else get passionate before my eyes put certain thoughts in my head. I didn’t need to be having such thoughts or I’d mess up everything.

“So Chet, tell us about your newest film. Poppy says you recently wrapped. How many more do you think there will be? I can see the series going on and on. It’s such a massive hit.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m committed to the fourth one which starts filming in about six months, but I think it’s a good place to stop after that. Moviegoers should have their fill of me by then.”

“I doubt that. Huh, sis?”

Penny dove into her loaded nachos pretending not to care about our conversation. She slurped her drink to wash it down before replying, “Oh, I agree with Chet. He should do something else.”

“Really? What would you like to see me doing?”

She cleared her throat and took another long sip off her salted rimmed glass. “Er, um, nothing. Do what you wish. I just meant an actor could easily get pigeonholed if all he did was make the same film over and over.”

Maggie called her out, “Nonsense, you know they’re all uniquely different or at least, you should, you watched them enough the past couple weeks.”

I hinted with a smirk. Maybe Penny had thought about me, too since we last saw each other. I honestly tried my damnedest to stay away for her own good. I kept myself occupied. I hung out with several female friends, not exactly dates though. My crowd and I went to clubs, had parties and did our usual thing. The only problem my usual didn’t seem so fun anymore. I felt out of place in my own life. I thought I would break my dry spell. I could anytime I had the urge, but I refrained. Given the opportunity, several times over the last fourteen days or so, I still backed out with various excuses. What was wrong with me? I couldn’t figure out any other reason than avoiding Penny was my only problem. I’d already planned to try to see her again when Gage sent me the message from Maggie. That was all I needed to be convinced today was the day, I would try again. Penny liked me. She acted aloof, but I saw through her facade. I said friends, but I hoped for a little more for the first time ever.

We took our time at dinner, sitting back enjoying conversation. Those two women finished off the pitcher of margaritas with ease. I noticed Penny progressively got louder, but it didn’t do much to alter Maggie’s personality. She was the same buzzed or sober.

She whispered to Keats and he said she was right whatever it was. Committed and completely whipped resulted in such behavior. Penny shook her finger across the table at them.

“No fair. Secrets are rude. What did you say about me?” She looked my way and then changed her mind. “No, better not. Tell me later.”

Keats answered. “It’s no biggie. My perceptive lady only pointed out this is way better than our other attempt at a double date. Simon might be my best friend, but Maggie’s right. There was no real chemistry there.”

Penny quickly corrected him. “This isn’t a date nor was Simon if memory serves.”

I didn’t even know what they were talking about, but the thought of her sitting here with another guy like this caused all the fine hairs on the back of my neck to stand at attention. I disputed what he said as well, “Yeah, Penny doesn’t date.”

“Like I said, that wasn’t a date either. It was trickery.”

“Relax, it was a failed experiment. He still asks about you though. Doesn’t he, babe?”

“Sure. He isn’t well versed with body language and signals. He still thinks you enjoyed yourself.”

So slightly reserved, but shoot-from-the hip Penny was a bit of a liar. She most certainly did go on dates. I wanted to know more without sounding like I cared too much. Maggie would spill so I looked toward her.

“Oh, so when was this?” I casually grabbed a handful of chips shards even though I was plenty stuffed.

Tequila made Penny open up. She answered when I wasn’t expecting it. “Here’s the deal,” she also talked more with her hands when she was buzzed, “not that I expect you to be interested because it’s a huge bore, much like Simon Schultz, Keats’s best friend from law school. He does international law and while I’m certain his job is important and necessary, I can barely hold my eyes open when he discusses it.”

“She’s right, he talks shop far too much. He’s socially awkward.”

Keats defended him to Maggie. “Not exactly. The man’s a genius. He intimidates others easily.”

“Yeah, hun, he is and we weren’t intimidated, we were bored to actual tears. Poppy cried that night when we got home. Now, believe you me, he makes up for all that in good looks. Holy hell, that man is hot and an impeccable dresser to boot.” I looked down at my everyday appearance. I preferred casual, and Penny did make a weird face at my plain tee shirt earlier or at least I thought she did. Maybe, I should stay in touch with my stylist more often. Her sister kept going with the Simon praise, “I figure, any sane woman could stuff her ears and nod her head a few hours in hopes of taking that hot body to bed at night. What can I say? My sister was not moved. I’m beginning to think she’s asexual. I offered to buy her earplugs and everything.”

“Jesus, Mags. Do you ever shut up? Nothing you’re saying is even remotely true.”

“He was too, hot, that is . . . so hot.”

“I agree, babe, enough with the hot thing. I’m feeling second rate all of a sudden and this is my best friend you’re drooling over.”

“Second anything, my arse. You are numero uno in everything and I’ll prove it later.” She gave him a sloppy, loud kiss and they were at it again.

“Argh. Are we ready to go?”

Keats held up his hand and waved down our server. I reached for the check, but he insisted since I’d treated them to the wedding cake of his bride’s dreams. I let him and it got me a beautiful smile along with a leg pat from Penny. I think she thought my arm was to my side, and that’s what she aimed for, but nope, she got my upper thigh which was far more thrilling than I ever thought possible.

Keats passed Penny’s keys to me, since I was the only one that didn’t drink at dinner. He seemed fine, I didn’t see him finish one entire beer. I presumed he wanted more alone time in the backseat with his fiancé so she could prove he was number one to her after all that Simon talk. Didn’t those two live together? They were a bit over-the-top. I dangled the keys in front of Penny.

“Sure, it’s fine if you don’t mind.”

“Great, I can’t wait to test out this practical little SUV.”

“Shut up.”

“Where to?”

“Home, of course unless you want to drop those two off in an alley somewhere. They do this to me all the time. It’s so embarrassing. They’re getting it all out of their system because tomorrow’s family dinner. Daddy would not be pleased.”

Maggie broke away from her smoochfest. “Oh my God. Thanks for reminding me. Chet, you should totally come.”

Penny turned completely around. “What? No, he shouldn’t. He wouldn’t. I mean, I’m sure he’s busy.”

Meeting the parents this soon sounded pretty insane. However, I met Penny’s mother already. She seemed fun, lots more like Maggie than her older daughter. I was slightly apprehensive about the father of these beautiful ladies.

“What’s the occasion? I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“No intrusion. We’re all catching up because they don’t come down to visit too often. We usually drive up home instead, but we also have to go over wedding details. I think Daddy would love to meet anyone that saved him a few thousand dollars, but Poppy’s right. You probably think it sounds dreadful.”

“No, not at all. I really didn’t want to make a big deal though, Maggie. It’s just a cake.”

“And a huge dinner that would have never been so amazing without you.”

Penny reached for my arm. “Trust me, say no. You really should. I wouldn’t go if I didn’t have to. I mean, jeez that sounds rude. I love my parents but . . .”

“What? You don’t want them to know about me?”

“There’s nothing to know. We met. We’re going to be friends. They don’t know half of my friends and have never cared to. I’m not a child anymore.”

Penny jerked forward. I assumed her sister kicked her seat. “Stop overreacting. If Chet wants to hang out with us tomorrow, then let him. If he doesn’t, no problem.”

We drove up at the bungalow about that time. I kinda hoped Maggie and Keats took off so Penny and I could talk a little more. I wanted to accept the offer to family dinner, but if it really bothered her, then I wouldn’t go. She was difficult to read at times. I wondered if she really didn’t want me there or thought she shouldn’t have me there for whatever reason and that’s why she was so adamant I shouldn’t go. She needed to be honest with me, but also herself.

We got inside and Penny tended to Pepper. Maggie and Keats didn’t leave. Instead, they went back to her room, running and giggling like they were about to do something wicked. We were left in the living room, a little too close to the action come to think of it. I couldn’t focus. They weren’t noisy, but then they emerged from the bedroom, entered the bathroom and started the shower. Things became all too obvious. I shifted uncomfortably next to Penny.

“Good grief. Come on, let’s go outside. I guess they’ve been together long enough, Maggie’s time of the month doesn’t curb his libido.” She quickly covered her mouth. “Oops, sorry. That was gross and TMI. I shouldn’t have poured that last glass of margarita.”

I took her hand and pulled her out the door telling her it was fine. She never had to use a mouth filter with me. I loved her honest moments. Penny flicked on a small light so we could navigate the way. “Stay on the stones and you’re safe from Pepper’s minefield. She only likes to go on the grass. I haven’t cleaned up in a few days. Gosh, I’m on a roll, talking of Mag’s shower sex and my dog’s bowel habits. Please, make me stop. You talk instead.”

I chuckled. The glimpses of the real Penny were basically all I cared about currently.

We sat on a little wooden bench facing what appeared to be the start of a flower garden. She shouldn’t tempt me to stifle her runaway mouth or I’d end up breaking the friendship contract the first night. The glow of the city lights hit her wild curly hair and made those natural highlights stand out. The whole backyard scene in the dark screamed romance and the exhibitionist couple getting it on in the bathroom had already ignited a certain part of my brain and body.

I even slipped my arm around the back of the bench to test the waters. She didn’t lean into me, so perhaps my imagination was grossly misleading me. “So you have a green thumb?” I couldn’t see that much, but it seemed like someone paid close attention to the small backyard and for some reason, I didn’t think Maggie had that sort of patience.

“I wouldn’t go that far. I’m learning. My Nan taught me everything she knows and Daddy always tinkered in the yard. Sometimes, I think it’s an innate gift, not knowledge. I’ve lost a few plants in my day, but I swear I’m not a true murderer. I tried my best to keep them alive.”

“My mom would love you.” I didn’t elaborate, but she and Penny would definitely hit it off for several reasons, I imagined.

“She would?” her voice rose a bit higher. I don’t know why I said that, neither of us were trying to put pressure on each other. I was willing to go to her family dinner just to spend more time with her. Now I was thinking about introducing her to my family as well, randomly, out of the blue, for no particular reason. Wayne wanted to meet her too. He messaged me constantly since the night I stayed over.

Did u call?

U going to see her?

Come on, ur fucking Chet Parker . . . ask the damn girl out?

Tell her u want her to be the mother of ur children!

He got carried away easily. I told him to mind his own business. I made the excuse I was busy and hadn’t been to see him since.

After discussing Penny’s garden, she relaxed back against the bench some and I was sure she felt my arm. We weren’t cuddling, but it felt natural. She yelled at Pepper often to stop digging holes. We started talking about various subjects. She chatted about a new student. I noticed she planned quite a bit, like she needed a plan for all daily activities. I kept a schedule when I worked, but any other time, I played it by ear. Penny continued to explain her summer agenda three months in advance.

“So you and that lawyer, do you still talk?”

For a second, she acted like I spoke with a foreign tongue. We had just discussed him half an hour ago at dinner. I didn’t mean to bring him up, but I felt like he could be an issue and I didn’t need more of those. She built barriers around herself. I knew why. She didn’t want to get hurt again, but what was with this genius lawyer that looked amazing and dressed so great? Mags called him hot several times. Was he actual competition despite his boring nature?

“Um, what? Oh, you mean, Simon? Gee, weren’t you listening? I have nothing in common with him. They asked me to meet them for dinner. No one said he was tagging along. I’d only briefly met him in passing once before. I guess I’ll see him again, since he’s the best man, but I’m pretty sure he wants to move overseas eventually, if I remember correctly. We weren’t exaggerating. Maggie had to kick me a few times under the table to keep me awake.”

“Oh yeah, well sure that’s understandable, the wedding and he’s Keats’s best friend. I guess your sister thought it would be fun if you two dated buddies.”

“You’ve figured her out fairly quickly in a short amount of time. I think she said something exactly along those lines. Mags is pretty much one dimensional. I don’t mean that in a derogatory fashion. What you see is what you get. I’m . . .”

“So different and hard to understand.”

Penny looked directly at me. We were pretty close, I felt my heart race. Maybe I felt that rush of blood all over. “Yes,” she said softly.

“And what I’ve figured out about you is that I can’t decipher you completely. I don’t think anyone ever has.”

“Why, thank you, Chet. That might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
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Maggie was ready an hour ahead of me. Were we teleported to an alternate universe? She grabbed me by the shoulders. I hated how she was a good four inches taller than me. She got all the best attributes: longer legs, thinner waist, fuller lips, boobs and flawless golden hair that wasn’t the least bit schizophrenic like mine. She still admitted she was jealous of my eyes and my butt. That was something I guess.

“Stop, you’re making it worse.”

“Dammit, this trick eye of mine won’t stop watering. I ruined my entire left side.”

She suspected I was sensitive to the new mascara she brought home. I never hesitated to use anything from our elaborate makeup stash; Maggie only used the best cosmetics. She told me she wanted to start over, but I argued we didn’t have time.

“It’s Mum and Daddy, nothing official. They expect me to be late, so no problem.”

It was a problem. I told Chet to meet us at the restaurant. Keats would be here any minute. I hated being late. Mags might say no problem, but it made me super irritated to wait on anyone.

She told me if I’d go natural with my hair, she could repair my face. “Trust me. This is my job.”

I thought Chet liked my hair curly. Did he say that or was it my imagination? I didn’t think friends were supposed to get so obsessive about these details. I sat down on the bench we had in the bathroom while my sister washed my face and used a sensitive makeup remover on my eyes. She told me to relax since my nerves made my eye twitch which stimulated more tears. She could talk and work without any hesitation. She carried on conversations with all kinds for her job. She was right; it only took her ten minutes to correct every bit of it. My makeup was perfect, so my hair would have to do.

She hugged me from behind. “Our guys are lucky. We look flawless tonight.”

“Chet’s not my guy, so please don’t mislead Mum and Daddy. Especially Mum.”

“Yeah, sure whatever. Why can’t you both admit you’re seeing each other? I don’t get it. I certainly don’t get why you haven’t kissed him. Seriously, babe. Guys like him expect action in their relationships. I know about the problems from the past, but you’ve matured. This is Chet Parker we’re dealing with. You really need to give him a taste.”

“A taste of what? What the hell do you mean? It’s not like that. He respects that I’m not in a place in my life for dating and we’re just friends.”

“Poppy, you have a degree, you own a vehicle that you responsibly make the payments for. On time, I might add. You also have a career; you save money like a fiend. You’re steps ahead of me in life and you won’t date, but I’m getting married. What else do you need to have ready? Didn’t that shrink of yours tell you to try again? It’s the only way you can move forward.” She brought up my therapist when she knew I didn’t want to discuss that.

“Well, you know I might go to England, eventually. It doesn’t make much sense getting tied down. I’m just not ready.”

“So you want to marry an Englishman?”

“Um, well no. I doubt I want to marry at all. I don’t know. We haven’t lived there since we were adolescents. I don’t even know what English guys are like except for Pops, but he’s pretty great to Nan.”

“Exactly, we’re Americanized to the Nth degree. You need to start dating men in LA, preferably Chet. He’s actually quite amazing. Keats was taken with him too.”

“Well good, if you two break up, then Keats can date him. Chet and I are just friends, for the hundredth time.”

I pulled at my hemline. “You don’t think this is too short, do you?”

“No way, that dress fits you perfect. You look stunning in that shade of blue. Your eyes pop against the darker color and I’m glad you kept your curls.” I stared at myself again. Maggie had a clothing designer friend through her job. She gave us the best deals from time to time. There were always extra, discarded garments for whatever reason: wrong sizes, hidden imperfections, or overstock. I would never pay full price for a special dress like this, I was far too frugal.

I looked at my sister next. Of course, she could pull off any look. Her dress was a simple white button down which resembled a man’s dress shirt, but it had a shimmery overlay, a decorative collar with a rhinestone embellished belt at the waist. “You look really pretty, Mags. You’re going to steal the show on your wedding day. I can hardly wait.”

“Me either, time is flying so fast. Thank you. I’m so happy to have you by my side in everything, but we totally needed to brush up on our dance routines.” Maggie and I both took years of dance as children and during our teen years because of Mum. We had some of our best times choreographing our own routines in front of a big mirror our father installed for us in his garage. She had this idea we were going to do a sister dance at her wedding, but I’d never agreed to it which meant I was definitely doing a sister dance.

Keats interrupted us. “Sorry, do I need to go outside again and let this sister moment continue?”

Maggie moved toward him and he leaned over to give her a kiss at the tip of her nose. He knew better than to mess up her lips before the night started. I heard him tell her she was beautiful. Maggie told him we were officially ready, but she cleared her throat to prompt an extra compliment.

“And, of course, you too, Penny. Chet’s eyes are in for a treat. You look fabulous.”

I wasn’t intending to treat his eyes, but the anticipation of seeing him again excited me and it hadn’t even been 24 hours. We were texting now. I hardly cared he acquired my phone number in such a secretive manner. Actually, I was flattered, no one had ever gone to such lengths to make my acquaintance. I was a little miffed he’d waited all those weeks to use it. I had been a bit moody thinking I’d scared him away with emotional downward spiral when I barely knew him. Maggie had to endure my moods, and now I was getting a lecture from Mum. I’d been short with her a few times over the phone. I sincerely hoped she didn’t make too big a deal about tonight. Hopefully, Chet at our dinner table would be a welcome distraction for all of us.
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Chet texted just as Keats was speaking with the valet. Mags linked her arm with mine. Mummy and Daddy were already waiting inside. Keats opened the door for us, but I paused. “You two go on, Chet’s almost here. I’ll wait for him so he doesn’t have to make an appearance alone with all eyes glued to him.” That was such a stupid excuse. Did Chet go anywhere that all eyes weren’t on him? I was surprised no one noticed him at our dining spot the night before. The waitress did a double take when she first walked up, but she didn’t comment. We ate in privacy under the cover of a corner, high-back booth. It was a good thing, too, since Maggie and Keats were more salacious than normal. I’d given her a piece of my mind this morning after Keats slipped out at the crack of dawn. They could’ve easily gone to his place like usual. I was embarrassed by the whole act, but it was nice sitting out back with Chet. We had a good talk as we were ignoring the awkward situation that forced us out of the house.

I saw him pull up and immediately started rethinking my decision to wait outside. Did I look a bit desperate? Maybe I should’ve waited just inside the door or I could’ve gone to the ladies’ room, walked out and pretended to bump into him. Forget giving him a friendship manual, I needed one. I didn’t know what constituted casual and what looked like I was wishing for a little more than we agreed upon. Too late. I knew he saw me so I stayed put while he turned his car over to the valet.

My heart quickened as he sauntered over. I didn’t know Chet had glasses. He should most definitely wear them more often. For some reason I thought he resembled a young James Dean tonight. His lips spread out, exposing his perfect smile. I wore braces for years and my teeth didn’t look that great. Now I felt self-conscious about toothy grins in his presence.

He asked ahead of time how formal our family dinners were. I told him normally they were super simple, but it had been a long time since we’d seen Dad and he wanted to have a special night. I told Chet that Maggie and I were wearing dresses, Mum would probably have on dressy pants knowing her, but the night was somewhere between casual to semi-dressy. Actually, anything he wanted to wear was fine. We weren’t going to a place with a dress code by any means.

He wore a crisp white oxford with the sleeves rolled to three-quarter length and he had one extra button undone than he should at that top because I’m sure he knew he was sexy as hell and did that on purpose. He completed the look with navy trousers, a caramel belt and dress shoes in a similar shade of brown. His dark hair was slicked back and more styled than I’d seen it. All the other times, it was a bit disheveled like he ran his hands through it after stepping out of the shower. He shaved as well. The stubble he normally sported was history. Daddy would appreciate a neat and tidy look. That was still important to him, no matter how long he’d been away from the military.

I mentally reminded myself how far out of my league this man was when he wrapped his arm around my waist. His other hand grazed the top of my bare arm and his full lips placed a friendly kiss at my temple. It was the first contact I had with his mouth and non-friendly impulses swept over me. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks. You clean up nice, yourself.” I reached up like I was going to touch his glasses, but I stopped short. “These are a nice touch. Did you plan on being extra smart looking for my parents?”

He laughed. “Not exactly, my eyes were bothering me.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t tell my secret, but I have an imperfection . . . a terrible astigmatism.”

I shoved him. “Get out.”

“What? It’s just glasses, Penny.”

“No, I just meant, my eyes were bothering me the whole time I was getting ready. Well, actually just the left one and Maggie had to redo my makeup.”

“Interesting. I’m sensing we are connected on a whole new metaphysical level. Damn, this is like life imitating art. I do jump dimensions in my movies.”

I thought he was being silly and I loved how easily he made me smile. I wasn’t much on smiling normally. It was then that Chet backed away and exhibited a little more seriousness. He looked me over head to toe once more. His eyes lingered over the sheer fabric that connected the bodice to my neckline. I was wearing a strapless, push-up bra. Maybe it was false advertising, but it seemed to have the desired affect. He looked down once more. This time, he noticed my shoes. He should because I paid full price for this particular pair and my feet were already going numb, but they were so worth it.

“You have the cutest little toes I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen my share of women’s feet.” Other women. There went that rush of heat up and down my back until it spread around my neck and up to the tops of my ears. He actually might like my toes, but I knew they looked special because of the strappy, gold heels that were at least an inch too high for my comfort. He offered me his arm since he said we were fashionably late. I felt even shakier in his presence, so I was glad for the assistance.

Chet initiated a polished greeting to everyone at the table. He kissed the top of Mummy’s hand which elicited a schoolgirl giggle.

“Nice to see you again, Katherine.”

“You look dashing, Chet. This is quite the surprise, I might say.” I pulled him away from Mum because I really didn’t want to hear what other things she might say if he kept engaging her in conversation.

He hugged Mags from behind and kissed her cheek. Darn it. She and I were now tied with the number of times Chet’s lips had touched us. He clapped Keats on the back and told him how good it was to see him again. He walked over to Daddy last and gave him a firm handshake as he formally introduced himself as Chester Parker. I watched my father mentally rate that handshake and I knew Chet got at least an 8.5 on the Frank Kopernik scale. First impressions were extremely important to him and my new friend had just made a fine one.

I made the rounds behind him, I knew Mum expected a hug from me, she whispered I looked lovely in my ear. I almost expected an extra comment, perhaps my hair was untame or my dress washed me out, but that was all she said. I probably learned to hate my hair partly because of Mum when I was a child. She’d sit for what seemed like hours brushing it out each day. I’m sure it was never more than ten minutes now that I understood time better. She’d gripe how I inherited this uncontrollable mess from my father and his Polish ancestors. She and Maggie had fine, silky straight hair. My big brother had a giant mop of dark curly hair as well. I didn’t remember the similarity on my own, but I’d studied him in old photographs plenty of times. I wondered if I was a constant reminder of what Mum lost and that’s why she was always trying to get it straight and smoothed out.

Chet helped me with my chair which was a nice touch. I saw my parents glance at each other like they just experienced great relief. Our Poppy has finally healed and is moving on. It was a chair maneuver. He didn’t drop to one knee. I’m not sure what they thought, but they were all over-thinking the situation. I realize I’d never brought another man to a family meal ever since I was a teen. Jordan ate so often at our house, Dad threatened to place a tin cup in his spot once to solicit a donation toward the grocery bill.

“Chet, let me say how lovely it is to see you again and how much we appreciate your kindness. I mean, it’s just so thoughtful. I’m speechless.” My mum speechless? Never. That’s like saying Maggie could be speechless. She seriously dabbed her eyes with her linen napkin. “Margaret is over the moon. The cake is going to be tremendous.”

My father patted her hand. “Yes, Mr. Parker. I’m not sure how this came about, but we are all appreciative. My baby is happy, so I’m happy.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” Maggie beamed at our father. We sort of all lived to see her happy.

Chet politely told everyone to call him “Chet.” I swear my mum slipped in dear a few too many times. It was a bit much, but Chet didn’t seem bothered. The fact was he appeared completely relaxed and at ease with my family the entire night. It actually turned out to be one of the nicest nights we’d all had together in a long while. No one griped or fussed or asked obtrusive questions, except when Mum asked him why he wasn’t having wine. I noticed it was the second night in a row he stuck with water only. I assumed it had to do with his fitness regimen and left it at that, but then Dad told Mum not to nag on his drinking habits. That struck a nerve with me. Was he already the stereotypical star and forced on the wagon by his management? I’d shamefully Googled his name, Twitter and Facebook stalked him, including every possible method of social media. The worst thing I found was he seemed to be a serial dater, no one woman held his attention very long, but of course how would I know the degree of seriousness between Chet and the women he kept company with?

Chet blurted out the answer as if he’d just read my mind. “Don’t worry, I don’t have problem habits. To tell you the truth, I’ve been tossing back a few too many with my buddies for a few weeks. I was gone so long for the shoot, we had to make up for the lost months. I am trying to get back to normal and I prefer being stone-cold sober around Penny. She can be a handful.”

They all soundly agreed and laughed like mad at his comment. He made it sound like he had to protect himself, that I might take advantage of him or something.

He mumbled out of the side of his mouth, “I’m not an alcoholic or drug addict and I’ve never been to rehab.” He whispered one more thing, “or a sex addict just in case you heard that rumor.” I hadn’t, but now I was blushing like an idiot.

“I know.”

He winked at me, and that familiar warm feeling I got around Chet filled me. I glanced up. Daddy saw. I quickly shifted my attention to the other side of the table. Keats wanted to know what area of town Chet lived in and he said he had a condo in Santa Monica.

“Nice, that’s not too far from my place. After the wedding, you should stop by some night if we ever get all these gifts sorted. They’ve already started coming in and we’re still over two months away. Don’t worry, I will order out. We wouldn’t want to put your life at risk by allowing Maggie to attempt cooking.”

“Thanks, guys. I might do that. You’re all welcome to come to my place sometime too. Maybe Penny and I will cook a meal together. I have a really great kitchen.”

Maggie and Keats pretended to be civilized this evening and nothing like the sex-starved maniacs from the night before. They both had easy conversation with Chet, who also fielded many questions about his career by pretty much everyone at the table, even Daddy. He didn’t seem to mind discussing it, but when he did, I felt slightly distant from him. I guess I’d never thought about what a famous person is like in everyday life. He was normal, just a guy, but then he wasn’t at the same time. This night, in the slightly more upscale restaurant, several people noticed him. A few people thought nothing of coming up to our table while we were eating. Chet didn’t blink an eye. He promised to take a photograph after dinner in the foyer to a rather bothersome female.

“If you’re still here when we’re done,” he added before flashing that perfect, movie star smile. She left us in peace for the time being. I knew there was no way she was leaving without her photographic evidence even if we sat there for five courses and a two-hour lecture about Daddy’s bird watching habits.

We were waiting for coffee and a dessert sampler tray to share when Chet’s fingers sought out my hand underneath the table. He held my hand over the top portion across my knuckles and gave me a little squeeze. He lowered his voice. Everyone else was engaged in some other conversation. “Hey, you got quiet. You okay?” I smiled and told him I was. He leaned over a little more and his breath tickled my sensitive skin under my ear. “I’m doing well, aren’t I?”

“Yes.” That’s all I said. He was doing better than good. Chet didn’t stop at so-so, that was obvious. Was it part of his personality to need everyone to fall over loving him? My parents were extremely taken; Maggie and Keats thought he was great. Seriously, my dog liked him better than me. She practically whined when he left last night. She put her legs at the fence and barked as if to say don’t leave me, come back, Chet.

I was slightly torn. He and I were getting along once I stopped with the attitude I had in the beginning. However, I wasn’t like everyone else. I never had been. I found myself thinking about how maybe I should tell Chet to stay away, just the opposite of Pepper. I truly didn’t want him to stay away, but judging from the thoughts I’d been having recently, even the dreams I had no control over, it might be for the best if he and I didn’t hang out too much more.
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There was a little debate about who would go where and with whom. Penny’s parents were staying nearby and they were happy to walk to their hotel. Maggie planned to stay with Keats. I volunteered to take Penny home. Of course, I didn’t want our night to end so soon. There was no way I wanted to miss out on my plans to stare at her a little while longer in that dress. Ugh, the dress. It was the perfect color for her and it hugged all the right places but also left enough to my imagination that I couldn’t stop thinking about her secret attributes. She exposed just enough skin to encourage me to want to see more, but not so much I threatened to lose all control.

Once again, she had me stumped. I thought dinner went well, but toward the end, Penny clammed up. I got a terrible feeling she wished it would be over soon. Her family was actually good company. I wasn’t nearly as petrified of her father as I convinced myself I should be. For some reason, I even imagined her family and my family sitting at an even bigger table for a special occasion one day. That thought came out of nowhere, but I thought they’d all get along.

The valet brought up the car. I opened the door for her and Penny slid down in the seat and buckled up with her common stance, hands in her lap, facing forward, feet firmly planted on the floor mats. We started back to her place with no words from her. The radio on low barely cut through the silence.

I felt blood pounding in my skull and my palms sweated against the leather of my steering wheel. I had either misread the entire evening or I misunderstood her current demeanor that indicated she was upset. Maybe I was wrong on both accounts. This woman had me twisted in knots. I wasn’t accustomed to these types of panicked thoughts or anxieties. I had to say something soon. I’d have her home soon. We couldn’t go the whole way without a word between us.

“I like your parents. That was pretty mild as far as family dinners go. You had me worried for no reason.”

“Yes, I guess so. Sorry they accused you of being an alcoholic.”

“No one did if I remember correctly. Your mother just inquired if I wanted wine with dinner. I wanted your parents to like me. I would never overdo it in front of them. I mean, a glass would’ve been fine, but I wanted a clear head. I guess I should admit I’m an obnoxious drunk. I don’t really like myself when I drink.”

“Well, now I’ve heard everything. There are actually times when you’re not perfect. This and the poor vision reveal in one night is almost too much. Who would’ve thought?”

Wow. There was hostility behind her statement even though she tried to sound playful. I knew I’d been completely sincere all evening. “Oh, so we’re back to the self-absorbed thing again. Excuse me for trying to be respectful to your family. I guess I wasted my time since it didn’t impress you much.”

As quick as she could get mad, Penny could turn sad even faster. The next thing out of her mouth sounded slightly emotional. “I’m sorry, Chet. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I don’t know how to execute a joke. You’re right. My parents like you. Who could blame them? You’re very charming, sweet and interesting. I’m just a little tired is all. If you don’t mind, I’m going to head straight in.”

I pulled in behind her SUV. Penny was already unbuckling herself with the other hand on the door. I reached for her arm. “Wait. Talk to me. I understand if you’re tired, but I’m worried I did something wrong. Whatever it was, I swear I didn’t mean it. Can I come in for just a few minutes?”

“I don’t think so, not tonight, Chet. I’d rather not get Pepper wound up.”

“Pepper? The dog? You can’t be serious.”

She got out. I wasn’t satisfied with her answer. She was upset and I needed her to be honest with me. I followed her up the driveway. She turned around. “Bye, Chet.”

“No, tell me what’s going on. I thought we were cool. Come on, Penny. I like hanging out with you.”

“We’re fine and I had fun tonight, honestly. It’s just . . . I think I need a little break. I don’t know about you but I don’t see my friends every single day.”

“We’ve seen each other four days out of our entire lives; I didn’t think I was overwhelming you.”

“Well, you are, so please respect my boundaries.”

“Okay.” She frustrated the hell out of me. I wanted to enjoy another long talk with her, maybe add goodnight kisses to one of our friendship rituals and here she was kicking me to the curb for no apparent reason.

“Chet, I like you.” That was a relief, at least. “But we’re pretty different. I don’t even know how far friendship can go for us. You’re very popular and I know you enjoy that. I’m not and I wouldn’t like it by any stretch of the imagination. So you see, we look at life differently and I don’t think we should pretend. It’s not healthy and I think I told you from the start, I don’t do fairy tales.”

“Is this about the fanpic? That really bothered you, didn’t it?”

“No, of course not. You have fans and I’m sure your popularity has something to do with how you treat them. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.”

“Yes, that’s one way of putting it. I know you’re not too keen on this business, but success doesn’t just depend on talent and hard work. That popularity you spoke of has a lot to do with it. However, I do say ‘no’ sometimes. I don’t let people make demands on me or invade my privacy in every situation. If you want me to decline fan interactions when you’re with me, I will.”

“Absolutely not. This is why our association is not a good idea. I’m different. You shouldn’t change for me. That’s wrong. I’m not asking you to change.”

“I know you’re not, but maybe the real truth of the matter is, I was contemplating a few changes in my life and it just so happened to be the day, I took cover in a fancy dress boutique. I don’t believe in coincidence, Penny. I think the two instances are connected. I wanted something different and you walked out of nowhere in a wedding dress. I was bummed that the prettiest woman I’d ever laid eyes on was about to get hitched to some bozo that probably didn’t deserve her, but then life threw another curveball.” It was dark out, but I swear I saw a tear glisten in her eye. I didn’t mean to make her cry. I needed Penny to know how I felt at that moment. “Come to find out your sister is a nut and you weren’t getting married, so I don’t have to spend my existence hating some nameless, faceless sap.” I found that certain tear and whisked it away. “Penny, we met for reason and you know it, same as me. That’s why you’re running.”

I took both my hands to hold her still in front of me, so she’d have to look me in the eye to tell me I was wrong. “What would you do if lifted you up right now and kissed you like crazy? Would you finally admit we have chemistry?”

“I’d bloody well slap you or kick you or bite your lip, I imagine.”

I made a rawr sound at her. “You can keep your slaps and kicks, but I’ll accept biting any day.”

“Go home, Chet. Friends don’t grab and kiss each other.”

I attempted to keep up the playful persona to get her to chill out. We’d gotten far too serious in this little chat. “Sometimes they do. I mean, I’ve had friends that do way more when the urge took over.” I thought it was a joke, that she might crack a smile, but the joke was on me. Penny didn’t like that comment one little bit.

“You think this is a game. I told you one of the most difficult secrets I carry. I shared my family and a good portion of my painful history with you and you’re boasting about how that entitles you to be a friend with benefits.”

She jerked her arms free, turned around and went through the gate. I called to her again. I apologized, but she walked briskly to the door and went inside without another word. I knew she needed to let the dog out, but waited for me to be out of sight. I didn’t need to be told twice that she wanted nothing more to do with me. I got back in my car and left immediately.

I called Wayne soon after. I didn’t give him a chance to argue. I hated arguments. I told him to get dressed that I’d pick him up in half an hour. At first he asked about Penny. “Man, forget her. You know I’m not ready to settle down. That chick’s too clingy. Let’s go have some fun.”

“Really, you want me to party with you guys?”

“Sure man, you’re my best friend. You don’t come around enough.”

“That’s because you rarely invite me and you know I’m scared of LA freeway traffic. Okay, but are we going out or is the party at your place? I need to know if a shower is called for or if I can just add deodorant.”

“My place, I don’t feel like going anywhere else tonight.” I didn’t add I was sick of people, including myself. That made zero sense because I was about to send out the necessary texts that would bring fifteen people over to my condo within the hour.

“Sure, that’s cool. Will there be females or is this guys’ night only?”

“Of course, bro. There will be plenty of females.” I hung up knowing I could have first pick of any females that showed up once a few of my friends realized we were partying. I was determined not to let it bother me my actual first pick acted like she never wanted to see me again.
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I rolled over, so unpleasant. I rolled the other direction, even worse. A bright light made my eyes water before I even opened them. What the hell was that irritating noise?

“Chet,” resonated in my mind. Louder, “Chet.”

That was it. If he said it again, my head would split wide open. I reached toward the voice and grabbed onto what I could get my hands on. “Stop talking.”

“Sorry, but I have to get home. Mom’s off and I promised to go to church with her.”

Was he serious? He dared bring up church to me after the night we’d had. Oh well, I wasn’t sure what kinda night Wayne had. I remember he accepted one drink, but then started to feel uncomfortable with the crowd so he asked about hanging out in the office. I hope he didn’t stay in there all night on the computer. I invited him to a party. We should’ve hung out, but we didn’t.

I took a few strained breaths because of the dry, parched ache in my throat. I wiped my burning eyes. “I need coffee and a shower. How long we got?”

“A little over an hour.” I could sober up in an hour, I’d done it before. Wayne had one more question. “What about her?”

Her. I drank far too much, didn’t get enough sleep and had a throbbing headache so I wasn’t catching everything. Her? He was looking at something. I slowly turned figuring I should also be looking as well, but my eyes were having trouble focusing. I also felt completely clueless.

Holy fuck. There was a girl. This was not unheard of, but seriously, a girl I absolutely had no memory of bringing back to my room, sound asleep, in bed with me. Did I even know her? She stirred. The moment of truth.

She looked a bit young in the morning light. I hoped that was only because her makeup had worn off. Her lips broke out in a wide grin. “Oh, hey, you. Morning . . .”

Instead of giving me a chance to respond, Wayne answered for me, “Morning.”

A surprised, mildly horrified scream came from my guest’s mouth. She pulled the sheets to her chin, but I saw clearly she wasn’t nude. After full awareness, I however was. Ugh, seriously, I went forever without sex and now that I had some, I had absolutely no memory of it. My life currently sucked ass.

“Get out, who are you?” The woman yelled directing all her anger at Wayne.

Wayne said with confidence, “I’m Chet’s best friend, Wayne Watson. Who might you be?”

Random girl sat up with her arms over her chest. That’s when I remembered. I did know her. She was the younger sister of a friend of Xavier, my pain in the ass co-star, aka my other best friend for the public eye. I was right; she was young, but legal. I remember her talking about freshman year in college last time she showed up with Xavier and Mark. I was on a roll now, her brother was Mark and she’d been around multiple times, but she wasn’t my type. She never hid her major crush for me either. She would bat her eyelash extensions at me or giggle even when I didn’t say anything remotely funny.

She was one of those touchers too, always reaching out to touch me for every little thing. “Chet, do you have juice?” Touch to the arm. “Chet, you want me to wash up the dishes in the sink?” She’d grab my knee on the way off the sectional even though I wasn’t sure how she finagled her way next to me in the first place. I knew all these instances, but I sure as shit didn’t know her name. I’d heard it probably fifty times, but it had vanished from my mind. Poof, the knowledge disappeared somewhere between the vodka and the gin.

No Name stared back and forth between me and Wayne. She sat up in the middle of my uncomfortable bed waiting for a proper introduction and for some reason, I couldn’t give a single fuck. I would normally appear charming or follow a certain code of ethics, but that no longer mattered to me. “Wayne, could you give us a minute?”

“Oh sure. Bye, girl in Chet’s bed.”

She looked at me again. “Why aren’t you introducing me to your best friend?”

I tried to spare her feelings, but she asked for it. “Wayne this is Mark’s sister. I’m sorry, what was your name again? I think it starts with an L, but I might be wrong.”

That was by far the fastest I’d ever seen someone jump out of bed and get dressed. She shrieked the entire time. She insisted she’d been over at least ten times. “You said I was special.” I highly doubt I ever said such a thing, wasted or not. She wasn’t hideous, but she was most definitely not special. Maybe I didn’t actually do anything with her, but I leaned over the bed and saw the wrapper on the floor. Damn, I was more disappointed in myself than this screaming chick and she was pretty pissed.

Wayne apologized for me at the door, said I was normally a gentleman. He asked her name again. She screamed, “Amberlie!”

I snapped my thumb and middle finger in front of my face. “Amberlie, that’s it.”

Wayne looked perplexed by her mixture of names. “How do you spell that?”

She turned back and glared at me. “It’s spelled fuck you, Chet Parker. You’re an ass.” The front door slammed seconds later. I grabbed the nearest piece of clothing off the floor and pulled them on under the covers. I needed that shower, so I told Wayne to get moving with my coffee.

“Aren’t you worried she’s going to trash talk you on the Internet? That wasn’t very nice. I can’t decide if I’m super ashamed to be your friend right now or slightly proud. Dude, why didn’t you fake it? I would’ve played along.”

I dug through my drawers finding something to wear. “Because I don’t care about that girl and I didn’t have the energy to pretend I did. How does one fake knowing a name? I can’t believe I got so wasted, I don’t remember a damn thing. Why didn’t you stop me from that colossal mistake? Some friend you are.”

Wayne looked down at the floor. “I tried to get you to slow down. I wanted to talk about what was bothering you. I knew Penny must have done something that made you act out, but you told me to fuck off and I quote, ‘why don’t you go play games on the computer since you’re not trying to fit in with my crowd?’ They all thought you were really funny. No doubt about it, my friend is a star. I’m very impressed how quickly you can shift roles. Well, I’ll leave you to clean up. You need it.”

I remembered that situation a little differently. What had I told Penny the night before? “I’m an obnoxious drunk. I don’t like myself when I drink.”
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I grabbed the aspirin and swallowed them down with a water bottle. Wayne found my travel mugs. He had our coffee ready to go. “Feel better?”

“No, I feel like shit. I’m really sorry about how I acted. I have to be the worst friend in history. I brought you over here, got drunk and ridiculed you in front of a bunch of people I hardly like.” I took pause to see if he had any response to my lame apology. It wasn’t good enough. I swore I’d never treat him like that again.

“Go on, there’s more I assume.”

I took a deep breath and poured my heart out to the guy. He had to know how important he was to me. I never meant to hurt his feelings or treat him poorly, ever. He let me run my mouth a good five minutes before he let me off the hook. “No biggie. You were an ass. I’ve witnessed it before. Let’s get out of here. Mom’s waiting.”

I almost forgot my phone. I needed to send Xavier a quick message and ask him to smooth that Amberlie thing over. He knew how to handle those types of things, seeing how he was the most offensive bastard out there, but still maintained a squeaky clean image. I put my phone to rest as soon as the guests arrived. I left it by my bed on the charger all evening. I realized it was turned off when I picked it up, so I hit the power button. I’d send the message when I got in the car.

Right before we pulled out of my spot, the phone came fully to life. It buzzed and dinged in between my fingers. I missed several messages from various people. A few were regrets about not being able to stop by because I’d sent a few group text invites. My eyes froze over the majority of the unopened messages. She’d even called once. Penny. Penny. Penny. I groaned. “No. Seriously, fuck my life.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Penny tried to reach me last night.”

“Part of her clinginess?”

“No, that was an outright lie. She’s not clingy. I potentially could be and she must have noticed because she told me she needed a break.”

“Well, we’ve got a little time considering how you drive. What did she say?”

I scrolled through. 

I’m sorry, Chet, was first. Hey, are you mad? Please say something. I can’t sleep, were a few more. She left me a voicemail, the first one I ever got from her. I held the phone to my ear.

“So yeah, you are mad since you’re ignoring me. I guess I can’t blame you. My mood swings are notorious. I truly am sorry. Mummy called. She wanted to say again how much they enjoyed getting to know you. Daddy says you shake hands with integrity. I knew he analyzed how you shook his hand. Anyway, she thought you might still be with me, and I told her the truth about how I acted. She brought something to light. I over-react. Well, there was a lot more said, but you don’t want to hear how Mum and I go at it, but she was actually wise for a change. I bet this is going to cut off, so . . .” then the message tone blared in my ear. I didn’t know what else she had to say.

I typed X a quick message, sat my phone down and started out of the garage. Wayne asked what I said to Penny.

“I didn’t. I had something else I needed to take care of. I have no idea how I should respond to Penny. I blew it.”

“How? It seems like you two had a miscommunication of sorts. She wants to talk, so you call her or text her and work it out. No big deal.”

Wrong. Wayne was so wrong. It was a huge deal. Penny needed to trust me. She was so guarded when it came to her heart. I tried to explain these things to Wayne. “Man, I get it. You drank too much and made a mistake with that girl. She doesn’t have to know about all that. You said it yourself, she only wants to be friends right now. You didn’t cheat on her.”

He was right, but I felt like I did. I honestly felt like I betrayed her. “You don’t understand, Wayne. I didn’t tell you everything.”

“Then tell me, why’s Penny so fragile?”

“She just is. So how will it look when I tell her the first thing I did when we had a disagreement was grab the first warm body I encountered and take her to bed with me? I don’t even remember a damn bit of it, including her name. She’ll think I’m a giant tool.”

“A huge tool and I still find what occurred astounding. I have all my female encounters memorized.”

I cocked my eyebrow. “All?”

“Okay, so it’s only two ladies that reluctantly agreed to give me five minutes of their time. One chick in high school that knew I knew you, so I totally let her use me. The other one was in college. I found her term paper on her hard drive after she thought she permanently deleted it. She was eternally grateful. They are both still magic memories.”

“Okay, let me ask you this. One day, what if you meet someone you’re really serious about, will you tell her about those magic memories?”

“Um, yeah, I guess I will. I think it’s the relationship code. It works both ways.”

“Agreed. So if I convince Penny to give us a try, I’m going to have to be honest with her. I won’t keep secrets from her, even if they’re unflattering. I think I should get it out in the open right now.”

He thought I should wait, but I knew her better. There was a lot to learn about Penny, but I’d studied her pretty closely those four times we were together. He told me to do what I thought was best, but he reminded me what I’d said. “Both ways. What if she has a tawdry past that’s even worse than yours? Would it matter to you?”

“She doesn’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I do. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she has zero past. I have a strong suspicion Penny’s a virgin.”

“No way, isn’t she like 25?”

“Yep. It’s a long story.”

“Well, we’re ten minutes from the church, how much can you tell in that much time?”

I told Wayne the story. I wasn’t sure if I should at first since Penny entrusted me with it, but he was my closest confident and I knew he’d never betray me.

“Wow, poor Penny.”

“I know.”

“That still doesn’t make her a virgin. She went to college, she’s a single lady and you say she’s hot, so.”

He was right. I didn’t know for sure and I truly didn’t want to pressure her into such a personal conversation so soon. She could barely handle us having dinner together. I was going to have to baby step the whole process with her or she’d bolt. I pulled up at Wayne’s church. He invited me in.

“Come on. Mom misses you. It might help with your decisions.”

“God doesn’t care about my relationships. Plus, I’d feel like a huge hypocrite going in there today.”

He reminded me his church was all about compassion and forgiveness. “No one judges you here. You know that.”

I slightly nodded my head. I’d changed my mind. I told him I’d meet him inside after I parked in the lot. I did need some motivation, perhaps an inspiring message would help. I was pretty sure I would drive to Penny’s next or at the very least, call her. I had to do this right. I was also sure she didn’t give too many second chances or even if this instance called for one, but I was not ready to give up on her. There was still so much to learn when it came to Penny.
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I sat at the table with my feet propped up. My files were scattered everywhere. The aroma of sweet Italian sausage and herbs circulated the air. I started the crockpot when I woke up. It had been a miserable night’s sleep. I might need a nap soon, but I had to get my week planned. Skipping Friday didn’t seem like a big deal at the time. Now I had to figure out how to make up for those missed sessions on top of an extra caseload at the clinic. It made me think my day off was a giant mistake.

I distracted myself from work by picking up my phone every five minutes. He hadn’t responded in well over 15 hours. I guess he was done with me. I kept repeating inside my head; it was for the best. We truly were different, but I still felt like crap the way I handled it. He genuinely appeared hurt that second I jerked away from him. He’d been a perfect gentleman all evening, and the truth was he wasn’t pushing me at all until he mentioned kissing me. That shocked and if I was really being honest, thrilled me at the same time. His threat to grab me up and kiss me like crazy sent a charged volt of electricity all over my body. I was still tingling when I made it inside to the safety of my home. Friends don’t kiss wildly. He said sometimes they do. It made it all too real for me how much experience Chet had in the sexual realm. Even Maggie said he would expect something from me. She wouldn’t stop asking if I’d taken the leap and actually kissed him. I got her text after Mum’s long phone call.

Well, did ya?

I didn’t need her to say anymore. I knew what she meant.

No, he’s gone and I’m going to sleep. Night, Mags

Ugh . . . we’re discussing this later. Love ya

I didn’t want to discuss it with her. I’d already hashed this out with two different therapists. The one on campus was a joke. She was convinced I’d been a victim of abuse and kept trying to unlock the repressed memory. The last time I saw her I became incensed.

“No one’s ever abused me in any way, shape or fashion. For the last time, I just can’t be intimate!” I even saw the gynecologist about it last year and she referred me to someone a little more reputable. I had been skipping out on my appointments recently. I hadn’t gone in almost three months and I was supposed to be going monthly. I tried to concentrate with my student goals for the week. I wasn’t going to be stuck doing this before bed tonight. I had no idea what I intended to do with my afternoon, but I refused for it to be work related.

After two long hours, I was satisfied I was fully prepared. The soup should be done soon. I thought about calling Maggie and Keats over for some company. Mum and Dad were leaving early, they’d already called me to say their goodbyes. We’d be going up to their place soon for Dad and Aunt Shar’s combined birthday celebration since they were born a week and two years apart. I had gone straight from my bed to the food prep and then my files so I opted for a shower next. I checked my phone one last time. I really needed to stop doing that. I was hopeless.

I changed my mind after getting in the bathroom and started the bath instead. Once my hair was tightly twisted on top of my head, I slipped into the scented waters. This day might turn out into a full me day, like Friday was supposed to be but never quite worked the way I planned. I smiled at the memory. Dinner out was pretty fun despite the various embarrassments. Chet seemed to handle my sister’s antics with ease. I liked that about him, he was very adaptive to any situations. Wonder if playing various roles had trained him for that? Penny, stop thinking about Chet, I said to myself.

So much for peace and tranquility, Pepper was at it again. She always wanted to go out at the most inconvenient times. She’d bark until I dropped everything to let her outside, so she could run to the back and bark some more.

I grabbed my plush purple towel. Maggie and I were so stereotypical sometimes. Our bathroom was decked in pink and purple, a girly dream come true. I always shut the door or Pepper would make herself at home in the bathroom with me. I could do without a dog drinking my bathwater. The second I pushed the door open, something was amiss. Pepper wasn’t at the kitchen door begging to go out. She was barking viciously at the front door. A strange feeling came over me. I tried to distract her, but she was intent on whatever seemed to be disturbing her world. I’d never had any trouble at this house, but there was that one lady down at the end of the street that swore she caught a man looking in her bedroom window about a month ago. I got a neighborhood watch flyer about the instance, but blew it off.

I tightened the towel against my chest and tiptoed to the nearest window. We had dark panels, so I was sure I could take a peek without anyone knowing I was. I kept waving one hand at the dog hoping to quiet her down. I loved her dearly, like she was own child but she was insolent and rarely minded me. Pepper continued to whine and bark. My eye only needed a sliver of separation in the drapes. Imagine my shock when another set of eyes were pressed against our window pane. I screamed so loud, said panes rattled and I lost my towel, but only Pepper was flashed. I closed the curtains abruptly.

The dog managed to get louder, I scrambled to pick up my towel just in case I was about to experience a home invasion. I still needed to retain my modesty. Just as I turned to run for the kitchen where my phone sat on the table, I heard my name, “Penny! It’s me!”

I didn’t even need the “it’s me” part, no one else said my name like that. Seriously, Chet came out of nowhere again or he was indeed a peeping Tom.

“Penny, please open up. I really need to talk to you.”

“Just a minute.”

“The sooner the better, some woman keeps walking by. I think she’s taking down my plates.”

Crap. I bet Mrs. Rosenthal was out doing neighborhood watch patrol. I had no idea how long Chet had been camped out on my porch. I probably had been in the bathroom twenty minutes.

I unlocked the door, but barely cracked it. “Wait. Don’t come in yet. Give me a second to run and get dressed. Promise you’ll count to ten before coming in.”

Chet didn’t answer, just started counting out loud. I bolted for my room. I swore I heard the front door slam at six. Hopefully, I was hidden behind the wall before he cheated and made his way inside.

I jerked on sweats and a hot pink, work tee that had a picture of giant lips with the caption “Let’s give them something to talk about.”

He made himself comfortable on our couch with Pepper’s giant head in his lap. I watched a mix of expressions sweep across his face. I knew he was staring at my lips, not my real ones, the one screen-printed across my boobs.

“You cheated. You didn’t count to ten first.”

“My curiosity got the best of me, sorry. I didn’t know you make it a habit of answering the door naked.”

“I was not naked, I had my towel. You better not have peeked.”

“You have my word.”

I interrupted him, “Good. Now, I know you’re a true gentleman.”

“That I’ll never tell anyone else how amazing you look in only a towel. That’s my memory to savor all to myself.”

I tried to swipe at him, like I’d done a few times before, but he was faster than me. “Hold that thought until you hear me out. Then you just might want to slug me for real and I’ll gladly let you.”

I couldn’t imagine what he meant by that. I was the one that acted like a childish brat the night before. However, I was still caught up in the fact he might have seen me in a towel. I couldn’t get past it. “If you’re serious, then what color was it?”

“Huh?”

“My towel.”

“Oh, it was purple, but not just any purple. It reminded me of a billowy cloud just as the sun is setting after a spring rain.”

“Are you for real?”

“Of course, I take my colors seriously. Look, Penny. I have to tell you something. I’m not proud, but last night was a bit of a mindfuck. I thought we had a great time with your family and then you pulled away and acted miserable, almost like you couldn’t stand me again.”

“I tried to call. I said I was sorry.”

“I was upset. I shut my phone off.”

Well, that made me feel a little better since I thought half the night he was never speaking to me again. He drove over just to talk, so I was thinking last night could be just a memory and we didn’t even need to dwell on it.

“So you do accept my apology?”

“Of course, but I need you to accept mine now. Please, Penny. I screwed up. Maybe Wayne’s right and I don’t know the first thing about handling rejection.” I didn’t think I rejected him, this was still just a friendship thing, but Chet seemed so wound up. I was a bit clueless. “I got smashed, I had a party at my place and I woke up with a woman I hardly know.”

I felt that strange burn again, this time in the back of my eyes. We were friends. I didn’t date. I told Chet, no dates, but that really was the last thing I thought he’d say to me. I found it absolutely necessary to hide the fact that his confession really bothered me.

“I have no idea why you’re telling me this or why you need to apologize. We aren’t and never will be together. However, if you want total honesty, I don’t understand how you’re satisfied with those sorts of empty encounters, but it’s none of my business.” I changed the subject quick. “I made tortellini soup. I need to put on the French bread. Would you like a bowl?”

“Wait. That’s it? I mean, it smells kinda nice in here, but I’m not so sure I can eat right now. My stomach doesn’t feel so great.”

“Did you eat anything today, Chet?”

“No, but I had communion.”

I was on the way to the kitchen, but did a 180. “What? You went to church?”

“Yeah, it a spur of the moment decision, but Wayne’s mom only gets one Sunday off a month. He never misses with her and they wanted me to come. I wasn’t going to at first because of my frame of mind after what I did, but I feel better after joining them. You not kicking me out is a plus, too.”

Chet said I was confusing, I thought he was way worse, at least today. I turned on the oven to preheat. I also switched off the crockpot and let Pepper outside. Chet stepped behind me while I stared out the window for no reason. I usually didn’t watch the dog, but this time I found it necessary to stare at anything else other than the man that had followed me into my kitchen. He touched my shoulder and I recoiled. I pictured him touching that other woman only hours before. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help myself.

“Is she really pretty? Is she an actress?” I could’ve added model or singer, but I already sounded desperate enough asking what she looked like.

“No, not exactly and no, she’s a college student. I don’t know if she has a job.” He tried to touch me again, but I shrugged him off and opened the door. I called Pepper back inside. He wanted to talk about it in a little more detail but I stopped him again.

“I told you it’s not my business.”

“Come on, Penny. Whether it’s your business is irrelevant. Can you at least admit you’re upset? I want you to be, actually.”

“That’s a weird thing to say. And I’m not, but if you did this as payback, I’ll have you know it was failure because I don’t care. Like I keep saying, we’re only friends.”

“You are a terrible liar and I don’t mean that the way it sounds, but if you’re upset then at least I know we still have a chance. Please tell me that you can forgive my stupidity. I don’t want to screw up our potential.”

I insisted we didn’t have potential.

“Yes, we do. I lied the other day. I want so much more than friendship with you. I didn’t want to scare you away.”

“I’m not scared of you.” He touched me again and this time he was directly in front of me. Chet was so close. He started to stroke my cheek with the back of his hand.

“It’s okay to be scared, I am. I’m not good at this either. Can we start over, please?” His intense gaze hypnotized me. “Penelope Kopernik, you fascinate me. I think you’re beautiful. I want to know everything there is to know about you, but only when you’re ready to share yourself with me. I agree to take this one day, one step at a time. Please, say you’ll still hang out with me.”

I took a deep breath. “Yes, but just as friends.” He slowly nodded and backed off a bit. Chet pulled his hand away, the oven beeped; it was time to put the bread in. I added one last piece of information, “For now.”

 





[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

 

I kept trying to decipher what ‘for now’ meant. Did she mean friends for now and then more than friends eventually or did she mean she would be my friend only for a little while longer? I didn’t dare ask, too worried it might be the latter. That soup she dished up actually looked and smelled amazing. I finally agreed to give the bread a try first and then maybe my stomach could handle a little bowl of soup. Penny poured me a large glass of ice water and sat two tablets down beside it. I picked them up and swallowed without hesitation.

“I might be poisoning you because I’m pretty disappointed in you at the moment.”

I drank half the cup down with an “ahh.” She eyed me sternly. I liked that about her. “Death by Penny. I’ll take my chances. Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“They were ibuprofen.”

“Okay. I trust you.”

She asked if I wanted to watch something on Maggie’s TV. That was by far the best invitation I’d ever had. We headed back to her sister’s room. There was a single chair beside the nightstand and a bed. I’d sat in the chair the last time I was in there, but in my mind I was already saying, please invite me to sit on the bed with you. No way could I ever try anything with her. I’d barely survived this step of moving on and forgetting what I’d done the night before. Penny wanted friendship, but she knew I wanted more and she was still willing to give it a shot. I wanted to be next to her so bad, I couldn’t think of anything else. We could even sit there and stare at the blank screen with the TV switched off.

She told me I could turn it on and find something; that she was going to her room for her Snuggie. Hot damn, she was ridiculously cute and sexy all rolled into one tight package. I didn’t know a single soul with a Snuggie. My dilemma was straight in front of me. Do I presume it’s fine to kick off my shoes and make myself comfy on her sister’s bed? I thought of my buddy Wayne and what he’d said to me countless times. Sometimes, it felt like my actual middle name. You’re Chet fucking Parker. I was going to sit on the bed.

Penny walked back in with Pepper on her heels and the most God-awful brown blanket with arms I’d ever seen. “I know, it’s hideous.”

“Were they all out of the pretty ones at the Snuggie store?” Then I mumbled one other thing. “If there is such thing.”

Kate got them each one last Christmas. “Mags has Wonder Woman.”

“Oh, well, that’s kinda cool. Wonder Woman’s hot.”

“Yes, but there can’t be two Wonder Woman, obviously. She picked out the neutral one for me. I’m sure that’s what Mum sees when she looks at me. My personality screams tan.” Penny didn’t hesitate. She plopped down on the mattress. Yes. I was the man, she was going to take the bed too. “Did you find something?”

“Um, no, not yet. Let’s scroll through. Are we watching television or searching for a movie?”

Penny admitted she didn’t know what she was in the mood for. I was in the mood for her, so I couldn’t care less what we settled on. She mentioned checking out one of the Netflix originals. “Hey, what about that women’s prison show? I heard it’s really good.”

“Um, no, thank you. I’m not watching that with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because Maggie made me watch the first season, so, just no. Never. No way. Hey, stop on that. I wouldn’t mind checking out that Marco Polo show. I have a weakness for historical dramas.”

Interesting, possibly boring, but she was full of surprises. I teased her since they only had one season so far and she preferred more stable programs that wouldn’t let her down.

“It’s fine, I happen to know the second season is coming out soon.”

I had little hope for this show about the Mongolian Empire. After suffering from a killer hangover, I questioned whether I could keep my eyes open after the first ten minutes. I recharged after the first pair of tits made an appearance on the screen. Penny shifted away, but didn’t say anything. By the end, the pleasure tent scene had the makings of a full orgy.

“This show isn’t half bad.”

She hit the pause and turned to face me. “Maybe this wasn’t the best choice.”

“Why? I’m actually getting into it. I’m learning so much.”

She pushed at my shoulder. “Shut up, you were almost asleep for the majority of it. A few boobies are zoomed in on and now it’s a blockbuster series. This is exactly why I didn’t want to watch the other show with you.”

I pointed at the television. She’d paused on the actual boobies and I was snickering.

“Really? Are you twelve? Boobs make you giggle? I think we need a different show to get into if we’re going to hang out again.”

I talked her into turning it back on. I was only messing with her. However, I found it necessary to come clean. Boobs could revert any grown man into his twelve-year-old self. “Sorry, we can’t help it.”

She got the next episode going as soon as the first ended. We both relaxed and settled in a comfortable arrangement. X kept calling, but I kept dismissing it. I wasn’t about to talk to him in front of her especially after Penny snuggled a little closer. I couldn’t slip away from her. It took almost an hour, into the second episode before we were actually touching like I wanted.

Xavier finally sent a text instead.

Where are you, man? FYI, I thought you’d be happy to know, you didn’t seal the deal!

I jumped forward. Penny was reclined on a bunch of pillows she stacked behind us. She hit the pause again. “What?”

“I, um, I really need to make a phone call.”

“Okay, I’ll give you some privacy.”

I grabbed her by the wrist. I told her to stay put. “No, keep watching.” I wouldn’t miss anything. This show was slow in my book with glimpses of good stuff, but there seemed to be plenty of that. If I missed one of the good parts, there’d be another later. I had no idea what was going on if I was totally honest. Penny had me so distracted. I kept thinking bed, Penny, random hot women having sex on the TV, almost lying down, followed by damn, she smells amazing in no particular order.

My phone buzzed again. “Hey. Wait just a minute.”

Xavier never listened to me, he started up immediately. I caught bits and pieces. Amberlie fully confessed she and I didn’t actually have sex. My mind was blown. This was excellent. I held the phone away and mouthed to Penny I’d be right back. I didn’t even realize my slip up, but I’d hit the speaker button.

“Did you hear me? I said Amberlie says you were a limp noodle.” An overwhelming sense of humiliation overcame me. I was so flustered, I dropped my phone. Pepper went for it causing it to slide further away from me across the wood floor. Meanwhile, Xavier kept going on full volume. “Oh, she tried her best, but you passed out. She thought you’d be ready for her in the morning, but damn, bro. You’re one cold bastard. I can’t believe you didn’t even remember her name.”

I finally got my cell phone back, slobber-coated, but I punched that damn speaker button as fast as my fingers would go. I turned around. Maybe there was a slim chance she wasn’t paying attention. I couldn’t assess her reaction just yet because Penny stared straight through me. Xavier rambled loudly in my ear so I walked out of the room. Pepper was on my heels. I let her out in the back and walked over to sit on the bench.

“Shut the fuck up, X!” Finally, he quit flapping his jaw. I took a deep breath. “Start over, from the beginning.”

I sat there and listened to the entire tale as it was retold by this stupid woman. Apparently, she said I invited her back to my room. I totally doubted that, I think she followed me instead. I didn’t want to hear all the other details, but Xavier said the condom was her idea, but I was out of it and couldn’t be roused in any way shape or form. No wonder, there was a wrapper on the floor. I didn’t even want to think about all the other parts, like who took off my clothes and if I participated in any sort of activities with her. I shook my head, further disgusted with myself. Then, Xavier had the nerve to ask for my praises.

“A thank you very much is in order, don’t you think? You could send over my favorite booze at least.”

“Thanks for what?”

“I totally calmed that chick down. Do you really want this story out in public?”

“Of course not. What did you do to make her chill?”

“It was no easy task and Mark’s planning to come over when you least expect it and kick your ass.”

I chuckled. That was never happening. That skinny twerp was maybe 135 pounds soaking wet and what was the point? His sister’s honor was still intact.

“I had to promise her the VIP treatment for the premiere as well as a few minuscule details I won’t bore you with.”

“What the hell, man? That means I might see her again.” I already had plans to invite Penny to my premiere even though it was months off. Xavier said I should be happy she didn’t post the small essay she composed about the real Chet Parker to all forms of social media. Honestly, there was no guarantee that wouldn’t still happen. I needed to tell Gage the story, so he could have a serious rebuttal prepared just in case. Gage had a whole list of what to do in case of particular emergencies. That was the last time I ever did anything questionable, and no way was anyone allowed to bring over guests to my place that I didn’t know well or invited myself.

“We might need to drive the point across that she needs to drop this for good or she might be facing real problems.”

“Daaaamn, that sounds ominous. What are you threatening, bro?”

I explained my position and it was not exactly a threat. X and I both knew it would take a lot of something to put a guy our age completely out of commission, so if that’s what happened, then maybe Amber-whatever gave me a little extra something I didn’t ask for. She had no idea the backlash if she came forward with her full page smear campaign.

“My fucking buddy is a savage beast. Not only, did you leave her high and dry, and forget her damn name, now you’re going to accuse her of drugging you. I love you, man!”

“Knock it off, I only hinted at possibly suggesting such a thing. I don’t need that type of bad press. We’re going on the promo tour soon enough. Just keep me apprised if she seems like she’s going to get mouthy. I gotta go, this is over and I’m busy, so don’t call again. Bye.”

I shoved my phone in my back pocket and stood up. Penny was on the steps when I turned around. There was probably a huge chance she was going to ask me to leave and I was worried about how much she actually heard.

“Sorry about all that.”

“So, you really didn’t hook up with some random college student last night?”

“No, not like I thought.” I headed back toward her, Penny backed up and we both went inside. That was good, I wasn’t getting kicked out. “Hey, I know you heard some of that and I really should explain.” I desperately wanted Penny to know being a limp noodle was not a normal thing with me, but also not recalling names was also out of the norm. I also wasn’t actually going to threaten this woman, I was simply bringing up a what if. I knew there was a high probability Penny thought I was a true asshole right about now. I might have been the night before, but that wasn’t the real me.

“Chet, it’s over. You got your answers. I’m glad you feel better about it, but again, we don’t have to hash this out.”

We went back to Maggie’s room. I reached for Penny’s hand, she stopped, but she also pulled away. “I’m really sorry. I’m so ashamed and I need you to know that isn’t me. I will never drink that much again. Say something, please. Are we just going to start watching that stupid show again and pretend none of this happened?”

“Hey, I resent that. I like Marco Polo, and you seem enamored with all the breasts. However, I do want to forget the rest, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, it’s fine. But you know I’m way hotter than that guy, if that’s why you like this show so much.”

She shook her head side to side. “Your humble demeanor is very refreshing. I wasn’t thinking about his good looks too much, but who says you’re hotter? That’s a matter of opinion.”

I couldn’t stop staring at her with this goofy grin on my lips. Penny was so different, completely out of my league if I thought about it. Being with her was like nothing I’d experienced before.

“Chet, before we start it back, there’s something I need to get off my chest. I’ve kept something from you too. You spilled some significant secrets to me today so if we plan to start with a fresh slate, I think I need to be honest as well. I said from the start, I don’t date, but I think I misled you. It isn’t just because Jordan died. I dated in college, a lot actually. I had something to prove to myself. The end results were disastrous. I’m not right. I mean, something’s wrong with me and you truly deserve better. I know you can meet much better women, nothing like this one from last night, she seems pushy and all wrong for you. The actual truth is, I can’t date you because I really like you.”

Something told me, I was about to have my bubble burst. Penny dated a lot was still trying to register in my brain. I didn’t know why I was feeling jealous of college-aged, Penny’s dates. I had no right, but I had imagined her so differently, I guess. “You’re wrong. I told you no pressure. We’re just getting to know each other. Our pasts shouldn’t make a difference. I don’t want to spend time with anyone else at the moment. Why are you selling yourself short?”

She told me about some of the creeps she dated. They were typical guys, trying to see what they could get straight out of the gate. Penny thought that was her problem at first, she’d picked unwisely. She’d get highly stressed anytime someone made a move on her. She shot them all down, but said the aftermath was always way worse than it should have been.

“They all backed down. No one was aggressive, but I’d still get sick to my stomach, sometimes I got hives. It was like I was physically allergic to men. My friends tried to help because they felt sorry for me. Someone set me up with this graduate student. His name was Elliot, and he was pretty great.”

I questioned in my mind how someone named Elliot could be described as great but I let her continue. “I still couldn’t feel settled. We took things so slow. You have no idea. The hand holding, incidental touching became tolerable, but the kissing was painful. I knew it wasn’t his fault, it was all me. One day, I gave myself a pep talk. I was already 22, I could be intimate with my boyfriend. He was an amazing man, the whole package. I needed to stop being such a weirdo.”

This was the part I truly dreaded. I think Penny was about to spill about losing her virginity and I had no choice but to listen and be supportive. She was obviously distressed discussing this with me. “You don’t have to explain.”

“No, let me. You need to hear this. You need to know why I’m a dead end. I ended up at the hospital.”

My fists clinched tight. Was she about to tell me she changed her mind and this idiot Elliot forced himself on her?

But then she explained. “In a full blown panic/anxiety attack. I swear, Elliot thought I was having a real heart attack. It was terrible, and I was so upset, one of the residents on-call pulled Elliot aside and thoroughly questioned him. They were convinced he did something terrible to me. Of course, we broke up soon after. I think he’s happily married now and living in New Mexico. I’ve gone to a few doctors. I have a mental block to intimacy. When I’m confronted head-on, I physically react. That’s why it’s not fair of me to date, absolutely anyone, Chet. I wish I was normal. I’ve tried to be, but nothing has worked so far. When Jordan died, I broke in more ways than one.”

I’d touched her several times and got the distinct impression it did not make her ill, so I took her hand again. This time Penny didn’t pull away. I was rubbing my thumb along the edge of hers. “Does my touch bother you? Be completely honest.”

She looked like she was choosing her words carefully. “Well, that’s the thing. No, so far but . . .” she stopped talking and held her lip between her teeth.

“Alright, that’s a start. Why don’t you let me decide if you’re worth my time then? I say definitely you are more than worth it. Anytime, you need me to back away, I will. You can even make up a code word if you need to. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you, actually. You just haven’t met the right man yet. The relationship you shared with Jordan sounded intense. Maybe you freak out because you think you’re betraying him in some way. You’re not. I bet he’d be the first to tell you that if he could.”

“You sound like Maggie.”

“Well, Maggie can be pretty smart at times.”

She giggled, “Sure, she’s known for her great brain.”

“Peoplesmart is just as important as book smart. Don’t be afraid to let someone else in. I promise, no one will ever crowd Jordan out of your heart. He has a permanent place there. Any guy worth a damn will accept that.” I pulled her closer and gave her a full hug without letting go. I used my hand to smooth down those wild curls and I kissed the side of her head. “You have a great big heart and you will love again one day. You really should. I know you’re capable of so much love. I’ve seen you with your family. You seem like the glue that holds them all together. You all suffered a tragedy as a whole and yet you’re all so close and well-adjusted.”

“You can’t seriously credit me with that?”

“I do to a certain extent. Also, you help struggling children do better with school or talking or other stuff. I’m not completely sure everything you do just yet, but that only further proves my point. I doubt it’s the most glamorous job, but you take pride in your work. I can tell. I’m not giving up on you, Penny, so please don’t give up on me.”
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It took a few seconds to get my bearings, but when I finally focused, I smiled. I was napping. I had been sleeping with Penny and she hadn’t woken up. Her mouth was slightly ajar and I could hear her breathing. Her cheek was against my shoulder, my arm was around her and I was so comfortable. I felt body parts at my legs too, but that was only the dog. Penny hummed during her slumber and nuzzled closer. Her sweet scent filtered my senses. Damn, this woman smelled nice. Not that I was going to announce it, but there was nothing limp in this bed. I felt smug. Penny had an instant effect on me.

Maybe, I stared a little too hard or held her a little too tight, but Penny opened her eyes. She blinked a few times before making a startled sound. “Oh, I fell asleep. I’m sorry.”

She tried to raise up, but I wasn’t having it. “It’s cool. I did too. I just woke up.”

She looked away but then back again. She might be feeling shy, but I was pretty sure she was not feeling distressed. Maybe I was giving myself too much credit, but I didn’t think Penny reacted to our closeness like she predicted she would and that was where her true fear resided. I still needed to be really careful and take my time. It would be an exercise in restraint, but I was already thinking, the slow road was beneficial to me in a way. I’d never taken the time to study a woman’s features so thoroughly or learn her innermost workings. I enjoyed the study of Penny. There was no need to rush into the final exam. I was going to ace that sucker when the time came.

“Penny.”

“Yes.”

“Why do you smell so good?”

She shifted again, but I wouldn’t let go.

Her cheeks lit up. “I . . .”

“Don’t be shy. I really like it. I was just wondering what the scent is?”

“Oh, well I like lavender. Most of my soaps and lotions have lavender, that’s all.”

“Good to know.”

She asked if she could get up. I guessed I had to release her. We were in a good place. I didn’t want to scare her off or have her questioning my intentions. I couldn’t help myself, I angled myself toward her little more and wrapped her up in one more hug. I even whispered into her hair, “Thanks for everything. This day turned out to be a good day after all.”

“You’re welcome, Chet. I had fun too.”

Penny’s hand was on my chest, that lavender fragrance did things to me. I really was going to let her go, but I moved my fingers through her hair to push it out of my way. Her creamy skin was there, so I pressed my mouth against the juncture of her neck and shoulder and savored a kiss there. I wanted to kiss her everywhere, but this was a great place to start. 

She bounded off the mattress in a heartbeat. I took it a step too far obviously. Neck kissing was ultra-intimate. What an idiot. I followed her to the bathroom. She’d already closed the door, I heard her lock it as well. “Penny, I’m sorry. Are you alright?”

Her voice was shaky. “I’m fine, but could you please get away from the door. It’s embarrassing.”

“Sure thing. I’m going to take Pepper out.”

I grabbed a ball I saw on the kitchen floor so I could keep myself busy with the dog. Pepper was a pest but I forgot how much fun having a dog was. Our family dog died years ago and it hit us all so hard. Mom decided not to get another one. I was traveling more and more, she was busy with work and Heather was already on her own. I picked up the ball, tossed it to the far corner of the back and watched Pepper tear up the ground underneath her to retrieve it so we could repeat the process. I didn’t even hear Penny join us until she was directly behind me. Two precious arms wrapped around me from behind. I most definitely was not expecting that after my neck kiss blunder that frightened her away. She held on and pressed her cheek into the curve of my back. I placed my left hand over hers.

“Are we okay?”

“Yes, Chet. We’re okay.”
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“Tell me I’m crazy,” I begged my sister, who stood in front of me in my room while I haphazardly packed a small overnight bag.

“You are certifiable, but not because you accepted this invitation. I’m so proud of you for taking these steps with Chet.”

I needed to correct her. We weren’t taking steps. Chet promised a special training session with his little brother. He asked if I wanted to join them. At first, I said I wouldn’t intrude on his family time, but then he made puppy dog eyes at me. “Please, I met your family, come meet mine.” His mother owned a flourishing lawn and landscape business. He bribed me, basically. “You will love the backyard. She will answer any and all of your gardening questions.”

Chet had come by twice during the week, once for dinner we prepared together and another night out when we met up with Keats and Maggie. They twisted my arm to get me into a club on a work night. That was a first, but Chet’s friend performed for an open mic night. I had lots of fun which was equally unexpected.

I finally agreed to ride to Palmdale with him for the day. He sprung the idea on me very last minute that if we were too tired, his parents wouldn’t mind if we spent the night. He said his sister’s old room was a comfortable guest room and his mother loved to show it off.

He seriously waited to tell me about staying over until he was on his way to pick me up bright and early. Maggie stayed over for a change because Keats had to calm his father down. He was in some sort of on/off relationship. Keats’s parents broke up before he was even born, so he was used to splitting his time between two households, the complete opposite of how Maggie and I grew up.

I should’ve said no way will I sleep at your parents’ house. It was too soon and a bit nuts, but I packed a bag just as he’d requested. I assumed when the time came to decide, I would say I really should get back tonight no matter what time it was.

Maggie did this rather provocative dance around my room. “I bet he wants to take you in his childhood bed.” She fanned herself. “That is so hot.”

“No. Not hot, creepy and weird. His parents and little brother will be there. I would never. How many times do I need to say we’re just friends?”

“Say it until you run out of air. I don’t care, but you two are seeing each other and for the life of me, I don’t understand why you can’t admit it? I’d have that shit plastered on the Internet by now. ‘Back off, bitches, I’m dating Chet Parker.’“

Pepper yapped about that time. Her boyfriend, not mine had arrived. One final moment of clarity told me to leave the bag. That would be my excuse. I headed to the kitchen door to let him in the house. Chet and I gave lots of hugs now, mainly for hellos and goodbyes, but there were other opportunities during our times together for hugging. He always gave me little pecks here and there, but not on the neck anymore. That had been a bit too much. I had a little attack when I fled to the restroom. I didn’t exactly perceive it as a bad reaction, but it was an unusual sensation. I preferred not to bring it up even though my dreaming-self had done something rather naughty with the memory.

Maggie came running around the bend. “Hey Chet. Take care of our girl, please.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Leave Chet out of it, I take care of myself. You promised to watch Pepper for the day. She needs let out and I mean more than once.”

Chet teased, “So touchy. Isn’t she?”

I shoved him, “Shut up.”

“Always very touchy and of course Pepper will be fine. But hey, you forgot your bag.” She shoved my bag at Chet. There went one of my excuses.

Chet tossed my bag in the backseat. I saw he also had a bag back there. He held the door until I sat inside. Maggie and Pepper were at the gate saying their goodbyes. I waved one last time. Chet shut the door and walked around to the driver’s side. I buckled up when he asked if I was ready.

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“I like the sound of that.”

We were off and I did my best to hide my nervousness. I noticed those tiny backseats that seemed filled with two overnight bags. “Has anyone ever sat back there?”

“No.”

“Why buy the four-seater then?”

“Because this happened to fit all my specifications. I’ve been thinking of buying something else, actually.”

“Really, why?”

“I’m keeping this one, just thinking about a second vehicle that’s a little more practical.”

“Well, don’t get any ideas, my Escape isn’t for sale.”

“Dammit. That’s was my next question.”

I giggled and Chet winked at me. I refused to let him get to me like one of his silly fangirls, but I understood them a little better now. We moved through the traffic. He liked to change lanes a lot. I commented how he wasn’t the most patient driver.

“No, you’re wrong. I’m very patient.” There was something odd how he said that part. “I’ll slow down if it bothers you.”

I was used to Mags, it really didn’t. She wrecked her last car and gave up driving for now unless it was absolutely necessary. I knew a little secret. Keats was taking her car shopping as a wedding gift. She deserved it and I welcomed ending my task as her personal chauffeur. I told Chet to drive however he wanted. We talked about our week even though we talked everyday about our day. After twenty minutes into the drive, I noticed Chet kept glancing my way.

“What’s going on? You look goofy.”

“I do?”

“Very. Is something wrong? Do you think my outfit is all wrong for a parent meeting or something?”

“No, you look great as always. I noticed how comfortable you look for a change. Every other time I’ve driven you somewhere, you look like you’re pressed against a board, but today you have your shoes off, your leg underneath you and you’re twisted sideways. It’s cute.”

I immediately reconsidered the foot thing. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have my feet in these seats. I bet the leather’s worth more than my whole car.”

I started to untangle my legs, but Chet reached out and stopped me. He grabbed my sock covered toes. “No way, I like seeing you relaxed. My seats are fine, but I do need to make a tiny unrelated confession. Before I say anything, it’s no biggie. Don’t be mad.”

I sighed heavily. Hadn’t we gotten past all these cataclysmic confessions? “What?” My tone was enough to make him uneasy.

Chet squinched his face up. “Let me go back in time, so you’ll understand. Truth is, I haven’t taken a woman home in a long time.”

That hardly mattered to me, “Okay, but we’re just friends.”

He said, “yeah right” about as sarcastically as Maggie normally did.

“In fact, I’ve never taken a woman home to meet my family unless you count Lucy Hinton in the seventh grade. She was my date to my first school dance and my mother insisted she come over for dinner so she could get to know her better. It was extremely awkward. She was my first kiss, in case you were curious.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Ouch. Okay, it was pretty thrilling for my young twelve-year-old self, but also quite painful.”

“What does that mean?”

“Braces, Penny. Lucy had braces and she was an aggressive kisser for such a young age. She cut me.”

“I have the feeling we’re way off topic. What part of this will make me mad?”

“I didn’t tell my folks you were coming with me.”

He said it so fast, I almost didn’t understand. I replayed the words through my mind again exactly like he’d said them.

Then I screamed. “What? You have got to be kidding me! Why would you not tell them?”

“I’m sorry, it never came up. My mom is pushy, but don’t let that scare you, she’s really sweet, too. You two will get along and she loves company. I figured if we made it more casual then she wouldn’t bombard me with a full inquisition.”

“Turn around. Take me back home, I’m not going.”

“For fuck’s sake. You can’t be serious. I thought Maggie was the drama queen.”

I immediately pulled my leg out from under and faced forward doing my best job at pouting. Showing up like this would be humiliating.

“Penny, stop that. I’m sorry.”

I didn’t accept his lame apology. What grown-ass man was scared of his own mother? I guess I could see his point to a certain degree. I avoided certain topics with Mum because she could drive me insane.

Chet begged a little more, but he never once acted like we were turning around. We kept traveling up the freeway. “Teddy hurt himself last year. It’s been a long rehab and he lost his confidence and gained weight in the process. Dad wants Teddy to try out for football. He used to love every sport, now he only plays them on X-box. I got an appointment with our trainer from Voyagers, so with regards to taking you back home, it ain’t happening. We have a meeting at the gym and I would never be late with Fergus.”

I thought he was joking. “Your trainer is not named Fergus.”

“I swear to God, that’s his actual name and he’s scary as hell.”

Maybe my judgment was clouded because of Chet. That happened more than I cared to admit. I never even asked what I was supposed to do while he was participating in this training session with Teddy. The fact that his parents had no idea I was coming along for the ride made that seem even more problematic. I’m sure they were busy.

“Mind telling me what I’m supposed to do while you’re with Teddy? In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not dressed for hardcore training with Fergus and I prefer not to die today. I can ride the stationary bike, jog or hop on the elliptical. Sometimes I take a Zumba class, but what you have planned is probably not my strong suit.”

“Oh, well, I figured you could watch. I like having you around no matter what I’m doing.”

Watch, he says. I may have found an activity with Chet that sounded miserable. “How long do you think it will last?”

“We have the gym reserved for three hours.”

“Forget Fergus, you’re killing me, Chet.”

He begged me to give it a try, and then he completely stunned me by offering his car if I wanted to go out and find something interesting to do.

“I can’t drive this car.”

“Why not? You know how to drive. It’s no different than your Ford.”

“Yes, I’m quite sure that it is.”

“Take my keys, Penny, or I’m going to worry about you having a bad time. Then, tonight we’ll have family dinner and you’ll get to know my parents a little. That’s the main reason I invited you.”

“Fine, I guess, but we really should head back this evening. It’s not that long of a drive. I shouldn’t have packed a bag. I never intended to stay overnight.”

Chet said I was over-thinking and we’d play it by ear. I needed him to understand one more thing about me. I never played it by ear. I planned and staying under the same roof with Chet all night long had never been in my plans. That dream I had last night surfaced in my memory- Liar.

We pulled into a neighborhood I could only classify as upscale, but also cozy. The houses were large, with manicured yards but each and everyone felt homey. That wasn’t always the case in LA. I’d been to some showy mansions that felt sterile and barely lived in, even with young children, and they usually had me feeling claustrophobic.

“Almost there.”

I swallowed down my nerves and smiled at Chet. He had been holding my hand the past ten miles at least. I don’t know why we did that so often in each other’s presence but I was used to it. I’d never been so nervous in all my life about meeting a friend’s parents. I couldn’t even remember acting this way about the first time I was invited to Jordan’s. Thinking about him was strange now, something wasn’t the same. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I hadn’t spoken about it, but I finally put away my old engagement ring for good. I wasn’t sure I’d ever do that. I reacted a certain way about Jordan for seven straight years, but now I wasn’t reacting and that was okay. Nothing could erase him, but everyone else was right, I didn’t die with him. I was still very much alive.

Chet gave me a gentle squeeze and interrupted me from my deep thoughts. “Well, there’s my house or it used to be. We moved in when I was about fourteen. You seem nervous. Don’t be, these are the nicest people on earth and they made yours truly so you know they must be pretty great.”

I cut my eyes in a side glance. His confidence intimidated me. I wish I had the tiniest portion that he exhibited. The first thing I noticed from the street was the long driveway flanked by a beautiful lawn. I pointed out the line of hedges. “Let me guess, your mum?”

“Oh yeah, my mum did wonders with this lot.” He winked at me after copying my speech. “It was a dirt and rock nightmare when they bought it from the previous owners. They made lots of changes inside and out.” The house was large, spread out and appeared to all be on the ground level except for one small region in the back where the roof raised to a peak. It was taupe stucco with rock accent pillars and a Spanish tile roof. It seemed to be a mix of modern and traditional. We didn’t walk up the long sidewalk that led to the etched glass front door. Instead, Chet drove up and around the curve of the driveway straight to the garage doors. He got out first, helped me out and escorted me to the panel near the door. He punched in a code and the far right door opened up with a motorized noise. Two vehicles sat in the other bays, but the area we walked through was free from cars and appeared to be the storage area.

We walked into a large laundry room and then into the kitchen. From there I could see a great deal of the house because of the open concept. I absolutely loved this home. When I first met Chet, this wasn’t what I would’ve expected for such a big star, but now it seemed perfectly fitting. He drove an ostentatious car and had a condo that faced the ocean that I imagined bloody well cost him a million dollars, but this was just a family home. He might illicit head turns every place he went, cause screaming fangirl stampedes that stopped traffic, but the more time we spent together, he was merely Chet to me. I thought about the movie star stuff less and less.

“Mom!” I nudged him. We came out fairly early for a Saturday. What if they were all still sleeping? He said they wouldn’t be. “Teddy most definitely better not be. Here. You sit tight. I’m going to his room to make sure he’s almost ready.”

I sat on a barstool. Chet walked down a hallway out of sight. It gave me time to look around a little more. I could see the corner fireplace and above the mantle was a gold framed family photo. I wanted to take a closer look because no doubt it was years old and I really wanted to see what Chet looked like as a teenager, but I heard a door open, so I prepared to meet Teddy for the first time. I assumed it was Chet and his brother, but a lady in a robe headed my way instead. She slowed her steps and looked curiously at me.

I waved which was so silly. No telling what Mrs. Parker thought seeing a stranger sitting in her kitchen all alone.

I stuttered out an explanation. “Hi, I’m a friend of Chet’s.”

She started walking again and then laughed. “Good thing. I thought I was still asleep and dreaming or maybe in a stranger’s house, but then I recognized everything except the pretty girl sitting at our bar. I’m so sorry I wasn’t up to let you in. I slept late and I don’t even have coffee ready. I’m Sheila by the way.”

I held out my hand to make her acquaintance. “Penelope Kopernik, but you can call me Penny. You have a lovely home, Mrs. Parker. I’m really sorry to surprise you like this. Chet is so frustrating sometimes. He didn’t tell me until we were well on our way here that he never mentioned I was tagging along today. I’m really embarrassed and didn’t mean to intrude on your Saturday.” Why was I rambling? Where was Chet?

She continued to shake my hand when her mouth spread into a wide grin. “Sheila’s fine, Penny, and I love your accent. Don’t you worry about it. My son should’ve told you, I love company. How do you take your coffee?” She released my fingers and acted like it was perfectly fine that I was there even though Chet was still MIA. She hit a button on the coffee maker and came back to talk to me some more.

“You picked a good day to visit. My daughter’s coming over as well. We have a shopping day planned, plus I’m picking up my mother and we’re having lunch at our favorite spot. You’re welcome to tag along or did you have other plans? Isn’t Chet taking Teddy to a gym? Surely, you weren’t planning on going with them.” She talked almost as fast as I did, one question right after the next.

Chet finally emerged from the abyss of Teddy’s room. I still didn’t see a little brother, but Chet informed me he was brushing his teeth. “Oh, so I guess you two met?”

“Yes, Penny and I are enjoying getting acquainted. Coffee? Eggs or just toast?”

“No way, not with what Fergus has planned for us. I’ll puke my guts out if I don’t keep my stomach empty. Can you put Penny’s in a travel mug, please?”

“No, I cannot because she’s not going with you. Honestly, Chet. If you brought a lady home, I’m thinking you must like her since this is a first. Why on earth would you subject her to your and Teddy’s training day? That doesn’t sound the least bit fun.”

“Well, she was just going to hang out and then we were going to do something else later, I guess.”

He frowned at me and seemed confused with what was going on. I was amused because Chet got all stuttery and boyish in his mother’s presence. Finally, not so confident; I liked it.

A slightly shorter, fuller and baby-faced version of Chet tentatively approached. He resembled his older brother a great deal but with a lighter shade of brown hair, much like his mother’s. Sheila was in great shape with tanned skin. I realized, she not only owned a landscaping business, but she worked the business, hands on. She had a certain muscle tone overall, and strong hands with nails that were clipped short. I knew that was a sign she got her hands dirty because my Nan loved gardening as well as looking her best, but hated dirty fingernails. That was the first thing she’d do in the summer when we’d visit and Maggie would run for the hills, refusing to chop off her pretty pink nails, but I never had any qualms about it.

I tried to stand to greet Teddy, but Chet held me down by the shoulders. “Teddy. Penny. Penny. Teddy.”

I held out my hand, “So nice to meet you, Teddy. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Sheila chimed in, “Funny, how we haven’t heard of Penny, isn’t it, son?”

Teddy seemed shy, total opposite of his brother. I don’t think he even said anything in return. He had a goofy look on his face and then turned in the other direction. Chet bent over and whispered in my ear. “He means hello, but you’re a girl and he’s too nervous to say so. Forgive his poor eye control. I’ll tell him to keep them eye level for the rest of the day. I knew that top would cause issues.”

My top was perfectly modest. I hadn’t noticed Teddy’s eyes. He better not embarrass that poor boy anymore than he already was. I elbowed him and gritted my teeth, “Leave him alone.”

Chet spun the barstool around and stepped in between my legs. Now I was the one feeling especially self-conscious. We looked too familiar. What would his mother think? “Are you sure about staying?” He tucked a curl behind my left ear and the whole while I was trying to communicate to him with my eyes to dial it back.

“Of course she’s sure, now get lost. Heather and I are picking up Mimi, we’re having a girls’ day. Penny will have a much better time with us. I left your father a list. He’s going to the store after his golf game. We’ll fire up the barbecue later this evening. Now beat it, I thought you had an appointment. Don’t keep Fergus waiting.”

Chet was right, his mom was bossy and I already adored her.

“Do you mind, Mom? I’m trying to talk to Penny in private.” He lowered his voice, “Seriously, you can tell her no. Not many people do, but you have options.”

“I think shopping and lunch sounds fun.”

He smiled and tapped the tip of my nose. “Okay, as long as you’re happy, I’m happy.” He even reached in his back pocket. “Do you need some money?”

“What? No, of course not. Put that away.”

Chet ignored me. I saw cash in between his fingers, but then he reached for a black credit card. He attempted to give that to me. “Put it away, I said. I can’t use your card. I don’t want it.”

“I’ll give you my PIN, you won’t even be asked for your ID.”

“Stop it, Chet.” Ugh, he was deliberately creating a scene in front of his mother and brother to make it seem like we were serious. She clanged dishes on the counter and opened the fridge like she was preoccupied, but I knew she was listening.

He grabbed my head and planted a kiss on my forehead. “Call me if you need me.”

“I won’t, so stop being a lunatic.”

Sheila laughed from behind the refrigerator door. I was seconds from telling him to get lost like she had if he didn’t leave right then.

When we were finally alone, she offered to toast me a bagel. I told her a half would be plenty and I complimented her on her delicious coffee. She made her own breakfast and stood at the bar on the opposite side directly in front of me. I felt like she was seriously sizing me up. It had to be strange for her that her son never brought women around and then all of a sudden, here I was.

“I like you, Penny. I was starting to worry about that boy. Well, that’s not true. I always worry about my kids, but I worried more with regards to Chet. It’s funny to see him so smitten. You both seem so comfortable together. It’s almost like you’ve known each other a long time.”

“Oh, Chet’s not smitten. We’re actually just friends and we haven’t known each other that long at all.” I rambled again and she looked confused at my contradictions to what she’d just said. She asked how we met and I told her about the bakery and the dress shop and she seemed to recall the exact day.

“So you’ve been seeing each other since then? That was weeks ago.”

It was almost six weeks ago, but I wasn’t counting. “No, not seeing, just hanging out here and there. He’s really a nice person. You raised a good man.”

She asked what I did for a living and we made small talk about my job and I told her about my family and a little about our moves and what area of England we were from. I was about to ask her about her business when Chet’s father made an appearance.

He was dressed for the golf course, but nothing too flamboyant like I imagined older men might wear for the country club. I had it in my mind he’d be wearing plaid pants and a yellow polo, but he was in sporty gray trousers, with a teal dri-Fit polo shirt. Chet’s father, Don was not exactly what I pictured. He was handsome but not in the obvious way his son was. He seemed a little softer and I didn’t mean that in a derogatory way but Chet described him a science nerd and I thought his look fit that description to a tee. He was tall, maybe a little taller than Chet, a heavy sprinkling of gray at his temples but still rather youthful looking around the eyes. Those were Chet’s eyes. He had a bit of a middle age thickness around his waist but still appeared in fairly good shape.

He looked at me curiously and then turned his attention to his wife.

“This is Penny, a friend of Chet’s.”

“Oh, hello.” He walked over and offered his hand. “Nice to meet you, Penny. Don Parker.”

“It’s nice to meet you Mr. Parker.”

“Call him Don, Penny. Mr. Parker is an old man in Arizona.”

I laughed. Chet mentioned his grandfather was retired in Arizona, but Don’s mother died from cancer a decade ago. He remarried in his late sixties to a much younger woman and it was quite the family scandal.

Don pointed. “English girl, huh? Where’d our son meet you?” I gave him a quick synopsis, even quicker than the one I gave Sheila and he said, “Interesting. Chet and Teddy are gone?”

Sheila told him they’d just left and she was off for a shower. That meant I would be alone with Chet’s father and I felt nervous again. He was a quiet man according to Chet. Did that mean I had to carry the conversation or it would get awkward? His mother did the bulk of the talking earlier.

I did my best. I asked him about his job and he said he worked for the same hospital complex Heather did. “Oh that’s nice. Do you ever run into each other?”

“No, not exactly I’m a lab rat and she’s all over the place taking care of patients, but occasionally we make the time to eat in the food court at the same time. So are you in the business?”

I was about to answer when the door opened and a woman walked inside interrupting us. I knew immediately it was Heather. She was strikingly beautiful. Jeez, this was a gorgeous family.

She hugged her father from the side and looked at me next. “Oh, hi.”

“This is Chet’s friend, Penny. This is our daughter, Heather.” I was tired of sitting like a bump on a log. I stood up to meet Heather in the middle of the kitchen. I expected another handshake but Chet’s sister was a hugger. She wrapped me in a full hug.

“This is huge. I can’t believe I’m standing her with my little brother’s girlfriend.”

“Oh I’m not . . .”

She broke in again. “An accent, oh my God. I love a British accent. You’re adorable. Wait, were you guys in a movie together? I can’t place your face.”

Now, I had the chance to fill them both in about what I did for a living, but I needed to clue them in I wasn’t Chet’s girlfriend either.

“Me? No way, I could never act. I’m a speech therapist. I do clinical work and private tutoring.”

“Wow, in the medical field like us, huh, Dad? I love that, but where in the heck did you cross paths with my brother?”

Sheila came back about that time and told them a little bit of the story.

“Chet met you in a bridal dress shop. That’s different. Who’s getting married?”

“My younger sister, Margaret in July.” I added he thought it was me at first and then told them all about my sister’s phobia of trying on the wrong dresses.

All three of them got really quiet and stared so intently, I swear I started to sweat.

“This is amazing. You two already have a great story.” I still hadn’t cleared the air and I almost didn’t want to. We sorta had a unique meeting. It was a tale we could retell to our kids. What the hell? Where did that come from?

“Calm down honey, you’re making our guest nervous.” Shoot, she could tell. “I think Chet and Penny are just friends right now, they’re getting to know each other and that’s always wise, especially in this day and age and with your brother’s busy career.”

Now I was thinking way too hard about Sheila’s statement. Maybe she didn’t want me to get involved with her son. I’m sure they were leary of a woman that came out of nowhere. What if she thought I was a fame whore or a gold digger?

Damn you, Chet. Why did you invite me here? I wasn’t ready for any of this.
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Shopping was in full swing. Sheila and Heather were way more into it than I was. They’d fit right in with Mum and Maggie. However, I had to say they went out of their way to make me feel at ease and part of the group. Chet’s Mimi was a pistol too. She made me miss Nan. I hadn’t seen her in almost three years. I definitely needed to plan a trip to England.

I really didn’t need to add to my wardrobe. I told them I wore scrub tops and tees the majority of the time.

“Sweetie, take it from me, I know how that is. I work 3 to 4 twelve-hour shifts a week at the hospital, but you need to treat yourself or you’ll get lost in a sea of baggie, baby blue drawstring pants. What are you wearing tonight?”

“Um, this I guess.” I had on stylish jeans and a pretty top. Maggie wouldn’t let me out the door otherwise.

“And you look great. I thought you might change and I saw something I think you should try on. Mom says you’re spending the night which is great. Did you bring a suit? The pool’s heated.”

“I didn’t bring one, Chet never mentioned we might swim.” When did he tell his mother I was spending the night? He was the king of putting me on the spot.

Heather said she probably had extra ones somewhere. I hardly doubted I could fill her tops out and it might be a challenge to squeeze my booty into anything that actually fit her slim waist. She and Sheila were both a bit direct which I was completely used to with my family, but it was new to be spoken to in a such a way by almost complete strangers. I thought Teddy and Don were the calm, quiet types. I kinda liked how Chet didn’t fit either description. He was his own person, a lot like me. We were classic middle child counterparts. Frankie passed so young but I never felt like the oldest, older than Mags, of course just not the oldest. It was interesting to watch the dynamics of another family.

In the end, I was out voted 3 to 1, I let them talk me into a sundress. I insisted on paying for my own purchase, but Sheila stepped in at the register and made the clerk run her card instead of mine. Now I knew where Chet inherited his generosity from. I really like these people and that old familiar feeling of trepidation creeped inside my psyche.

 





[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

 

Training was a bitch. I scheduled the session to challenge Teddy, but Fergus pushed me to the limits. We weren’t due back on set for months, but he pulled me aside and said I should set a good example for my brother.

I showered and promptly crashed on the couch when I got back to Mom’s. No word from Penny all damn day either. I didn’t know Mom would kidnap her.

Mom woke me up after a two-hour nap by suggesting I pick up Wayne.

“Has he met Penny?”

“No.”

“Well, we haven’t seen him in ages. I think it would be nice to have him over.”

I asked where Penny was and Mom said she was in the dressing room. Now I was thinking about Penny undressed while my mother nagged me. It was not a good situation to be in. I didn’t feel like driving over to pick up Wayne. The idiot drove. He had a job so that meant he got himself there somehow, but I knew he hated driving, one of his many phobias. I invited Wayne per Mom’s request.

He found a reason not to drive himself. I knew that would happen.

“I’ll be there in less than 30 minutes, be ready or I’m leaving you.” I wanted to spend time with Penny after worrying all morning about her. She might have thought I pawned her off on the women of my family as a weird initiation thing, but I would never do that to her. They could be pushy so I prayed they hadn’t scared her away. I wanted her to enjoy herself and agree to stay all night. I wouldn’t be surprised if Penny was out on the front porch waiting for me to take her home right away with some invented excuse. I had my work cut out for me just to get her to agree to spend one night.

Mom stopped Wayne to ask about his well-being, job and life. I needed Penny, so I asked about her straight away. Mom guessed she was hanging out with Heather.

What? That was the last thing I expected. Dad caught my attention as he cleaned the grill, to ask about the training session, but I didn’t have time to get into all that. Teddy surprised me and worked harder than I expected he would. I had to make sure Heather didn’t have Penny pushed against a corner somewhere grilling her for information. I left the rest of them and promised we’d be right out.

I heard loud laughter coming from Heather’s old room. Did my ears deceive me or was that Penny cackling? I’d never made her laugh that hard. I walked inside and caught both of them on the bed among a sea of Mom’s special memory books.

“What the hell is this?”

Heather threw a decorative pillow at me but missed. “What does it look like, loser? You know the knock before you enter rule still applies.”

“Shut up, you don’t even live here.”

“Neither do you. I needed to give Penny the full picture about you.” They both giggled again. I walked closer to see what they found so damn funny. Oh no, not the eye surgery pictures. Embarrassing as hell.

“Really Heather, why are you showing her all this crap? Mom took ridiculous photos throughout our childhood. Penny doesn’t care about this shit.”

She interrupted our sibling chatter. “Oh, I disagree. I’m having the best time. You were adorable, even with an eye patch and big ears.”

“Let me see that. My ears weren’t big, that’s a bad haircut.” Heather stood up, ruffled my hair and pulled on my ears. She told Penny they still were a little funny looking. I told her to get lost.

“It’s my room. Mom says.”

“Get out. I haven’t seen Penny all day. I want to hear about what you guys did to her today. Mom needs help out there and Wayne’s here.”

“Ugh, seriously, he’s not going to do that leering thing again, is he?”

“No, he’s a grownup, weirdo. That was like seven years ago during his awkward phase.”

“Liar, it was two years ago and he’s never left that phase nor will he.” She was kinda right, but I always defended my buddy. Heather told Penny to watch out for Wayne. I shook my head side to side. He’d be fine. I hoped. He had a weird crush on my sister which was extremely gross to me. Finally, Heather stopped annoying me and left us alone. Penny tidied up the albums in front of her. I had a seat on the bed.

“Sorry about all that.”

“Why? I like her. She’s fun. We had a blast today.”

“You did?”

Penny had nothing but nice things to say about Mom, Heather and Mimi. I told her they were firing up the grill any minute if she wanted to come outside.

“Um, I need to change first.”

“Change? Why? We don’t dress for dinner, Penny. You look great as is.” I hadn’t had enough time today to appreciate her butt in those jeans or the way her blouse’s neckline went to almost exactly the right spot.

She shrugged.”Okay, do you want me to get your bag out of the car?”

“You can, but I want to wear my new dress. How was your day?”

“Tough, but I rested most of the afternoon. I missed you.”

She rolled her eyes at me. If she hoped to convince me she didn’t miss me, she failed. “Chet, one more thing.”

“Yeah.”

“Could you please dial it back in front of your family? I think everyone has the wrong idea about us.”

I pushed the rest of the stuff on the bed so I could scoot in closer to her. Penny responded by scooching backwards. I put my hand over hers. “Stop trying to get away from me.”

“I’m not. I’m trying to be serious. I don’t like people having unrealistic expectations concerning me.”

“Penny, it’s one day with my family. They’re getting to know you. No one has an expectation. Be honest. What’s really bothering you?”

“I told you. They think we’re together.”

“We are. I’m here, you accompanied me. That makes us together.”

She tried to shove me back. “Ugh, stop it. You’re frustrating me.”

“Why do you care if they think you’re my girlfriend?” I pointed her face toward mine and I rubbed my thumb over her trembling lip. I thought it was a good sign she didn’t flinch or push me away. Penny took a deep breath and nodded. “Relax. I enjoy your company and you think I’m pretty damned terrific. Let the chips fall where they may.”

I made her crack, she smiled big and never disputed I was terrific.
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The fifteen minutes I waited outside seemed endless. Mom said Penny looks gorgeous in her new sundress. I couldn’t wait to see her now. She wore dresses in the best way. I also used the time to tell them all how much I appreciated them for making her feel welcome.

“When have I ever not made a guest feel welcome?” I knew that was true but something told me everyone was trying a little harder to be nice to her. It had to be obvious that I was really into Penny.

I iced down a few beers just as Penny stepped out on the patio. Holy shit, I need to ice down my pants. She seriously got this dress because of my mother? Here we were again, Penny dressed in white and me with my mouth hanging wide open. The dress floated in the breeze, tiny straps held it up, but it was longer, appearing modest and revealing at the same time. I immediately wondered how a bra worked with that open back, but she had to be wearing one because of all that white.

Heather rushed to her before I got a chance. “Yes! This is the best dress ever. I’m too afraid to go all white, but you pull it off perfectly. I love it. Don’t you Chet? Your girlfriend looks hot.”

I looked at all the faces. Wayne and Teddy needed to avert their eyes soon or I would bang their heads together with great force. Dad was a gentleman, so he focused entirely on the grill. Mom also complimented Penny again.

“Yes, you look lovely Penny.”

“Thanks, again. I’m happy with it.”

Heather needed to move out of the way. I made my way over to Penny to give her a hug and touch some of that creamy exposed skin on her back. “I love this so much. Heather is right for once; my girlfriend is hot.” She didn’t look too happy about my statement. “Go with it, please. I like calling you that. Come on, you have to meet Wayne.”

I introduced them and Wayne said she looked way better than her DMV photo. What a charmer.

“You’re joking. Did you really see that?”

“Of course.”

“It’s dreadful.”

“I know,” he agreed and I slapped him on the back of the head. “They all are.”

“She counted, but snapped the picture too soon. Who stops at two to take a picture? I thought we were going to three. I hate showing my ID. It’s the worst.”

Wayne tried to make her feel better, now I wanted to see this horrendous driver’s license photo. It was only fair, she’d seen my eye patch one. I was only nine but still.

“Sons of bitches. They do it on purpose to make themselves feel better about themselves since they’ve sold their souls to work for the DMV.”

She giggled at everything Wayne said. I could feel how relaxed she was just by touching her. I knew what Penny’s body felt like when she was tense.

“Want a beer?”

“Sure, why not?”

I opened three bottles and we sat down in a few pool chairs pulled in a semi-circle. Penny asked my mother if she needed any help but she told us to enjoy our visit.

We spent the next half hour talking and hanging out. Penny seemed perfectly fine getting acquainted with my best friend. Occasionally, he’d glance my way and make goofy expressions. She was in the middle, kinda in front so I doubt she noticed. Heather walked by and I caught Wayne leering just like she’d mentioned in her room. I kicked at his foot.

“Stop.”

“Sorry, she’s gets prettier with age.”

“No, she doesn’t, she never changes and that’s my sister.”

Penny interrupted, “Seriously, Wayne’s right, Heather’s so pretty. I hate to tell you this, but I’m pretty sure I hung out with the most attractive Parker all day and it wasn’t you.”

Wayne loudly laughed. He drained his beer, sat it down and waved his hand for Teddy to grab him another. “Get up, my kid brother isn’t you manservant and quit talking about Heather. Don’t you have a new obsession?” She would always think Wayne was strange and I was pretty certain Heather only dated eligible doctors.

He jumped up and offered to get us both another, but Penny and I were taking it a bit slower. We both had over half left. I used Wayne’s brief absence to bring up something. “So next weekend, I have this thing. I kinda have to make an appearance.” Wayne was back too soon. He tried to dominate the conversation again, but I told him to hold up. “I was in the middle of asking Penny something.”

He leaned in closer. “Oh, what? Did she say yes?”

She looked confused. I didn’t want her to think I was rude, but I could use some privacy and pushing him into the pool was all I could think about at the moment.

I tried to get her to focus only on me. “So as I was saying, it’s the director’s big birthday bash for his 70th.” I had less trouble asking her to my parents’ house for the weekend. I couldn’t figure out why I wasn’t spitting it out.

“Oh, well, that sounds fun. You probably miss all those people after working so closely with them for months.”

Maybe, some of them. I didn’t elaborate who I missed and who I didn’t. “Penny, I’m asking you to go.”

“You are?”

Wayne seconded that, “Yeah, you did? I missed that. Jeez, man. You’re terrible at this.”

“Could you get the hell out of here for a minute? Go assist Dad.”

“No, Don never talks. I feel like I’m annoying him.” I didn’t add that was true.

Penny told him to stay put because she couldn’t go to the party. There was nothing to discuss in private.

“Are you busy?” I had to remember Penny was different. She would not drop everything because I asked her on a date. There were plenty of women that would have done just that but I was not interested in them. I was bummed. I knew about the party for at least a month, I should’ve asked sooner.

She turned her attention back to Wayne and his computer skills. I thought I deserved a better explanation. “So what is it? I asked if you were busy.”

Penny looked around and then back to me. “No, not exactly, I don’t want to go. I’m sorry. I appreciate you asking though. So as you were saying, Wayne. Finally, the girl in accounting might be on the rocks with her jerk boyfriend . . .”

Dammit, she had to know what she was doing. No one was this calculating without trying. Wayne had to tell her more about the woman, Aubrey at his office and then he mentioned Suzanne. Jesus, if I let him get started with that, I wasn’t getting another word off to Penny.

“Oh, who’s Suzanne?”

“No one,” I looked at Wayne, “unless you want to go swimming in your clothes, get outta here for a second so I can sort this out with Penny.”

“Fine, but take that back.”

“Take what back?”

“That Suzanne’s no one. She’s someone to me and millions of other Krissy fans.” Millions? Was he serious? Yep, he was.

“No Wayne, don’t get up on my account. I need to take a break from this conversation, anyway.” She left and walked in the house, so I didn’t have to be the least bit nice to Wayne for butting in so much.

He looked completely confident with himself. “Wow, I get it now . . . great girl. She’s got lots going for her, real depth to her conversation and hubba hubba, she’s a knockout in that dress.” He whispered. “Psst. I don’t think she’s wearing a bra either.”

I leaned in closer like I had a secret for him as well except I shouted near his ear. 

“Stop looking, fucktard! Trust me, she is. I’m going in the house to talk to her. Don’t move.”

“She already said no, Chet. Don’t you know anything about women? No means no.”

Of course, I respected a firm no, but this was a unique situation. I asked her to go to a party and she declined. This was not a simple no. I wanted to know her reason.

I found Penny and Mom putting together a tray to take outside with some chips and dips. I tried to act helpful and asked if they wanted me to carry it, but Mom spotted my desperation. She was in and out the whole past hour. I knew she picked up on some of our conversations outside.

She grabbed the tray, so Penny and I were alone at the bar. She tried to follow Mom, but I asked her to please stay a minute longer. “Are you having fun?”

“Yes, Wayne’s so funny. At first your friendship didn’t make sense to me, but he’s the yin to your yang. I really like him.”

“I’m glad. He annoys the shit out of me, but he’s like another member of my family. Not sure about yin? He doesn’t complete me.”

“You’re probably right, I doubt anyone completes Chet, but Chet.”

She tried to walk away again, but I spun her back around. I had my hands on her delicious back now. I secretly searched for that bra, but I couldn’t find it. Penny squirmed which made me want to pull her closer and hold her still. “Go to the party with me, pretty please. We don’t have to stay long and then maybe we could go back to my place and hang out. I’m always showing up at your house, and you’ve never been over.”

“You never invited me.”

“I am now.”

“But I don’t know those people.”

“So, you know me and that’s all that matters. Please, Penny. Is that why you don’t want to go, or because you don’t want to be seen in public with me?”

“Stop Chet. You know that’s a ridiculous thing to say.”

“Then go. I swear it won’t be miserable. I’ll make sure you have a good time.” I raised my eyebrows at her a few times.

She tried to pry my hands off when Dad stuck his head in the door. “Food’s done.”

I nodded, “We’ll be right out.”

Penny’s head fell hard against my chest. “Now, he thinks we’re in here making out.”

“I wish, but seriously, will you?”

She finally said if I let her go, she’d think about it. She stated she needed to take care of some important stuff at home, because the weekend after the party, she’d be out of town for a long weekend for her father’s birthday. I thought ahead to that weekend. I wouldn’t see her at all and I already missed her despite the fact we were together at the moment.

When we got to the back door, she scolded me, “Stop feeling all over me. I know what you’re doing and it’s built-in, okay. I wouldn’t go braless in front of your parents.”

We made our way out to the patio table and everyone piled their plates high with Dad’s great barbecue and Mom’s sides. It was a typical Parker meal. Mom wanted to hear how each of us were doing in life. Wayne dominated a lot of the conversation like he was one of her kids. He never lacked making small talk. Penny sat close and I swore I could smell her peaceful, lavender scent over the smoky meats spread all over the table.

Mom brought Penny into the conversation. “So Penny, do you visit home much? Sounds like you have a busy schedule with two jobs.”

“No, not nearly as much as I’d like. Dad’s retired and Mum does part-time work at a dance studio she helped establish years ago when my sister and I were little.”

Seriously, I knew Penny a while now and had met her mother, but I didn’t know she was a dancer.

“I love that area up the coast. It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, it is.”

“I can’t remember the last time we were there.” I remember being on a family trip once to San Francisco and Mom made us stop in all sorts of places along the way. It was strange to imagine I was in Penny’s hometown all those years ago, but our paths weren’t destined to cross yet.

She mentioned the trip up for her father and aunt’s combined birthday celebration.

I could count on Wayne when I least expected it. He stated with a mouthful of food like it was nothing. “Oh, is Chet going too?”

I felt her stiffen next to me. I tried sending out brain waves directly to her, ask me, I’ll say yes.

She politely pushed her half eaten plate to the side and took a dainty sip of her longneck. “Well, my parents really like Chet, but I wouldn’t subject him to such things. He’s busy, I’m sure.”

I put my hand on her leg and leaned over. “No, I’m not. I’ll go if I won’t be in the way.”

She turned her head and shook it slightly. “You don’t . . .”

“I want to.” She smiled, politely moved my hand off her lap, but still let me hold hers in between us.

I wasn’t sure if that was a ‘yes’ or a real invitation, but in my mind I was planning a weekend in Monterey. Mom used the conversation about Penny’s family to dig for details. She wondered if Penny’s dad was a twin. “No, he’s turning 48 and his sister is 50 so they’re making it a bigger celebration than normal.”

“That sounds like fun, seems like you have a close knit family.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Like us, huh, Chet?”

“Yeah, Mom. Penny comes from a nice family.” Mom could back off a little. I wouldn’t have felt any differently about Penny if she’d been raised on skid row or if they were all career criminals, perhaps international jewel thieves. I think my mother was trying to prove a point we had similar backgrounds and it was rare to find families like ours these days.

“What does your Dad like? Chet should buy him something nice, gotta get on the father’s good side,” Wayne said in between his first and second helpings.

She giggled. “No, that’s unnecessary. I already have my father’s gifts. He’s easy to please.”

“Oh yeah, that’s surprising, most dads are hard to buy for or so I’ve heard.” Wayne lost his father before I met him, he had little memory of him, but he didn’t elaborate. I’d tell Penny about it later.

“Books.”

“Your retired general father only wants books? He doesn’t have a kickass hobby?”

“He wasn’t a general and I wouldn’t call them kickass by any means, but he has several hobbies that relate to the books.” She was too sweet. She even lowered her voice to say kickass, in case it offended my family. That was highly unlikely.

I grinned, because Wayne’s nosiness would result in a shock. Penny already shared some of her father’s strange obsessions, one particularly peculiar one that wouldn’t bode well with my highly phobic friend.

I couldn’t pass up this chance. “Tell Wayne what you and your father like to do in your spare time.” She looked at me confused. I helped refresh her memory, “The drives . . .”

“Oh, you mean our cemetery jaunts.”

Wayne turned pale. Success. “Wh . . . what’s a cemetery jaunt, you mean haunt?”

She laughed. “No, no haunting. My father and I love touring old cemeteries. We have been to some amazing ones in Europe and the US. He has a unique bucket list, you could say. We check them off our list when we can. I got him two new books full of beautiful cemetery photography. I know he will love them.”

Wayne looked at me, shaking his head and then back to Penny. “I take it back. She is not good, Penny is bad. What place of darkness did you find this creature roaming?”

Mom smacked him, “Wayne, don’t be silly.”

“I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?”

“The siren speaks again. Don’t go to Monterey, Chet. She’ll lure you off the cliffs, I tell you.”

Heather pelted Wayne next by throwing a chip at him. “Are you for real? Penny is harmless, I’m sure.”

No Heather, Penny is killing me slowly, but Wayne exaggerated that she masqueraded as a siren. I kept it to myself and tried to fill her in why it was such a big deal she and Frank toured old cemeteries.

“Wayne’s scared of them, like cries over it. He can barely hear the word. I don’t understand where he gets his irrational fear from.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. We love the history and beauty of them. I know it sounds strange to the majority of people, but it’s our thing.”

“Correction, it’s a phobia, not irrational like tossing salt over one’s shoulder or not crossing the path of a black cat, although that one I do avoid. A phobia is a persistent fear of a specific object, activity, or situation that leads to a compelling desire to avoid it.”

Pretty sure he always left out the word irrational when he spouted off that definition because it was there. I’d looked it up as well.

Penny changed the mood of the entire conversation when she elaborated. She told them about visiting the cemetery at her brother’s grave alone with her father, because her mother couldn’t handle it. “We found solace there and pretty soon, I would venture out to the other graves. Even as a young child, I was curious about the people in their final resting place. I thought about their lives, and the people that loved them and wondered how long they were missed. Were their families inconsolable like I remembered Mum many times? That blossomed into a hobby for us and I can see why some people view it as odd. We lost a loved one and yet we were drawn to the very place where we had to say goodbye.”

“Oh, Penny, I’m sorry to hear that your family lost a child. That’s so tragic. I think it’s inspiring you and your father search for beauty and purpose in such a unique way.”

We were all a little awestruck. Penny wasn’t one dimensional. I put my arm around her and kissed the side of her head. “Sorry, I only wanted to make a joke on Wayne. I didn’t mean to cause your painful memories to surface.”

“It’s fine, you didn’t. Daddy and I are at peace with it in a way.”

Wayne clammed up. I knew he wasn’t sure what to say like the rest of us.

Heather helped to lighten the mood. “I’m going swimming, who’s joining me? Penny, wanna take a look at the suits?”

She and I hadn’t discussed it, but I might have slipped a secret text to her sister. I hoped Maggie came through because it would be a little weird to lust after Penny in one of my sister’s swimsuits.

“Funny, but when I freshened up earlier, I noticed my sister stuck in a suit, so I have my own. I’m not sure about wearing the one she chose, since I don’t care for the fit.”

“Honey, no one cares. It’s practically dark out here in the pool anyway. Let’s go. I’m changing after I help Mom put away the leftovers.”

Heather and Mom grabbed some dishes and headed inside. Dad also said goodnight and carried in another armful of things.

I made a flicking motion at Wayne like I’d thump a bug. He finally got the picture and took the rest of the things left on the table.

“So you wanna swim, right? I promise it won’t be too cold.”

“Yeah, I guess but do you have a t-shirt I could borrow. I’m serious, this suit is too revealing. I can’t wear it in front of your parents. Maggie bought it for me. You know how crazy she is.”

“Okay, I can give you one, but the truth is my father won’t be heard from again tonight. He’s up in the game room by now with his television. Mom will do a fast clean up and go on her computer to work on designs for clients. Teddy might swim, but he knows better than to look at you again. Like Heather said, it’s dark out.”

“You’re incorrigible. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Not that I can remember. You’re the first which I love saying by the way. Most of my buddies don’t use such fancy words. Seriously, though, I’m sorry about Wayne. I always have to apologize for him, but he doesn’t mean it.”

“He’s great, no worries, but are you sure you’re not worried about me luring you to your death? I have to admit that was quite creative.”

“Penny, you should know by now, luring isn’t necessary. I’d happily follow you anywhere.”

 





[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

 

I took too long changing. I adjusted the stupid skimpy suit Maggie packed for the third time, but didn’t have the nerve to walk out of the bathroom. Maybe I should have looked through some of Heather’s but she had such a great body, way taller and more filled out than I had ever dreamed about being. Her loaner suit probably wouldn’t have fit. I heard him talking, so I cracked the door and made a “psst” noise, “Chet.”

He turned around and I froze. Chet wore a multi-colored striped pair of board shorts. I’d noted Chet’s body in his movies, but real life was different. He walked down the hall toward me. My entire focus shifted from myself to how his suit hung low on his narrow hips, just under those lines that made every woman lose their mind for a few seconds. My eyes quickly became glued to the trail of hair below his navel which disappeared under his waistband. Maggie called it a happy trail. I thought that was a dumb name, but it was true, I suddenly felt happy. I grinned like an idiot, but tried to get a handle on my reaction before he got any closer.

I pulled the door back a little for two reasons: I needed to quit ogling him and I wasn’t prepared for him to see me so scantily clad.

“Come on, they’re already in the pool. You alright?”

“No, remember, I need a shirt.”

“Oh yeah, you sure you want one? I told you, Mom and Dad are in their respective corners. It’s only Teddy, Heather and Wayne and it’s pretty dark. I switched the porch lights off already, so it’s just the pool lights.”

“Yes, I’m sure. I don’t feel comfortable in this. Maggie is too damn pushy. I would never buy this for myself, much less wear it.”

“Fine, one sec.”

He came back with a wadded ball of fabric in his hands. He pushed it through the space I’d left, but jerked it back right as I was about to pull it through.

“Nuh uh. I’ll let you borrow this but there’s a price. I don’t do favors for free.”

Was he serious?

“What?”

“I want to see the suit.”

“No, forget it. I’ll go to bed instead. I’m tired.”

“Awe, Penny, come on. Don’t be like that. Please, a three second peek. That’s all I need.”

The suit was attractive and it fit well, but I’d never had one that opened so much in the front. I usually went for more straight across types not plunging, open v-shapes that transformed my mediocre assets into nearly spectacular. This suit was an all-out lie. The bottoms weren’t any less revealing, only two thin strips across my hips held the damn thing together. For an adult woman, I could be so juvenile. Chet probably had been to topless beaches. Hell, I wasn’t sure, but he very well might have dated an SI swimsuit model. Note to self, Google stalking those facts later. Point was, he’d seen way worse or better, whichever it was.

I pulled the door all the way open. “One, two, three . . . now pass me the shirt.”

He didn’t do it. Chet kept the shirt down at his side. He stared and I froze. I didn’t know what to do under such intense scrutiny. I’d never been examined like this as far as I knew.

“You’re so pretty.” He released the shirt and surprised me by dressing me with it himself like I was helpless. I was at least for the moment. Chet was often cocky and over-confident. I expected something a little more crass, but “you’re so pretty” caught me by surprise and did strange things to my mind and my insides. I wasn’t wearing much, but warmth flooded my body.

I stood there long enough to look like a moron. I scooped up a towel and headed outside. Chet followed closely.

The others were having a good time. Teddy tossed a ball at Chet when we got close to the pool.

“Penny, I worried you weren’t coming. I need some girl power. How are you at volleyball?”

“Terrible,” I joked. Heather insisted we take on the guys which seemed crazy. There were three of them and only two of us. I planned to inch my way in, but Heather yelled for me to lose the shirt or it might slow me down.

Chet butted in and said I was embarrassed of my body. “I never said that. I’m not comfortable with this swimsuit.”

“No way. You’ve got a great body. You rocked that dress earlier. It’s dark out here, no one will even see. Come on, girl. I need you unrestricted.” I glanced at Chet and he gave me a head nod. He also reached for the hem of the shirt. He might have helped put it on, but I refused to let him take the shirt off in front of his siblings and best friend. I swatted him away and jerked it off my body before he could. Chet reacted quickly and threw that ball, pegging Wayne directly in the head.

“Hey, what was that for?”

“Quit staring.”

I caught him off guard and shoved him in the pool. I jumped right in after him.

Chet came after me and I splashed his face. “What did I do?”

“You were rude.”

“I’m protecting your honor. He’s a perv.”

“Whatever. Ready to lose at volleyball?”

Chet grabbed around my waist. He leaned in closer. “Honey, you need to learn something about me. I never lose.”

It was no contest, even though Wayne wasn’t much of a third opponent. Chet and Teddy killed us. Heather and I couldn’t get anything past them, but they spiked on us over and over. We lost, but I had lots of fun. Everyone slowed down. Water play was exhausting and it was late. We congregated around the steps to chat. Teddy announced with a yawn he needed sleep.

“Night, Teddy.” He did a nervous wave thing. I whispered to Chet, “Is he ever going to talk to me?”

Chet said maybe in about six months he’d get the nerve up for some one or two-word sentences.

Wayne apologized when the conversation lulled. “So about earlier, sorry I made you think of sad times. I mess around at the wrong times. My fear of cemeteries and driving is real.” He paused, “Also, imported white cheeses if you want to know the truth, but the cemetery phobia is the worst.”

He was unique, strange and weird all rolled into one. I told him no worries. I wasn’t upset by it at all. “I totally get having fears. I have a fairly significant one myself.” I felt Chet’s hand on my back. Maybe I spoke for Wayne’s benefit, but I also thought confessing out loud would help me. “I’ve decided to try harder than ever to tackle this fear one day, one moment at a time. If this phobia is paralyzing you in some respects, maybe you could do something similar. Baby steps are pretty phenomenal. I’d help you, but no pressure. Think about it.”

“I will. Thanks, Penny.”

I wasn’t sure if I could help Wayne. It wasn’t like me to get so personal with someone I hardly knew, but he was really important to Chet and by the end of the evening, I felt a certain connection to him by association.

Wayne and Heather chatted on about their jobs. I noticed she kept her distance, but they had known each other a long time and seemed to have easy conversation.

Chet took me by the wrist. “Let’s swim.” I needed both my hands to swim, but that was an excuse to get me to the deep end where it was dark and private.

I pulled away to tread water alongside him. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing, only trying to create one of those moments you spoke of.”

“Oh, well I didn’t specify what I was talking about.”

“Like you needed to. Thanks, for giving this a chance.”

“Chet, I’m still . . . you know, and I can’t change overnight.”

“I know. Am I pressuring you?”

“No, of course not.” He moved forward, so I backed up until I scraped against the pool wall. I anchored myself in place with my right foot. Chet encased me with his hands clamped over the pool edge, one on each side of me. “Well, maybe now you are.”

“I’m just hanging out.”

He should have said practically hanging on me. Here I was with Chet all alone, but not really. His sister and friend were merely a pool’s length away. I’d spent a good part of the day announcing I wasn’t his girlfriend and yet over and over I allowed myself to look the part. They probably thought this English girl from Monterey was extremely confused. I was. His body inched closer. One hand released the edge and moved to my cheek.

“Chet . . .”

“Look at me, Penny.” I avoided looking straight into his eyes. The fear was there. The battle raged within, but instead of succumbing to it, I surrendered to him instead. I took three deep breaths and concentrated on slowing my racing heart, but feeling Chet against me made that almost impossible. If I meant what I said earlier, then I had to push myself out of my comfort zone. I lifted my hands from the water and wrapped them around his neck. Now he was my sole support in the water. It felt good, but I was afraid to move. When I noticed his face coming closer, a tremor ran through me and he noticed.

“Easy. I’ve got you. No pressure.” He leaned in and pressed his forehead to mine. “Just breathe with me, Penny.” I listened as we tread the water together, breathing in and out.

“Sorry, to interrupt, but I have to go. I work in the morning.” I could be intense with Chet alone perhaps, but not with an audience. I pushed away from Chet and scrambled back to the wall to tell Heather goodnight and thanks for hanging out.

“Yeah, sis, thanks so much!” He sounded pissed.

“No problem. Penny’s way cooler than you. Hey, I have an idea, next weekend I’m off, I’ll come into the city and we’ll do a girls’ night. No men allowed.” She directed that last bit at Chet.

“Sounds fun. Call me. Do you mind if my sister comes?”

“No, she sounds fun. It truly was nice meeting you.” She had special parting words for Chet and Wayne, “Bye doofus, bye weirdo.”

I lifted myself up and out of the pool next. I wrapped in my towel and told them I was also turning in. “It’s been a long day. See you both in the morning.” Chet was out of the pool a second later.

“Wait. Don’t run off.”

“Not running, just tired. Goodnight Wayne.”

“Night Penny. Lock your door. That one sleepwalks.”

I giggled. I probably would if I could, but I didn’t remember Heather’s door having a lock.

After a quick hot shower and changing into some night clothes, I was ready for bed. I chickened out on being alone with Chet again. I heard a knock nearby, but it wasn’t my door. Was I really that girl, the one that would climb out of a cozy bed to investigate, more like snoop on other people’s conversation? Apparently, I was. I pressed my ear to the door. I heard muffled voices. I wasn’t sure if I could pull it off. I would be mortified if I got caught, but I slowly twisted the knob and tugged the door ajar. I attempted to view the participants of a hushed conversation through barely a millimeter crack.

“Penny’s nice.”

“Yes. Is that all Mom?”

“No, I wanted to say goodnight. I loved having all my kids here, plus Wayne. It seemed like old times and I think Penny enjoyed herself. I guess that makes you happy we didn’t embarrass you.”

“How about Heather, Teddy and Wayne all embarrassed me one way or another, but you and Dad were pretty cool. Can’t believe I’m admitting that.”

“Well, I . . . I mean your family approves. I really like her and hope this means we’ll be seeing more of both of you.”

“I hope so too, Mom. Goodnight.”

“Sure there’s not anything else I should know?”

“Nope. When I propose, you’ll be the second to find out, so stop fishing and be happy I met a nice woman.”

Chet was joking, but I couldn’t listen to anymore. I never should’ve gotten up. I slowly shut the door with the same precision I opened it, but it made a distinct click. I hoped they didn’t hear. I jumped in the bed, turned off the lamp and pulled the covers up over my head. Maybe the darkness would cover up my mistake. I can’t believe I eavesdropped. Why the heck did he mention proposing even as a joke? I can’t imagine what Sheila must think about us. I didn’t know why it mattered so much, but it did.

I held my breath when Chet’s voice whispered inside my room. “Why you hiding, Penny?”

I pretended with a groggy voice as I pulled back the covers, “Chet, is that you?” Who else would it be? “I crashed, sorry, goodnight, see you in the morning.”

Hopefully, he bought it. When I felt the bed dip under his weight, I knew I wasn’t getting off so easy.

“How can you be asleep if you were just spying on me and Mom seconds ago?”

I popped up quick with a denial on my lips. “I was not.”

He flipped the lamp back on and I didn’t flinch. He picked it off the bedside table and angled it at my eyes. “I heard this works, but I’ve never tried it. Stare at the bright light and repeat that lie once more.”

I shoved his hand. “Get out, you maniac. I was asleep. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Chet pushed at me, “Scoot over. I’m climbing in.”

I stiff-armed him, “No, you are not.”

“Yes, I am. I’m staying in this room with you until you admit it. You were eavesdropping. Hell, you know what would be funny? I might start banging on the wall and making sexy noises. Teddy’s room is next door. He’s already afraid of you, doubt he’ll even be able to look you in the eyes in the morning.”

His hand hovered in front of the wall. I practically tackled him to stop. “Alright, idiot. It was an accident. I heard a noise. I peeked and when I saw you were having a private chat with your mum, I shut the door and went to bed. Happy? You can leave now.”

“Yes, I’m happy. Be honest with me and that will always ensure my happiness.”

“I’ll try.”

“Because you want to see me happy?”

“Because you’re right, friends shouldn’t lie to each other. I apologize.”

“Can we?” He shook his head, “Forget it, it’s late. I’ll let you go to sleep. Thanks for coming up with me today and spending time with my family.”

“I had fun.”

“I’m glad.” He stood up, but leaned back over to kiss me on the forehead. “Sweet dreams.”

“Can we what, Chet?”

“Never mind, when I repeated it in my head, it sounded lame. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Chet approached the door when I blurted out an answer. I was 99% sure what his so-called lame question was. “Yes, I will. I mean, I am already. I think. Remember, we have to go slow, like at a snail’s pace, basically.”

“Absolutely, I won’t let you down.” The excitement in his voice raised it an octave. I felt similar. I’d denied it all day and even though no one ever said the actual words, I was now 100% sure, I broke my number one rule. Not only was I dating, Chet was my official boyfriend, and he was so freaking cute and amazing, I broke out in actual goosebumps from his latest touch.
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My normal demeanor reflected confidence and certainty, but today I was beyond nervous. The party was a necessary obligation, but the plans afterwards consumed my thoughts. I regretted not preparing Penny this party was predicted to be huge. The fact that news outlets and photographers would attend hadn’t come up in conversation, either. She and I would unintentionally debut as a couple. Speculation would run rampant the next morning on all the celeb gossip sites. I doubt she realized that when she finally agreed to attend the party that a news story would follow.

I arrived early to pick her up. Penny stressed over what to wear, so I told her to wear the dress from the night I had dinner with her family. That dress rocked my world, but she insisted I’d already seen her wear it. Maggie promised to locate a perfect new dress. I failed to understand the huge deal since the rest of Penny’s wardrobe was on a weekly recycle program. I could almost predict what she’d wear depending on the day of the week. We almost saw each other every single day. My car had a knack for turning on all the right roads that led me to Penny’s most days. We acted like a real couple except for all the best parts I could hardly stand waiting for, but I promised to take it slow when she agreed to be my girlfriend. At least, she didn’t shy away from hand holding or allowing me to hold her close while we watched television or hung out together. Waiting for that first opportunity for a real mouth-to-mouth kiss was far from easy. I’d learned her cues and anytime I thought I might be getting the green light, Penny tensed and turned her head at the last possible second. If she’d give it a try once, I was positive she’d like it and then the next one wouldn’t be so difficult to obtain.

She answered the door. I was familiar with Penny by now, but tonight she wowed. She wore a short burgundy dress that dipped extremely low in the front. I saw collarbones and sternum. Her bones failed to hold my attention. I focused on all her assets. Her flat ironed hair looked silky smooth. She dangled a bracelet in front of me to break the trance. The charm bracelet was the first official gift I bought her.

“You’re staring like a crazy man. Come inside before the neighbors see.”

“Do you blame me? That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? You want me to appreciate the fact my girlfriend is smoking hot, don’t you? Is this truly how all speech therapists look?”

“Knock it off, Chet.” She pulled me by the arm through the kitchen door. “You know I only look this way because my sister works close with the fashion industry.”

I hugged her tight, kissed the side of her silky hair. I loved the wild mane normally, but the tamed, smooth style begged to be touched. “Nonsense, you look like this because you’re beautiful. Fortunately, for both us, I don’t date ugly women either.”

She shoved me off, “You’re terrible.”

“Baby, the night is young. I’m worse than you give me credit for.” She shoved off my advances.

“You’re early.”

“Yeah, we should talk about the party.” She gritted her teeth, so I reminded her there was nothing to be nervous about, since I wouldn’t leave her side the entire night. My confession followed, “There’s a high probability paparazzi will get pictures of us going in or leaving or both. I wanted to prepare you.”

“Really? You wanted to prepare me and that’s why you’re telling me this ten minutes before we leave? Why do you do these things to me?”

“Because I love making you upset. This little green vein pops up on the side of your neck, also you’re super sexy when you’re angry.” She was not amused. I did my best begging puppy face. “Come on, you know I chicken out easily when I think you might bail on me. It’s not a big deal. Sometimes they yell ridiculous things at me or ask invasive questions. You just keep walking, basically pretend like you don’t care. It should be easy for you. You’re really good at that already.”

“I don’t want to go,” she pouted.

“What else is new? I knew this the moment I asked you. I swear we won’t stay long, I need to make an appearance, then we’ll go over to my place.” Penny promised to go to my condo, and I looked forward to that event way more than the party.
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Turns out the party was larger and more important than I realized. Damn, Steins assumed all of Hollywood needed to celebrate his birth. He was brilliant and deserving, I didn’t really blame him. The venue appeared packed in every direction, almost chaotic. Penny and I were not noticed together because as soon as we arrived, I was swept away for pictures with other cast members. That was the only excitement initially. All the guests were shuttled in after photos through the double doors. Most went for the free food and drinks right away. Penny anchored herself against a wall by the restroom while she waited. I lead us straight to the back and found a secluded corner table. I introduced Penny to anyone that stopped off to say hello.

“Hey Chet, who’s your pretty friend?” was the standard question of the night. Penny did her best pushing me away most of the time, but the more people talked to us, the closer she got. She stuck to me like glue, practically. I wasn’t complaining, but the party was busy and loud and I barely got in a word with my girl. I was ready to leave as soon as we arrived, but there was free food and good booze. I also wanted her to appreciate she’d attended a fancy Hollywood party.

“Want me to grab us some food?”

She shrugged.

“Is that yes or no?”

“You can, I’m sure you have a headache coming on if you don’t eat soon. We can share, I’m not that hungry.”

She knew me pretty well already. I smiled at her and told her maybe I didn’t want to share. She rolled her eyes at me. I asked one more question, “Drink?”

“Champagne, if that’s okay.”

“Of course, it’s a celebration. Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”

I gathered a few things I knew we both liked and then pointed a server toward our seats. He carried over a couple glasses of champagne since my hands were full. I left Penny a total of five minutes and Xavier swarmed in. He was fashionably late, so this was the first I’d seen of him.

Penny looked to be backing away from him when I walked up.

“Chet, brother. You’ve been holding out on me. No wonder you never answer my calls and texts. Penelope is dazzling me with her cute accent. Sexy.”

I handed her our plate and glared at X. He was pushing it. “Do you mind?” He’d taken my spot next to her.

“Oh yeah, sure.”

Xavier stopped the server to order a drink.

“So, as I was saying, Penelope, before this guy rudely interrupted us; I’m sure you recognize me, Xavier Fields, Chet’s best friend and co-star. You can call me X, in fact that’s what I prefer.”

Penny was my favorite person for a reason. She said disbelieving, “Seriously?”

“Um, that depends, which part didn’t seem serious, doll?”

“All of it, actually and call me Penny.”

X kept staring, he looked back at me, then again at Penny. He truly had no idea she was insulting him. I knew by the look on her face, she thought he was a douche. He was but I sorta loved the guy. Like Wayne couldn’t help being weird, Xavier couldn’t help he was a douchebag.

My arm snaked around her waist. X was distracted when his fireball arrived. I whispered in her ear, “You’re too damn funny.”

She fired back in a low voice, “I refuse to call a person, X. That’s dumb.” I always thought so too, so I told her to call him his real name. “And why does he say he’s your best friend? You’ve never even mentioned him once to me. I just thought he was in a movie with you.”

I noticed X trying to listen to our conversation. “Later, we’ll talk about it later, babe.” I kissed her cheek.

Xavier tried to get Penny’s attention by telling her all about himself. She feigned interest, but I knew she was fading fast. We had plans back at my place and I needed to keep her conscious so I politely steered X in another direction. He informed Penny he was sure they’d be seeing each other around lots since he and I were always together.

“They honestly let delusional people like that become rich and famous?”

“Yes, of course, honey. I think that’s the norm. You’ve lived here long enough, half this town is exactly like him. However, he isn’t completely delusional. The truth is, he and I are portrayed in the media as best friends. We’ve worked together on the movies a couple of years now and normally, I do spend a lot of time with him, but recently, my priorities have shifted.”

“Ugh, he acts like a spotlight is on him wherever he moves around the room. It’s dark over here, I honestly didn’t recognize him at first. I had no idea you two were so close.” We looked across the room where Xavier commanded the attention of at least five women. “That is what I pictured when you intruded on us at the boutique. That’s why I didn’t want anything to do with you.”

“Yeah, well I think I’ve proven I’m nothing like that.”

Penny grabbed my face and squeezed. “Nope, you’re just Chet. I like you for you.” She didn’t let go and squeezed my face so tight, I made fish lips at her. Penny released me but ran her thumb over my distorted lips before pulling her hand back. I managed a quick kiss to her skin. We were kinda lost in one of those moments I constantly hoped to create between us. I thought we might be inching closer. Could tonight be our turning point? Then Penny changed her demeanor.

“Damn, is X coming up again?”

“No, worse . . . much worse.”

I turned around to see what she was looking at, more like who. “Oh . . .”

Penny’s hands disappeared from being anywhere near me and into her lap.

“There you are. I’ve been looking all over, never expected you to be hiding out in the back, Chet. This is where all the old people sit.” Our visitor eyed Penny a little closer. “Oh, hello. I’m Grace Lansing.”

“Yeah, I know.” Penny didn’t have instant recognition for Xavier, but she did for Grace and now I regretted not having that awkward conversation with her ahead of time.

Grace held out her hand for Penny and they shook them up and down in front of my face. I stood up and gave Grace a one arm hug. I needed to spit it out so both of them would know where they stood.

“So, Grace, this is my girlfriend, Penny Kopernik.”

“Oh, sweet. How’d you manage keeping that a secret?”

“We haven’t been around town too much, I guess. We’re not hiding.”

“Well, Penny. You’re a lucky lady. Chet’s one of the good guys. I need to make the rounds. Have a good evening in case I don’t run into you again. We should grab lunch one day. Stop being such a stranger.” Grace tried to make plans with me several times since we wrapped on the last film, but I’d never made time. I could clearly see Penny’s response to her, so the lunch wasn’t occurring anytime soon. Grace had been a cool friend when I needed her, but Penny needed a better explanation. I’m sure she didn’t understand how things were or had been.

“I think I’m ready to leave unless you have more hobnobbing to do.”

“No, I’ve made the rounds. I’m ready if you are.”

We made our way around the room. I led her to the side door where the valet was. Penny and I went unnoticed on arrival, but no such luck as we left. The camera packing paps parked outside the exit. A million flashes and twice as many questions went off in our faces. I held her close to my side as we walked toward my car. I heard her mention being blinded but other than that, she handled it like a pro. Penny didn’t let them see her sweat. She buckled up as I ran around the car. The obvious questions stood out since they repeated them several times. “Who’s the new girl, Chet? What happened to Grace?” Double damn, they brought that up, even though I doubted Penny had already forgotten.

I gave them one wave, smiled and then we were off. Finally alone and in route to my place, I felt relaxed and happy after a strangely tense evening.

It had been almost two months since we met and I should’ve known better. Things weren’t always smooth sailing with Penny, “Please drive me home.”

“What? You’re coming over. We already planned it.”

“Plans change. I’m tired. It’s late.”

“Penny, it’s eight damn thirty. Spit it out. Why are you mad? The paps?”

“No and I never said I was mad.”

“You don’t have to say it, I know you.”

“Then you should know why.”

“Grace?” She didn’t respond. “You’ve obviously been on an Internet hunt and drawn the wrong conclusions. She’s my co-star and a good friend. That’s it.”

Penny crossed her arms tightly over her chest and blew out a breath, “Okay, fine then tell me one thing and I’ll drop it.”

“Sure, anything.”

“Have you ever had sex with her?”

Well, my evening just went to shit. I had such high hopes for the rest of the night too.

“Do you want me to stop the car so we can talk?”

“Not unless you can’t talk and drive anymore. It’s a yes or no answer. A few weeks ago, I told you your personal life was not my business, but since I am your girlfriend now, I feel like I deserve an honest answer. You said Grace was a friend, but if memory serves me right, you also said sometimes friends do stuff. I think you meant sex and I want to know the full story.”

“Yes, we’ve hooked up. We were never in a relationship though. You don’t completely understand this business.”

“So sex with Grace is business?”

“Good God, no. Can we stop this discussion for a minute? I need to be alert right now to get us home. I get antsy after events worrying that someone might follow me.”

“You’re going the wrong way. I said to take me home.”

I wasn’t doing that. She was already mad, so what difference would it make if I made her a little madder?

Penny pouted and I started to sweat. I should’ve taken my jacket off at the first traffic light. I realize I’d put her in an awkward situation. Every way I tried to spin it only made me sound worse, like a typical playboy. These things weren’t unheard of among people our age, especially with my crowd. In my defense, Penny had no idea what it was like to live life under a microscope. I had to approach women in a unique way. I couldn’t be the typical guy and pick someone up in a bar or try online dating. This was one of our obvious differences, the kind that made Penny get jumpy or anxious to bolt.

I tried to blow off the extracurricular activities with a friend like it was no big deal. But Penny experienced her biggest challenge displaying affection. She suffered fears and insecurities about intimacy and I was the complete opposite for several reasons. First off, I was young and often surrounded by gorgeous, eager women in similar circumstances, namely, the public eye. We had a mutual trust being in the same business and could be discreet. Most of all, I assumed my ease with casual flings was a guy thing; we were notorious for being horny. I saw the whole world differently now, and I was trying to view this situation through Penny’s eyes. I had to explain this the right way, delicately. Unfortunately, I was already at a deficit for not coming clean before the party.

We drove through the gate and parked in the garage. She was quiet which was a bad sign. For someone that didn’t want to come over, she was sure quick to step out of my vehicle. She refused to give me the satisfaction of opening the door for her. Penny left her backpack but I grabbed it. There was a glimmer of hope she was spending the night earlier, but her recent attitude shift snuffed all the light of that situation.

We made it upstairs and I unlocked the door. I tried to bring some cheer back to our night. “Welcome, Penny. This is my place. I’m sure you’ll be spending lots of time here.”

She turned around and expressed herself with an angry glare. I wasn’t so sure the previous statement was accurate. “I’m not trying to be that girlfriend, but you have to admit, you push everything under the rug until the last possible second when there’s no choice but to deal with it. I can’t stand that about you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m well aware women of all ages throw themselves at you and you’ve had partners. That’s not what bothers me, but she’s different. The two of you act like no problem, we hang out and we screw, but just not now. I have a girlfriend, so catch you later, maybe.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Then what’s it like, Chet?”

I didn’t have an answer for her. I told Penny that Grace and I met during casting for the first movie. I didn’t know her, but I’d heard of her. She was gorgeous, more successful than I was and we clicked, but not in a profess my undying love to you way. We hung out and sometimes stuff happened, but we ended that stuff after the second movie. As soon as I made that clear to Penny, she seemed to calm down.

“Really, you weren’t sleeping with her a few weeks before I met you?”

“No, we were strictly friends the whole shoot. Well, technically she kissed me once after a night out and a few drinks but I politely shrugged her off. She thought I seemed sad.”

“And she wanted to cheer you up.”

“Maybe, but she didn’t. I would never lie to you. I’m sorry that I wait until the last minute to bring up important shit. You bring out my inner coward. I’ll try to do better.”

“I hope so. Unless you think this new relationship is only casual like you’re used to because you should know, with all I’ve been through, I wouldn’t be taking this risk for a fling.”

I grabbed Penny and wrapped my arms around her. I positioned her face toward mine. “There is nothing casual about my feelings, Penny. This most certainly is not a damn fling.” I was ten seconds from making a declaration I hadn’t realized existed until that second. She looked down, but I made her look at me again. I licked my dry lips and noticed she was staring at them. Was this my cue? I wanted to try, so I leaned in closer. Penny looked receptive for about two seconds and then stiffened again. She dropped her head and pressed her ear against my chest.

We separated when she asked for the tour. She stayed the longest time in my room. Penny’s fascination with the sight of my bed renewed my hope until she spoke her mind. “I don’t like it.”

“What? The whole place or just my room?”

“Your room; the condo is fine. I’m anxious to see your view. I bet it’s great in the mornings and at sunset.”

“Stay with me all weekend and you can see for yourself.”

She didn’t say no, in fact she asked which bathroom she should use. I pointed her to the one in the hall since I wanted to change and I didn’t think she was prepared to undress in the same room just yet. She surprised me when she turned around and let me start her zipper which was the best three seconds of my life.

We met back in the media room, both dressed a little more comfortably. “There’s a lot of guy stuff everywhere.”

“Yep. I’m a man. I think that’s what you like about me most, isn’t it?” I raised my eyebrows at her a few times because I knew how much she loved my cockiness.

“You’re nuts, and there’s a little more to it than merely your gender.” She pushed me and I fell back on the sectional but I held onto her so she tumbled down with me. Penny apologized with sincerity, “Sorry about earlier. I always spoil our special nights.”

“You didn’t and we’ve had plenty of nights without one of your freak outs.”

“Watch it,” she warned. “Hey, not to sound like a sow, but I’m hungry. Can we order a pizza? I barely ate that fancy party food. I was too nervous.”

I reached for her phone on the coffee table to call up my favorite place. I was equally starved. We developed a system with our pizza orders. Penny liked spinach, sun-dried tomatoes and weird cheese and I liked my spicy meatball whenever I could get it. I punched in her passcode and she rolled her eyes since technically she’d never given it to me, but I was aware of it. Yeah, babe, I’m aware of more than you realize. I called for the pizza so my honey’s cravings would soon be satisfied. I was curious why she turned up her nose at my room. We had some time, so I brought it up again.

“It’s too dark. I feel smothered in there. You need pops of color or new drapes, something. I don’t know.”

“Okay, but as you established earlier, I’m a guy. I’m not decking the place in throw pillows or adding purple like you and Mags do to everything.”

“I’m well aware of that, but I still think we could brighten it up a bit.”

“I don’t want bright in my eyes early in the morning, but I like this ‘we’ you speak of. Does that mean you will be spending more time over here?”

She bit her lip. “Maybe I memorized your security gate code like you did my phone’s. I might break in now, so don’t upset me or you’ll never know if you’re completely safe here.” This was the way I liked us. We’d grown quite comfortable and the joking and flirting were second nature as much as the bickering and teasing. Penny made the move into my lap which sent an impulse straight downtown. I froze.

And as quick as she settled in, she left just as fast. “Oh wow, your guitar. Do I finally get to hear you play?”

I leaned over and took a few familiar cooling off breaths with my elbows braced on my legs. Maybe she was that clueless or perhaps she enjoyed torturing me. Either way, I was a glutton for punishment. I stood up to follow her. She seemed genuinely excited to talk about my music hobby.

“You do really play, just like Holden Rickie.”

I cracked up at her reference to the old character I played when I was fifteen.

“I thought your singing and playing was dubbed.”

“Blasphemy, woman. Step back and prepare to be amazed. I’ve been getting back into music lately.”

I had little time for music when I got involved with Voyagers but the past few weeks, I’d been inspired. Funny how feeling romantic made me want to sing and play again. We had some time before the pizza arrived, so decided to show her what I’d been working on.

I picked up my acoustic and told her to have a seat. I started up the melody of “Penny Lane.” I guess with her name, it was likely she’d have instant recognition.

She sat up at the edge and clapped her hands to the rhythm. I stopped after the first chorus. “So my little English girl appreciates The Beatles, I see.”

“Of course, sorry you aren’t the first to mention this song to me. You realize what happens when people discover my middle name.” I guess that was unavoidable since I knew her given name was Penelope Elaine. “I’m impressed, please sing more.”

“How about I change it up a bit, something a bit more romantic?”

She rolled her eyes, but looked like she highly anticipated what was next. I strummed a few chords. She looked puzzled, like she struggled to figure out what I was playing. Her eyes widened at the first few lines, but when I belted out, “The first time I saw you . . .” she covered her mouth and blinked away a fresh tear. This was the one song I’d practiced endlessly because it reminded me so much of the moment we met. I even called her my Penny Lover in my mind that day.

I knew the song well so I could play and sing while I watched her reaction. Until this moment, I practiced thinking about Penny and now I was singing to Penny. I’d never been a sappy, sentimental type, but the looks passing between us made me rethink who I actually was. This relationship skipped the primary stages and skidded to a stop at intense. Hell, I’d never even got a kiss, but something big transpired over the course of an 80’s love song. I got a little shaky toward the end because I honestly had never experienced a moment like this before. She hung on every lyric that I sang straight to her, about her.

When I finished, she covered her face with her hands. Penny peeked between open fingers, so I wiggled my brows at her again. “Well, are you a Lionel fan also?”

“Yes, of course, Mum’s nuts about him. It’s her age, I think but seriously, he’s timeless. I can’t believe you learned that entire song for me. I love . . . I loved it. Nice job, Romeo. Got anymore?”

“Oh Penny, I’m very talented. I could go all night. Sure. Here’s one of my other favorites.”

I went with a joke next because I was fighting the impulse to sit down my guitar and pin her against my sectional. Penny said ‘snail’s pace’ when we started and it still wasn’t the right time.

I strummed a few chords of the jingle. She jumped. “Oh, forceful. What’s this?”

I replayed my intro, “This, my dear, is Penny, You’re the One. Hold tight, this is going to rock your socks off.”

She mouthed the title back to me and shook her head. I’d found a Penny song she wasn’t familiar with. I sang the money song I discovered on YouTube and she lost it. It was an actual children’s song to teach the value of a penny. She bent over from laughter, I sat the guitar to the side and held out my arms for her. Penny came over and sat on my leg.

“I think we found your true calling if this acting mess doesn’t pan out. Oh my gosh, Chet. That was hysterical. It will forever be our song. You could totally pull off a children’s album. Your voice is so uptempo and fun.”

“Thank you. Maybe, I could sing it to our kids one day, help them get really smart and ahead in life.”

The familiar stiffening overcame her. I was prepared to make a joke to get myself out of the kid comment, but the pizza guy buzzed my intercom and saved the day instead. She jumped up so I could let him in.
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We snuggled up in the corner of the sectional to watch that damn Marco Polo again. I’d decided there wasn’t enough tits and ass to get me through the lulls in that series, but she liked it, kept reminding me we’d have season two, eventually. Pizza was demolished in a hurry and we both had our share of specialty root beer. Penny hadn’t mentioned going home once since our tiff in the car. It was pretty late. I was afraid to bring it up. In fact, I decided the best thing to do was not say anything and let her fall asleep with me.

I had the remote in my hand. The next episode was about to start. We were getting close to the season finale, but I didn’t want to start another if I didn’t have to.

“You can turn it off. We should talk.”

My first thought was oh shit, but I tried to remain optimistic. Penny sat up, turned toward me and crossed one leg underneath her other one. She didn’t seem like she was about to wig out again so I tried to relax.

“What do you want to talk about?”

“Us.”

“Okay, what about us?”

“Sorry, I bashed your manly bedroom. I hope I didn’t offend you, but I guess I felt funny being in there. Maybe, I meant that we should talk a little bit about before us, not just Grace.”

I told her the funny part was I didn’t sleep in my room half the time. I started on the mattress woes to distract us both from the real issue. I think Penny worried how many women I’d taken to my room. She worried for nothing, I was sure it was less than she imagined.

She laughed at me, “Ten thousand dollars. Are you nuts? The lady saw a rich wanker like you coming from a mile away. Why didn’t you research it better? You have people like Gage or others on your team that would do that for you, I’m guessing.”

“Hell, I didn’t know I had ‘a team’ and did you just call me a wanker?”

She giggled. “Sorry, it’s my Nan’s favorite for describing an idiot. Don’t act so modest, sure you have a team, but I could totally help you if you want to get rid of the bed. You deserve one that gives you proper rest. I know several ortho docs and a few chiropractors. I bet you can find a mattress more suited to your needs especially if money isn’t an object.”

“Thanks, I might take you up on that offer. You can be my official tester and I’m open to suggestions about changing my room a little. I love the wall color though so that stays.”

She shrugged and mentioned the large art piece over the bed needed to go. “It’s dreary and depressing in my opinion.”

I didn’t dare tell her how much that cost. Instead, I broached a touchy subject. If we were going for it, I didn’t want her to have any questions. “Penny, about my past . . .”

“No, don’t. I’m not sure why I suggested this discussion in the first place. You don’t need to give me a rundown of your entire life and you answered all my questions about Grace to my complete satisfaction. I admit to feeling insecure. I mean, I wear a shit ton of clothes compared to her vast array of partial nudes on her Instagram account. I worried you preferred the less is more look.”

I laughed. Penny’s style was perfect for her. Grace could wear nothing and not compare. That’s how bad I only wanted Penny. “Well, I think you probably guessed she’s not the only one.”

She shook her head, “Yes, there are plenty of other perfect women that jumped at a chance for a night with you.” I stopped her there and told her the real number. It wasn’t shameful in my opinion unless my mother ever found out. She’d be upset, but I told Penny the truth, the names and the circumstances. Most were friends or friends of friends in my circle. I admitted to a couple of random hook-ups. It wasn’t easy to trust ladies to keep their mouth’s shut, so I stuck with women in similar situations.

She didn’t get upset, she nodded her head. “I understand. I imagined hundreds.”

“I could tell and that bugged me. Stereotypes are often dead wrong, you know. I’m not a player, but I have regrets, too. Are we good? I’ve never considered myself in an exclusive relationship since tenth grade. By the way that girl never slept with me and still broke my heart. This thing with us is different, at least, I hope that’s what you believe as well. I’m not and will not see anyone else. I can promise you that. You can trust me.”

“I do. I’m not seeing anyone either,” she laughed. “Although, Simon keeps inviting me to lunch. I’ve said ‘no’ every time and then this Grace woman presented a similar invitation like it’s no big deal.”

“If this is your way of telling me you’re going to lunch with that boring ass lawyer if I have lunch with Grace, then points to Penny because that would make me fucking crazy.”

“Oh, would it really? I didn’t peg us for the jealous types.”

“I never had a reason to be jealous before but if some guy can’t stop sniffing around you when he isn’t wanted then maybe there’s cause for concern. How often is he inviting you to lunch? Is that all or does he want more?”

Penny said it was only three or four times. That was enough to make me hate him. It didn’t help that she reminded me the wedding was fast approaching. They would spend more time around each other but as a group, not as a couple. “Mags said he thought I was his date for the wedding, almost like it was by default. Keats is supposed to break it to him nicely that I’m seeing someone before we run into each other again. Oh, yeah, by the way, you’re officially my plus one. I forgot to ask. Simon is a nice man and he and Keats go way back. I didn’t mean to cause confusion or lead him on.”

“I doubt you did. Your meddling sister set you up in the first place. Of course, I’m your plus one. That goes without saying.”

“Thank you. You know that same meddling sister is your number one fan currently.”

I chuckled. “You sure about that? Have you read my twitter feed lately? I have some true die-hards.”

“More like raving looneys. I would love to implore a few of them to seek psychiatric treatment, but I can’t out myself publicly. I prefer my anonymity.”

“Penny, they took pics tonight. You realize that’s soon fading. Your name will get out there someway, somehow and I will protect you, but things might get really crazy before the news dies down. Hopefully, another famous person will do something else newsworthy: hookup, breakup or makeup.”

“I’d hardly call any of those things newsworthy. How will they find out my name if I’m not famous?”

“You’d be surprised. I know you and Maggie do the whole Instagram thing and you use your Facebook page for your family and work stuff. You need to check your privacy settings, Gage can take a look with you to double check. Although, I searched and it’s locked down pretty tight as far as I could tell.”

“You, sir, are a stalker in the worst way. I don’t feel so bad for my searches.”

“Guilty, but seriously, you might want to deactivate them.”

“No, I will not! That’s insane. I’m nobody. No one will give a flip what I’m up to and I do very little social media. Most of it is to communicate with my family in the UK and to support Maggie’s career. Her makeup tutorials mean so much to her and her YouTube page has really taken off. I’m proud of her and she deserves praise. I’m carrying on normally, as always. Remember, my Snuggie? I’m plain ‘ole Penny.”

She could believe that a little while longer. Penny was fairly naive, but what else was new? She was anything but plain to me. She’d lived a pretty sheltered life and her world was very small. If she and I continued to get serious, and I sensed this was only the beginning, it was about to get a whole lot larger.
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I realized how late it had gotten. Time ceased to exist sometimes when I was with Chet. It was almost one o’clock in the morning and he expected me to stay the night. It wasn’t fair of me to ask him to drive around so late. I didn’t want to lead him on by staying. I was so comfortable with him, but I still wasn’t ready to get overly physical.

I decided to brush my teeth and get ready for bed. I really liked the sectional in his media room. I’d almost drifted off a few times, it was so comfy. He had two other bedrooms and a futon in his office, but I was happy to sleep in the exact spot we’d been watching Marco Polo. I picked my bag off the floor and rifled through it to find the brand new toothbrush I brought. Chet saw me.

“Can I leave this here?”

His face lit up like it was his birthday and he was ready to blow out his candles. “Yes, I’d like that very much, but bring it back to my bathroom. My girlfriend should keep her toothbrush in here, not in the guest one.” He was silly, but I followed him. His room could use some improvements, but his bathroom was gorgeous. It resembled a mini-spa. I looked at all the features and complimented him on everything from the lighting to the fixtures to the glass tile backsplash.

“Are you going to stand there and watch?”

“Yep, and you’re naughty saying things like that to me.”

I tried to insist there was nothing naughty about my question or my tone, but he made a face before reaching for his own toothbrush. We both brushed our teeth, each at our own sink, which were exquisite copper bowls and maybe my favorite part of the entire room. He showed me where to store my toothbrush. I asked if he minded giving me some privacy. I needed to pee before bed after all that root beer since I overindulged.

I found Chet making up the sectional like a bed when I finished up my nightly routine which included some lavender, chamomile lotion. If I was being extremely honest with myself, Chet liked the way I smelled and I liked that he liked it. Maybe I sent mixed signals, but I couldn’t help myself. He spread out extra pillows and blankets to make a bed in the spot I imagined sleeping earlier.

“I’m kinda tired.”

“Me too.”

“So, I thought I might sleep here, but . . .”

“This is where I usually sleep.”

“Okay, where should I go?”

“I want you to stay with me. I’ve proven I can behave. There’s plenty of space.”

This wasn’t the best idea, but it was becoming harder to tell Chet no about things. I liked being close to him. We dozed off a few times together at my place and it was always nice waking up in his arms. He’d pulled a long ottoman over. It made our corner look more like a bed than a couch. Before I answered, my feet were already walking toward him.

“Nice. You want inside or out?”

“I don’t know.” He said he liked to sleep with his back against the cushions. The front was fine for me. I didn’t mention it was the best solution because I’d have an unobstructed getaway if I felt overwhelmed. Maggie swore she and Keats were going back to our house before ten to watch Pepper, but I insisted on sending her a message. Chet teased that I had to check on the kid.

Crazy, he had that word on the brain tonight and it made me ultra-nervous. I couldn’t discuss children with him. I couldn’t even give him a kiss on the lips. But I wanted to. I’d thought about it a little more every time we were alone. A normal girlfriend would’ve kissed her guy like crazy for singing songs to her, about her. That was the most romantic thing he’d ever done, by far. However, I was not normal. This was a fact we were both aware of.

Chet got comfy first and patted the spot in front of him. I asked about the glowing lights over the bar. He whipped out the remote that controlled more than the big screen, apparently. With a click of the button, we were in the dark, on the sectional, under the covers, lying side by side and he was touching me.

Even behaving felt daring. He wasn’t touching my erogenous zones, but my exhausted body suddenly felt like it was being lit up like a Christmas tree with excitement. He whispered close to my shoulder. “I like having you over. We should make sleepovers a regular thing.”

In my mind I was thinking should we? So many other things raced through my brain. Chet said people would learn my name. It felt so weird to have my picture taken a thousand times in a minute, no telling how many were dreadful. I bet my eyes were shut completely or really squinty in half of them. I wanted to be around him practically all the time when I wasn’t working, but that was our time. Did I just agree to give up a great deal of my privacy?

The last thing I planned on saying blurted out of my mouth with no consideration. “Chet, do you ever think about us making out?”

He’d been rubbing my arm, but he ceased all movement. He coughed and slightly choked. I was insane. I begged him to forget I asked that when he answered. “Um, not that much, just every twenty seconds or so. Why? You offering?”

I turned toward him so we were facing each other. “I’m sorry. That was a crazy thing to say. I don’t know where my mouth filter is sometimes.”

“Unfiltered Penny is my favorite.”

“Maggie said guys like you expect more and I should give you a taste.” It was dark but I could hear him swallow. “I’m fully aware this is unconventional and you have been abnormally patient. I just thought you should know, I’m not ignoring the physical side of our relationship. I think about it . . . a lot, too.” I giggled, “Maybe not every twenty seconds like you, but of course I’m not completely abnormal.” I was better. I was already more comfortable in close proximity with Chet than I’d been in six months of dating Elliot. I wanted to prove to him how hard I was trying, but I was also afraid. I didn’t want him to see the wacko, anxiety-ridden side of me or else he might go running for the hills. Even though, we were pretty much brand new, I still couldn’t imagine never seeing him again.

Chet put one hand on my waist and one on my cheek. He pulled me slightly closer. “Penny, you can’t scare me away. I know what you’re worried about. I’m not going to lie. This isn’t easy, but the best things in life rarely come easy.”

He was right. I was also certain he might be too good to be true, but I never forced him into this. He made his choice, fully informed and he still wanted to try. “I have an experiment in mind, but I don’t want to make things harder for you.”

He covered my lips with one finger and made a joke. “Not a good choice of words, but anyway, keep going. What do you want to try?”

I was glad it was extremely dark so he couldn’t see how embarrassed I was at my unintentional pun. Chet gave me sweet kisses, gentle pecks, never exactly on the lips regularly. He was an affectionate man. It frightened me at first. I’d never been overly affectionate even with my family, but now I highly anticipated those moments. I wanted to reciprocate, but for this first try, I thought it was important he merely accepted my offerings. “I want to kiss you like you kiss me, but when I do, I think it’s best you don’t react. Baby steps, remember?”

“You’ve got seriously control issues, sweetheart. You know that, right? I agreed to baby steps, but I can assure you if you kiss me, a reaction will follow . . . a big one to be exact.”

I pulled away. This wouldn’t work, I was dumb.

“Don’t do that. I didn’t mean it like it sounded. Try, Penny. I’ll do what you tell me. I’m literally at your mercy.”

I told him to be very still. I wanted to kiss him, but not have him kiss me back. There were four or five places on him that constantly held my attention. I would start there and then most likely, we would sleep. I didn’t want to push my luck.

“Promise, you won’t move. I need you to be still.”

“I’m practically frozen with fear and anticipation because I don’t know what you’re about to do. Go on. I swear; I’m not moving.”

He was on his back so I raised up. I leaned in slowly. I took so long, Chet made a little frustrated sound. I realized in the dark, I needed to feel my way there or I might waste my kisses on the wrong places, but then again, was there a wrong spot? I stopped when I felt his breath on my cheek.

“Penny,” he exhaled my name like he’d been holding it in.

I touched his lips with my finger. “Shhh, I’m almost there.”

I trailed my finger up his face until I felt the movement of his eyelashes. That was my mark, I pressed my face forward where my fingers held his eye closed and I placed a hurried kiss to his right eyelid, lifted my head up, paused two seconds and plummeted back to the left one for a more lingering connection with the other eye. I swear we both released the air in our lungs simultaneously without planning it.

I sat up and covered my nose and mouth with my hand to settle my nerves. He made a remark. “You aren’t about to run to the bathroom to vomit, are you?”

“No, I need a second.”

“I know the feeling.”

“Now you know.”

“What the temperature of your lips are? Yes, it has been a constant wonder in my mind for weeks. Thanks, they are just right.”

“No, silly, that I really love your eyes. From a distance, they’re your everyday brown, but I swear the closer I get, the more the other colors pop out. There are flecks of gold and green and I like the energy that passes between us when you look at me. Therefore, they deserved my first kiss.” Did I really say all that? I was practically gushing like one of his silly fangirls. “I’m so glad we can’t see each other right now. I’m so weird. Do you want me to stop?”

“Never stop, Penny.” He held my hand tighter.

The eyes were fairly generic and not too intimate for starters. There was one particular spot I’d fixated on since I first met him. I wasn’t even sure if there was a name for it, but when he turned to the side, it was there. That firm line popped up in his neck and I got weak in the knees, swirly-girly feelings in the pit of my stomach. I was going to freaking kiss him on the neck like he’d done to me once before, that’s if I didn’t chicken out. He was so quiet and still now, if I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he drifted off to sleep.

I brought our joined fingers to his chest, leaned over, pushed his chin away from me to focus on that tendon that was there. I stopped thinking about it and did it. I kissed him. I even made a noise with my lips. He made a different type of noise. I didn’t jerk away like I’d planned. I remained close and hummed against his skin, “I like that spot. It’s one of your best assets in my opinion.”

I fell onto my back next to him and breathed out all the air in my lungs. My heart was pounding wildly in my chest and I was in a certain state of suspense. Had I gone too far? I really wished Chet would speak, but I was too afraid to ask him to.

“Umm . . .” finally surfaced.

“Oh, wait. Hold that thought.” I brought his hand up with mine and gave him my final kiss to the inside of his wrist. “There, I saved the best part for last. I have a weakness for a strong wrist. Thanks for putting up with me. Night, Chet.”

He didn’t say it back. We rested there side by side with our hands linked, but nothing else was said or done. I kinda hoped for one bit of feedback. The kisses were a huge step for me.

“Goodnight, Penny.” I shifted slightly as I thought about saying one more thing. He stopped me. “Nope, not another word. Don’t move again either, and if you can, stop breathing so much. That would be best. I appreciate what you did, but trust me, I can’t take the least bit more from you tonight. Sweet dreams, my Penny Lover.”
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Chet and I watched stupid videos on his phone, one of his favorite past-times. We cuddled in the backseat of my car. He wrapped his arm around me and I played with his fingers. I was anxious and excited about our weekend trip. My current annoyance was Maggie eyeing us every time I giggled. We were driving to Monterey. Keats offered to drive up if we drove back to LA Monday morning.

I kicked the seat with my foot. “Mags, knock it off. We don’t constantly stare at the two of you when you’re in the backseat.”

She quickly pointed out we weren’t equipped to deal with what they were up to. I rolled my eyes. Chet squeezed me tighter into his side. I didn’t need to be pawing all over him or climbing in his lap to feel close to him. We were in a different stage of our relationship. I swear my sister was the only one trying to light a fire under us. Chet was good with the way things were. I was sure of that now.

“Chet, are you looking forward to bedding down with Keats? I know he’s thrilled.”

He eyed me curiously, mouthed, bedding down? I reminded him. “Aunt Shar’s rental cabin, remember, because the house will be full of guests. I told you.” Unlike him, I laid everything out ahead of time but typical man, he wasn’t always listening.

Keats held up a finger to speak to Chet, “Just saying, if it’s bunk beds. I prefer to be on bottom, so dibs.”

Maggie tickled Keats from the side, “So true.”

“Ugh, enough! It’s two damn separate beds across the room from each other. I looked at the pictures online. The two of you could use a hiatus from all things physical, so perhaps you can think about other things for a change. Maggie, this wedding is weeks away and you need to focus. I’m finishing up the semester with my kids, and the summer is going to be hectic at the clinic, especially if I’m taking off half of July.”

She apologized for the tenth time for flubbing an appointment we had with the venue. Mind you, it was only a phone appointment, but Maggie knew she was damn well lucky to snag her dream location in between LA and our parents’ house. Her must-haves were lengthy. Only a few places could accommodate her in Daddy’s price range and have the available dates. I hated that we screwed up that important call. I felt guilty as maid of honor for dropping the ball, but I’d reminded her. I thought that was good enough. Maggie kept insisting it wasn’t a big deal since everything had been locked in. The resort might have her deposit, but I assured her if one of her many special requests got screwed up because of her carelessness, it would be a big deal to her, eventually. We’d had this tiff already once or twice, but apparently we were doing it again.

“Well, excuse me for not being organized and perfect like you, Poppy. A little sympathy would be nice. My love and I aren’t used to separation and you know how Daddy is. He still imagines you and I in tutus and ballet slippers with a flower halo in our hair. We’re not children, for cripes’ sake.”

“Agreed, so why don’t you man up and march to Daddy when we arrive and declare Keats is staying in your room.”

“Well, that’s hardly necessary on his birthday weekend. I don’t want to bring unwanted stress. The wedding plans are hard enough on him.”

“Agreed, so quit being so dramatic. It’s childish.”

Chet was making faces and shaking his head at our spat. He was used to it by now, but he didn’t like arguing. Maggie only liked to talk shit, but when it came to our parents, she was a giant kiss up and Daddy most certainly had her number. He knew she wasn’t as innocent as she pretended to be. It was enough I knew the truth, but I had to push the topic further.

“It isn’t like Dad deludes himself you’re a virgin. He remembers your teen years with grief and embarrassment, I’m positive.”

Maggie turned around a little more. I was older and supposedly more mature, but there at times, I cowered to my little sister. She looked pissed and when she was angry, she’d go for the jugular.

“Well, at least one of his precious darlings will remain one indefinitely. You’re his favorite, anyway. Why don’t you tell him Chet’s staying with you instead. It’s perfectly safe; you always keep the chastity belt with you. Check her bag, Chet, I’m sure she didn’t forget it.”

“Fuck off.”

“No, you fuck off. You’re the one that called me a slut in front of my fiancé, twit.”

“Babe, calm down. She’s joking. We’re good. Come on, all of us respect Frank and have no issues with the sleeping arrangements for a few nights. This is supposed to be a fun weekend.”

“Thanks, Keats, and I never ever called you a slut, even when you practically were one in high school. That reminds me, Mum and Dad are still friends with some of those boys’ parents. Hope this party doesn’t get awkward for you if one or ten of them shows up.”

“No more awkward than when you had to shake hands with the fab actress with the perfect tits that used to ride your so-called boyfriend when all you allow is cozy hugs.” Maggie was looking at me and mouthed, bitch.

Keats tried to referee us again, but now Maggie was mad at him for not defending her. She yelled at him as well. We weren’t even halfway and the trip already completely sucked. I was humiliated. Chet hadn’t said a word; in fact he had shifted away from me and stared out the window.

I needed another comeback, I hated to lose a sister insult match. Mags was under a lot of stress and didn’t mean half the crap she said. She knew how difficult my struggles were and she deeply regretted her behavior in high school. She’d done a complete turn around when she came to live with me in LA. She hadn’t had one single boyfriend or hookup until she met Keats and fell head over heels in love with him. I didn’t understand why we were going at it like this. I wanted to apologize instead of maligning my sister’s reputation further.

Before I got a word out, Chet practically yelled in my ear. “No! Not another damn word! In fact, can everyone shut up or change the fucking subject? Jesus Christ! Penny’s right, the two of you need to cool the PDA, it’s obnoxious. However, Maggie’s right about a few things. Fuck!” He leaned forward and banged his fists on his forehead. “Keats, can you stop at that station, I need some air.”

I tried to reach for his hand again, but he promptly folded his arms in front of him. Chet turned to stare out the window again. I could see how heavy he was breathing. How had my row with Mags made him so angry? I guess I’d been fooling myself for weeks. He wasn’t fine with our arrangement in the least. I’d never seen him act this way. Sure enough, as soon as Keats stopped, Chet was out the door without so much as a word. He walked away and left me.

The three of us sat in silence for a few seconds, then Keats volunteered to top off the gas tank which I doubted would hold over three or four gallons. I’d filled up the night before. He seemed eager to evacuate the car as quick as Chet. Maggie pushed her way into the backseat as soon as he was out.

She pulled me into her arms. “I’m so sorry, hun. I’m dreadful. I didn’t mean any of it.”

She started crying, then I cried even worse. We attempted to talk while blubbering like fools. Maggie and I never went more than a few minutes angry before we always apologized. I sniffled. “It’s all my fault, I started it.”

“No, I did. I tease you all the time and I know damn well, you pretty much have a medical problem. I’m a horrid bitch.”

“No, you’re not. I’m a shrew.”

“Well, sometimes, yes.” We both laughed. Maggie had her arm around me. I put my head on her shoulder, “Who knew?”

“What?”

“That Chet could be such an arse. That was uncalled for. It was our row, not any of his business. Who the hell does he think he is telling us to shut up?”

“Oh Mags, I’ve been a fool. This was a terrible mistake.”

“No, it’ll be fine. I still like him and think he’s perfect for you. Being cramped in a car makes people moody sometimes. He’ll be fine when he comes back out, if he ever does.” She and I both kept looking toward the entrance where he disappeared. “Mum and Dad really like him, it was great that you invited him and that he accepted.”

“No, not just the weekend, I mean all of it. Who am I kidding? He doesn’t deserve this lame relationship. He could have so much better. I should tell him to call a cab or something and we can make the break once and for all.”

“You will not. Look, there he is. He’s coming back, but he can sit up front. I’m staying here. Don’t talk to him either when he gets in. I guarantee by the time we get there he’ll be missing you and he’ll grovel the rest of the weekend.”

Chet peered in the window at us, then got in the front seat like nothing was different. He and Keats talked about sports. Occasionally, I’d catch him glancing back at me, but I did like Maggie suggested, I didn’t respond. I pulled out my tablet and Maggie and I started up wedding chatter. Sometimes, she would say Simon a little too loud and I’d see Chet react. That was so childish. I wouldn’t point out that if he didn’t want to deal with me any longer, another handsome, successful man was already interested. Maggie on the other hand didn’t hesitate to plant the seed in his brain.

I’d told her the whole party story and about spending the night a few days ago. She said I probably gave him blue balls for days, but she admitted it was also romantic. There was something magical and old-fashioned about how we were proceeding and maybe the weeks of reserved behavior would eventually unlock my ability for passion. Maggie was my worst enemy and my best champion all rolled into one. I loved her more than I could ever express. As we turned on the main road toward home, she squeezed my hand and winked. I whispered thanks and she mouthed love you.
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Chet acted normal with everyone but me. This first day would just be immediate family. A few out-of-town guests had rented places nearby, but most weren’t arriving until the next afternoon. Keats and Chet took their things to the nearby rental. Aunt Shar’s beach cottage was a huge money maker during the tourist season, but she was happy to donate it for the weekend. Maggie and I thought since Sunday was a free day after the big birthday bash Saturday, the four of us might cook dinner and spend sometime sightseeing together. I wanted to fix what was wrong between us, but didn’t know where to start. Chet was the straightforward one when it came to his emotions. I despised the silent treatment. Perhaps, I’d built this version of Chet in my mind that he was too good to be true with minimal faults and that he understood when clearly he didn’t. I experienced another side of him today. I was the moody one, not Chet.

He came up behind me as I was digging out Daddy’s present. I contemplated giving the books to him in private. Chet looked around my old room. “There’s purple. I’m shocked.”

I straightened up. “Yeah, seems like a good day for all things shocking.”

He rolled his shoulders to work out the obvious tension. “So Kate just slipped me some cash.”

“She did?”

“Yep, she ordered huge sandwiches, apparently the best around. Keats and I are leaving in a minute to pick them up.”

“Oh, yeah I guess everyone’s too busy to think about cooking tonight. Okay, well, I’ll see you soon.”

He took three more steps toward me. “Penny.”

I looked down as he closed the distance. He put his hands on my waist. “I’m truly sorry.”

“For what?”

“You know damn well what. I was out of line. I shouldn’t have yelled at everyone like that. Also, I’ve been pouting like a punk bitch for the past three hours. This is a special weekend and you should be happy, not stressed.”

I felt my lip tremble. I wasn’t one to cry in front of anyone other than my sister. He rubbed his finger there. “Don’t cry, honey. I feel like a complete asshole. I already apologized to Keats and Maggie.”

“It’s fine,” I lied, as a traitorous tear fell down my cheek. He leaned in and kissed it away.

“I’m human. I fuck up sometimes.”

“I’m frustrating you. I know that and I’m sorry too, but I’m trying.”

“I know.” He wanted to move past it and only focus on the here and now, but also the future. He promised again we would have a good weekend and in no way did he regret coming along. Keats yelled down the hall for him. I pulled Chet closer and kissed him on the cheek.

“After dinner, let’s take a walk. I want the grand tour. Your folks are sitting on a lucrative piece of property.” I looked forward to the walk. He and Keats took off for the food. Aunt Shar, Mum and Maggie argued over decorations in the living room, so I slipped out the back in search of my father.

Daddy hid in his hobby house often. It was a little workshop off the back of the garage. “Hey Daddy.” He’d already welcomed us when we all arrived, but this time, he gave me a longer hug.

“I’ve missed you. It’s been awhile since you were home.”

“I know. It stinks being a grownup at times. I’m so busy.”

“I know you are and I’m proud of my hard-working daughter.” He asked what I was hiding behind my back. I held the box in front of us. Daddy took it and commented how heavy the gift was.

“Heavy. You sure I should have this now? The party isn’t until tomorrow night. I always thought Margaret was the rule breaker, not you.”

“Yes, well, I’m trying to be daring for a change. I really wanted your full attention when you opened it.”

He ripped off the paper and opened the box. He pulled out both books with great reverence. “Oh, sweetie thanks. I love these. They were on my wish list.”

“I know. Mum peeked for me. There’s so much lovely photography. We should check these places out soon once this wedding stuff is out of the way.”

“Yes, it’s been too long since we took a journey. I’m losing Maggie, although, she never cared about my interests. Not sure how much time I have left with you either, apparently, so most definitely we’ll make a plan before I have regrets.”

“Dad, you’re never losing me or Maggie. You know that. We’ll always be your little girls.”

“I know, but every father knows the day comes when another man becomes first in his daughter’s life. You’re getting serious with Mr. Parker and it’s happening fast. I’m only now warming up to Mr. Keaton. I never imagined I’d be preparing myself to watch you whisked away at nearly the same time.”

“We’re not serious.” I bit my lip as soon as I denied it. What else was it then? I most definitely didn’t feel flippant regarding Chet. I pretty much felt ripped in half the portion of the drive he wasn’t speaking to me.

Dad was good at reading me. “Come again. What was that?”

“Okay, that wasn’t the best answer. Chet’s unique and he’s special. I’m still struggling with my past and it makes our situation a little unique.”

He smoothed down my hair like he’d done hundreds of times before during one of our talks. “That’s understandable, but don’t let your struggles define you. Allow the past a presence because strength comes from heartache, but the grief needs to know its place. Your pain isn’t all of you, Penny. It’s only a small portion. Trust me, you remember how hard I was on myself all those years ago. I wouldn’t be here about to celebrate my 48th birthday, much less enjoying a long, happy marriage with your mother if I’d clung so tight to the hurt. You’ve got to let go, baby.”

I shook my head up and down. “I’m trying.” All the other times, I said I was trying my best, I was lying. This time was different.

“Good, because I think he’s made his choice and it’s you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You say that like I’m his final choice. We’re just trying a relationship, don’t get too far ahead.”

“Well, I distinctly remember the way a young GI acted the first time he happened upon a show while on leave with a few buddies. There was a certain dancer that caught my eye and I can say with absolute certainty, no other woman was ever able to tear it away from the special one once I found her. I recognize the look and Chet has it. My only reservation is the public eye he’s in. That most definitely has never been your thing. Have you thought about the future repercussions?”

It was cute when my father talked sappy about Mum. I was a little shocked he was so candid about discussing my love life with me. He was normally a little more low-key, like I was. He was right about the public eye. I had concerns I preferred to ignore for now. If I wished it away, maybe this inevitable media firestorm wouldn’t happen like Chet predicted. I had bigger things to consider, like did Chet honestly have a look? Did everyone but me notice? I couldn’t hide my hopeful smile, but I changed the subject, “Happy birthday, Daddy. Dinner should be here any minute.”

“Thanks, I’ll be in soon. Katie was on my nerves. It’s okay to admit that. The ones we love the most are the ones that get under our skin the easiest.”

I left the workshop with the words ringing in my ears. Of course, Dad loved Mum. They’d been together since they were teenagers. I’d proven I could frustrate the hell out of Chet and he did the same to me, but it was too soon to mention love.

He pulled in the driveway about that time driving my car. I think he liked my Ford, but enjoyed teasing me about my generic tastes. Mum and Aunt Shar descended on them to retrieve dinner. I watched a funny exchange between them. He handed Mum her money back. Chet paid for dinner. That was his way. I had no idea what Mum said to him but they both laughed out loud. Mum covered her mouth and Chet threw his head back. He noticed me across the yard so he smiled in my direction. I waved back. It took a few seconds to get my feet working because I’d just realized the actual truth. I loved him already. My heavily guarded heart broke free after all these years when I least expected it. Now the additional question was, did he love me back?
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I enjoyed Penny’s family. Getting acquainted was natural and easy. Shar informed her boys I’d be around all weekend. They brought me half their comic collection to sign. I promised them opening weekend Voyagers tickets. They begged me to join their team. Apparently, they had plenty of party games planned the next day. I assured them I would be happy to team with them. Penny giggled. She said some of those activities might be embarrassing, but I never could say “no” to the younger fans. Shar’s boys were twelve and fourteen. Penny clued me on past family drama. Her aunt thought she finally found her Prince Charming after years of working her dream job. Hunter and Mason came along early in their marriage back to back. Sharlene took leave when the boys were babies. She considered going back, but her husband took her choices away from her. He split, along with their savings. Shar ended up letting him go without a fight because she preferred to say good riddance than raise the boys around a deadbeat dad. She was lucky to have Katherine. My mom wasn’t exactly crazy about Dad’s sister, but Penny’s mom and aunt were best friends that spent everyday together.

I waited for a break in my conversation with Frank and Keats. Pretty much everyone, but Penny was interested in conversing with me over our super-stuffed deli sandwiches. I wasn’t sure I’d smoothed over things well enough after my tantrum. Being on the outs with Penny wasn’t tolerable, even if it was only a few hours.

The second she came back from clearing the table, I caught her attention. I motioned with my head and eyes simultaneously toward the door. I requested the full tour of the area as an excuse for some alone time.

I followed Penny as she strolled out of the neighborhood and along the sidewalk. We joined hands after a few hundred feet. I noted the quickly fading sun. She said she felt safe enough walking back in the dark with me.

If she could see in my brain, she might reconsider. My perv levels had risen as a result of our slow-paced relationship. Tonight wasn’t the night to bring up what she must suspect. I slipped up often. I praised her former childhood home instead.

“Your parents’ house is fucking awesome. I had no idea you grew up on such a real estate treasure. Location is key. I bet they could sell it for twice what they paid if you moved there ten years ago. Keats and I browsed a real estate pamphlet when we were waiting in the deli. Maybe, I should buy something nearby. It would be a good investment.”

She eyed me curiously. I’d never mentioned investment property before. “I’m sure the house is worth double, at least. My dad got a remarkable deal. It was a new, up and coming neighborhood. He was admired by a colonel with the inside scoop on this neighborhood expansion. He owned property here and sold my Dad the lot with the new home and the cottage to Aunt Shar. My parents would never sell. I’m pretty sure about that.”

“You know what I’m sure of?”

“Everything,” she answered without missing a beat.

“Yeah, well, almost, but I’m sure there’s no place I’d rather be right now than walking this wooded trail with little to no scenery when the entire majestic Pacific Ocean is in the other direction. Thanks for including me this weekend. It means a lot to be here with you and your family.”

She covered her face partially because I’d embarrassed her. “I’m sorry, I picked the boring route. What else is new?”

“No, remember, I’m never bored when I’m with you.”

“Oh, well, we can go back now. It’s just, I thought we might see the beach Sunday or something. I always loved this trail. It’s quiet, perfect for thinking.”

“Penny, I’m joking. I live in Santa Monica, I see the beach plenty. I get sick of it at times.”

“These beaches are different.”

“I’ve noticed.” She looked away from me. Something was wrong. “And you’re still upset. Admit it.”

“I’m not.” I brought out the piercing stare which always provoked a real reaction. She pushed me. “Stop, Chet. We’re over that thing from earlier.”

“Are we? Because you’re calling it a thing and we both know it was a little more than that. I blew up because Maggie and Keats get physical every three minutes in some form or fashion and . . .”

“And?”

“We’re taking a different path.”

“Yes, the slow boring path through the dreary woods.”

“These woods aren’t dreary and neither is our relationship, but I’m a guy. Sometimes, things boil over. You keep my temperature up most of the time and I can’t simmer forever.”

Penny grabbed both my hands. She’d made an important decision. The whole time she chatted, I wanted to say shut up and kiss me, but then she paused and that made me nervous.

“I’ve given myself a deadline.” I didn’t dare ask what that meant in case I was wrong. “Don’t you want to know what it is?”

I shook my head side to side until I felt dizzy.

“Stop, it’s not bad. It’s a good thing, kinda like setting a goal for myself, for us.”

“Okay, I’m ready, what’s the goal or the deadline?”

“Maggie’s wedding. If I can’t be what you deserve by then, it’s time to let you go and we’ll part as friends.”

I let go of her hands, grabbed her and pulled her against me. “Parting isn’t an option. We’re moving forward. Let’s get it over with and you’ll see where we are headed.”

Her deadline alarmed me. I spoke without thinking even though I knew Penny hated that.

She crinkled her face after my remark which sounded hot in my opinion. “Get it over with? Romeo strikes again. You swept me off my feet.” Penny went from positive to pissed. “Hey, I have an even better idea. How about I pull down my jeans and you plow me against one of those trees over there? Then it’s all over with at once.”

She shook her head at me and mumbled how unbelievable I was before stomping back up the path. I chased after her. “Penny, stop. That came out wrong.”

“You think? You’re normally so articulate. I’ve watched lots of footage. There. I admit it. I’m addicted to searching you on YouTube. Funny how with me, your foot is always stuffed in your mouth. I guess I’m not worthy of your practiced finesse.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her. She seriously didn’t catch the hints and I thought I was being so obvious. “You know, for someone with a master’s degree, you’re pretty damn clueless. I guess they don’t teach people skills at the university.”

“Are you calling me stupid?”

“Yep. You’re thick-headed, Ms. Penny.”

She started a long rant about how I shouldn’t even be with her in Monterey. Penny kept it going for several minutes and I didn’t stop her because I always enjoyed watching her get really mad. The last remnants of sunlight were about to disappear. The woods surrounding us made it appear even darker.

Finally, Penny gasped for air. I grabbed her by the shoulders. “Are you ready to listen?”

“No, not to you.” She stuck her bottom lip out so I brushed my thumb over it, then used my finger to trace all the curves of her face. It was my signature move reserved only for her and it always worked like a charm. I felt her tremble. I moved my hand lower, so I could rub my knuckles across the plane of her chest, right where I imagined her heart beating wildly.

“Stop that.”

I smirked, “Why? Because, you think you’re about to have an anxiety attack?”

“I could be.”

“You’re not. You don’t fear intimacy any longer, honey . . . at least not with me.”

Penny stopped my hand by grabbing onto it firmly. “You can’t be sure. I know I’m not. I just need a little more time. I’m not ready.”

I disagreed. She was ready. Penny seemed to equate desire with anxiousness, but I saved my theory for another day. I brought her hand to my lips and held a kiss there. “It’s enough.” I motioned my hand back and forth between us. “I mean, this. How we are is enough for now. We’re growing and learning more about each other everyday. All I meant earlier was if we tried a kiss or two, I think you would be pleased with the results. In fact, I’m sure I’d have trouble getting you off me.” She cracked a smile and stopped looking so serious. My comedic timing was hit or miss with Penny. “For the record, I put my foot in my mouth around you because I’ve never been more nervous about fucking up something so important to me, that it jacks with my thought process. That shouldn’t piss you off, it should clue you in how much I actually care.” I leaned in. I couldn’t help but notice there was no stiffening from her, but I only kissed the tip of her nose. We stood there for a minute longer hugging because I was content to stay there indefinitely. When Penny stepped back, I offered her my arm like an escort. “Shall we?”

Penny looped her hand through the space and we glided the rest of the way back. I practically walked on air connected with her. Maggie’s wedding was only a few weeks away. Penny gave us a deadline and I knew that meant I would get that kiss soon because parting as only friends was never an option.
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I’d been to plenty of parties, but this brother-sister birthday collaboration was damn fun. I expected to enjoy myself because of my girl, but it ended up being a blast for several reasons including the embarrassing games. I thought Penny’s family genuinely liked me. The women of the family congregated around Maggie toward the end of the evening to talk about the wedding. I’d screwed up asking to get our first kiss over with. I devised a brand new plot to do my best to drive my girl wild, but not risk the kiss just yet. I’d let her sweat it out until the very last day of the deadline. Keats would kiss his bride in front of 189 people, but I planned to put that to shame with a grand romantic gesture for the maid of honor.

Frank invited Keats and I to join him and his buddies for golf bright and early the following morning. We had plans with our ladies, but I accepted before Keats had time to answer. I figured some time with the dad was pretty important and I wasn’t ashamed to admit, I was scared as hell to tell Frank Kopernik no.

Penny would be a little hungover by morning judging from her wine guzzling which was two glasses and a few sips of a third. Her tolerance was low; I figured she’d sleep in the next morning. We’d have the whole rest of the day to hang out at Shar’s cottage. Keats gave adequate advice. He was ahead in the Kopernik game by a good fourteen months. He coached me as best as he could. He said I seemed way more at ease with Frank than he did in the beginning. He avoided him at all cost until he and Maggie were already engaged.

Hunter and Mason practically dislocated my elbows to tell me goodbye for the night. They were bummed they had a commitment at church the next day.

“Mom makes us sing. The choir’s doing a musical.”

I assured them singing was ultra-cool and that I did it whenever I could.

“Really, you sing, Chet? Where? In a band? Do you have an album?”

Penny showed up behind me. She patted their heads and mused their thick heads of hair which must run in the family. Hair for days. “Are you kidding me? Chet sings far better than he acts. You really should hear him.”

I tickled her in the ribs for always ripping on my acting. She suggested that next visit I’d bring my guitar. Mason was already taking lessons, so he was super impressed. Hunter played piano. I enjoyed the fact Penny acted like us visiting again was definite. She kissed her aunt goodbye and wished her a happy birthday again.

Penny and I scooted away from the dwindling crowd to talk. “You have a way with kids. How’s that?”

“Maybe, this fact isn’t true for you since you were probably born ancient, but I was a kid not so long ago. I talk to them like they matter and they respond well. It’s not hard.”

“You’re really special, you know that?”

“In general or to the public or?”

“To me, dummy. You know where I was headed with my compliment.”
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We were almost back to Penny’s. Our ride home was more relaxed than the tense journey up there. The weekend had been a success overall. We were closer than ever. Penny frustrated the hell out of me, but I annoyed her in return. We were a good matchup. I got to know the family a lot better, including some of the extended family. We garnered a few strange reactions. Most people that knew Penny appeared shocked she was dating me.

The biggest breakthrough was the walk Sunday afternoon. I finally got Penny to take me to her favorite spot along the beach. She seemed hesitant at first, but after I did a little digging, I figured out why. She’d spent her teen years with Jordan and they both lived in Monterey together. She was afraid to merge her past and present. I let her know either way, she wasn’t going to hurt my feelings.

Eventually, she took me to her favorite places, all the best spots and most scenic overlooks. She’d been to those places with her first love, but that was part of her story and in the end I was confident, we weren’t reminiscing in the past, but making new memories.

I sat down with Penny toward the end of our hike and put my arm around her.

“You’re brave.”

“Hardly, I’m a wimp. Why do you think I’ve built this wall up in the first place?”

I knew why, but that didn’t change my opinion, she was stronger than she’d ever admit. No one wanted to get hurt. I wished I could promise, nothing would ever hurt her again if she’d put all her trust in me. I’d never lie to her, and fortunately, I wasn’t in control of the universe. That would be a disaster; I’d probably oversleep through an earthquake or a war. All my promises would be sincere, not a bunch of fluff to try to impress her. The super human crap was in my movies, but this was real life. I told her I’d always do my best and she agreed, that’s all she could ever ask for.

We sat there a long while after our honest conversation. Penny rested her head on my shoulder. I held her at her waist and she casually draped her hand over my thigh. The ocean was in front of us. The sound of the waves breaking one on top of the other roared in the background. We were perched high above the sea and the warm sun heated the windy day. Penny’s hair whipped in every direction and she kept pushing it out of her face. Monterey was a beautiful place, but nature’s surroundings hardly impressed me at the moment. The most beautiful soul ever to grace my presence trusted me a little more each day. We were on our way to something great and for the first time since meeting her I knew, we were both ready.
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The rest of the drive was uneventful. Penny and Maggie napped. I think Keats and I were both thankful for small favors. He and I didn’t even need to say much while they were out. Those two found it necessary to talk all the damn time when they were in enclosed spaces. Penny woke up when I made the first exit, followed by stops and turns as we approached her neighborhood.

She apologized for sleeping and I didn’t tell her I enjoyed the quiet for a change. I told her it was fine instead. Keats woke Maggie up as well.

“Thank God. I’m sick of the car.” It really wasn’t that far of a drive. I think Maggie got irritated a little too easily. I liked her, but I was happy I had the other sister. After hearing about Keats’s upbringing and his wacko parents, I assumed he was more equipped to handle drama than I was. I could handle it for work, but I drew the line in real life.

“Oh, wait, don’t forget to stop off for Pepper.” Penny reminded me. She had Pepper boarded with a lady in her neighborhood that ran a pet-sitting business.

“Really? No way. I want out of this car. Go home first, Chet. You and Penny can go back later for her brat.”

Penny’s dog was a brat, but I was pretty fond of her now. Pepper was Penny’s baby and Maggie was a bitchy grump. I turned at the stop sign that led to the sitter’s. Penny’s smile was worth hearing more complaints from Maggie. Penny found my hand and squeezed my fingers.

“Thanks, I texted her right before I dozed off. She’s going to have her ready. I won’t even be five extra minutes.” Penny turned to the back when she said that last part.

Before, she got out of the car, I slipped some money in her hand. She rolled her eyes, but mouthed thanks. Pepper jumped and ran wild in the front yard when Penny brought her out. As soon as I opened the car door, the dog climbed in the front with her. Not sure how Penny managed to fit that big dog in her lap, but she did. We barely had a mile more to drive through the neighborhood. Pepper leaned in toward me. I patted her head. She seemed just as happy to see me also and I had no idea why that was such a satisfying feeling.
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Everyone had work in the morning, even I had a meeting bright and early, but Penny insisted we all order some food. She called our favorite Thai place. I needed to swap spots with her since I’d parked my car close to the house all weekend. Keats offered to pull mine out so I could park the Escape. That ended up with me allowing him to take a spin around the neighborhood while we waited for the food to arrive.

“Fucking hell, I need a car like this! How much did you pay for it?”

I told him the truth.

“Well shit, a guy can dream. I guess, I’ll live with the Audi.”

“Bro, that’s still a nice ride.”

“Yeah, and I’m about to go a little deeper in debt with my wedding gift to Mags, but she needs her own transportation. Overall, it was a good weekend, huh?”

“Yes, even though we got off to a rocky start.”

He apologized again. Keats felt responsible for some of that. We admitted each of us made mistakes once that argument started, but my breakthrough with Penny made that all seem irrelevant. He and I made our first girlfriend-free plans. He would soon marry Maggie and I had no plans on leaving Penny’s life anytime soon or never. It was good we were developing a brotherhood. We got back just as the delivery guy pulled away from the curb.

The first thing I noticed when we stepped in the kitchen was Pepper circling the aroma of Thai food on the counter. The total absence of both Penny and Maggie looked unusual.

Keats yelled out, but neither answered. He approached Penny’s room and I followed. We heard voices behind the closed door. Jesus, did those two start up something else in the short time we were out driving around? I pictured Maggie insulting the dog or something and Penny blowing up about it. Keats hovered his fist over the door, but looked to me for confirmation. I nodded. Penny might need rescuing. He knocked. We waited.

Finally, Maggie opened up, but I couldn’t see Penny.

I went on the offensive, “What the hell did you do now?”

She and Keats both frowned at me, but I wouldn’t back down.

“I think you both should go eat. Poppy has lost her appetite. We need a minute.”

Penny suggested the food in the first place. That was bullshit. I pushed the door a little harder. Maggie stepped out of the way. Penny was on her bed with her laptop open and she was visibly upset. She looked up at me with teary eyes and I felt that twist in my gut because I couldn’t stand to see her cry.

“What happened, honey?” She was fine when we left. We’d been elated, since the day before, including the entire way home. Maggie gave off a vibe she was equally concerned. I didn’t think it was another sister spat like I originally assumed.

Penny sucked in a few muffled sobs. I looked at Maggie again with questioning eyes. Everyone gaped at each other, but no one answered my damn question. What the hell happened to Penny?

“She’s been outed.”

“Huh?”

I’m a guy, sometimes, I was slow to catch on. Okay, more than sometimes when it came to chicks. Penny wiped her face with the back of her hand as I made my approach.

I looked down at the screen. She was on a gossip site, but she confirmed what I saw with my own eyes. “They know my name, Chet. It’s only been ten days and they’ve already figured it out.”

I released the breath I’d been holding. That wasn’t so bad. I already knew her name would get out, maybe not in ten days. I had no idea why she was bawling in the bedroom over it while our food was in the kitchen getting cold. I bit my tongue and thought first before I spoke. It wasn’t a big deal; certainly not worthy of tears. I was proud to call her my girlfriend. If I got upset about stuff that came out on the Internet about me, I would constantly be pissed off. Who cares what people that don’t actually know us say or think?

Keats suggested he and Maggie give us some privacy. Someone needed to get back there to guard the food. I’d seen that damn dog get things off the counter before. I still wanted to eat.

“I’m not leaving Poppy. It’s my fault.”

“What? What do you mean . . . your fault?”

Maggie said Lydia texted right after we drove off on our joyride. She saw the story pop up in her Twitter feed. The pictures were already out there. Penny and I briefly talked about it when there was a story titled, “Chet Parker and . . . a mystery girl.” She wasn’t too alarmed about that first moment in the spotlight or so it seemed.

“Someone was rude, more like some jealous twit that obsesses over you bashed my sister on that stupid pop culture site. I replied to her comment and I forgot I was logged in. They found my YouTube channel. Poppy does a few tutorials with me. Eventually, the link was made. I’m so sorry, babe.”

“Quit apologizing, Mags. It’s not your fault. Apparently, my hair is now trending. Someone said it must be a wig, a really awful one too.”

She had to be exaggerating. Penny pointed out several of the comments about her hair. I would forever love her hair and she knew it. I didn’t care what anyone said about it. Maggie was right; it was only jealousy. They’d done their research and saved parts of Penny on Maggie’s tutorials.

“Plain. They all say I’m too plain for you and some have made dreadful nicknames for my hair or me in general. Those are a few of the kinder insults.” I tried not to laugh. She was so upset. Who the hell nicknames hair? I didn’t ask what they were, she’d probably tell me later. I quickly scanned more comments. Penny only picked out the derogatory statements, “See, right there. ‘Looks like a wig.’ A wig? Is that person smoking crack? Why would anyone buy this shit-crazy hair? Can you imagine how hot that would be?”

She talked crap about her hair half the time, but I knew she was attached to it as much as I was. I thought there was more to the story about her hair and she’d tell me when she was ready. When she moved her hands, I saw several other commenters admit their jealousy because Penny was gorgeous. Many others were totally supportive.

She’s too pretty.

I ship them so hard.

Beautiful.

Lucky girl . . . lucky Chet.

TeamPenelope.

I eased her laptop closed and asked Maggie and Keats if we could have a minute alone. I made Penny look at me. Her eyes were watery and bloodshot.

“It doesn’t matter. You’re beautiful, nothing plain about you. My opinion should mean more than any of those trolls. Did you see all the praise or did you just focus on the mean shit?”

She sniffled again. “I saw a few nice things.”

“A few? I think there were way more than a few.”

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to be picked apart bit by bit for no damn reason? That’s humiliating. I wasn’t even prepared for half those photographs. Then they watched our makeup tutorial. One of them is me allowing Maggie to conceal my period-induced breakouts. I feel so exposed.”

“Welcome to my world.”

She looked a little shell-shocked I was so blunt, but that was the truth. I brushed all that wild hair I loved away from her wet cheeks. I kept Penny’s face in my hands. “Let me explain before you get pissed at me for being insensitive.”

“Is that what you think? That I’m constantly pitching a fit when you express an opinion? Have I been that overbearing?”

“No, not at all, but sometimes I feel like I’m walking on eggshells around you.”

“I’m sorry. You aren’t. You’re in my good graces except when you make a stupid remark. I’m being a wimp right now, I suppose. I know this is the life you’re used to, but I’m not. What if you had to come to my job for a day and start acting like you knew what to do?”

I shook my head and laughed. I pulled her head against my chest. Penny always liked it when I held her like that. “They’d call the state in for a full investigation. I’d never attempt it. It seems like we’re on the same page right now for a change. I’m sorry, some people are cruel, baby. The best thing we can do is ignore them.”

“You agreed to put up with my issues, so I owe you the same consideration. You’re famous. I knew this from the beginning.”

“And?”

“And, I obviously didn’t think about the outcome. I like being simple, but it’s too late now.”

“Too late?”

“Yes, too late. You’re stuck with me and all my hangups and I’m stuck with you and your million and one admirers, even if a good portion of them are certifiably insane.” She lifted her head and got off the bed. I let her pull me up with her. We were on the way to the door. My stomach was happy we were about to eat. The rest of me was just as pleased since Penny’s words meant she wasn’t giving up no matter how far she had to venture out of her comfort zone to be with me.

I stopped her before she opened her door, “Penny, wait.”

Those big blue eyes stared into mine and there it was. I saw how deep her feelings ran. Somehow, the emotions matched with mine in a silent exchange. We hadn’t been dating too long, but then again, we’d made good use of the time we spent together.

I leaned in and pressed my lips against her forehead without letting go too soon. We weren’t leaving the room until we both said it. “I love you. This is real and being stuck with you is probably the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Three seconds passed because I counted. “I love you too, Chet,” and then she kissed that spot on my neck she liked. I couldn’t even begin to express how much I liked it when she felt brave enough to do that sweet gesture which was way hotter than she realized. I shook off any impending reactions because we were about to sit down for dinner with Keats and Maggie. I was content the world knew who she was. We loved each other. I knew even before we said it. I smiled when she took my hand to pull me out of her room. I’m sure she knew I was tempted to get carried away. I’d never said I loved anyone that wasn’t family unless it was written in a script. We were almost exactly where I wanted to be. One day soon Penny wouldn’t think twice about being in my arms or being kissed by me and I could barely stand the wait.
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The schedule made life incredibly hectic the closer we got to Maggie’s wedding. That left little time to worry about the next step with Chet. Between my work, everyday life and maid of honor obligations, I hardly had time to breathe. I still found time for Chet because he was one of my necessities. We alternated evenings at my place, his condo, going out and time with family and friends. I gave up looking for information on myself on the various websites if we were ever spotted out and about. It was kinda funny, since I was in the throes of planning this wedding with my sister, there had already been a story that Chet and I were possibly engaged when I was caught on camera coming out of the bridal shop the day all our dresses were ready. It was more than strange to be recognized, but it happened often.

I even survived a get-together at Xavier’s and met more of Chet’s friends. They were all nice, normal people not counting X. Grace didn’t show which was a huge relief. I could pretend for Chet’s sake she didn’t bother me, but when the next film started, I would be a little anxious. I couldn’t help it. I preferred a quiet night at home, or a home-cooked meal with Wayne and his sweet mother as opposed to hanging out at any of LA’s hot spots, but we did both. Chet was flexible. I swear he could get along with any type of person. I was lucky for that since I was the most difficult one in his life currently, maybe all-time, but he loved me. He said it everyday and I never tired of hearing it from his lips.

The clinic was busy. We always took on more cases during the summer months even if my tutoring slowed down. I felt swamped. I planned to take on extra students in the afternoons, but when two families put tutoring on hold, I didn’t attempt to recruit more. In fact, I’d been approached by a new, prospective student, but turned the parents down. I referred them to a colleague instead. My sister needed my full attention and so did my romance with Chet. I took both tasks seriously.

I’d been more inclined to bump up our interactions. I made signals I was ready, but Chet never took the bait. He could kiss me if he wanted to, but he always stopped short. I wondered who had the phobia, me or him? We had a few close encounters when our lips partially connected, but we never had that beautiful first, full mouth kiss. He was up to something and I was suspicious, but I was too crazed to investigate.

Maggie and I took one final last-minute trip to the resort a week before the ceremony. Chet was out of town for a mini press junket with Xavier. They were doing a charity event. The fourth Voyagers movie was about to start production sooner than I wanted. I’d grown accustomed to spending practically everyday with him, and the thought of him out of the country for months almost seemed unbearable. We promised to make the most of the remaining summer once Maggie and Keats were married. I’d have free time on my hands after the wedding and I promised it would be spent with him.

Maggie and I were packed and ready to accompany the bridesmaids two days before the normal guests arrived at the venue. I fought against a bachelorette party but finally agreed to a watered-down version of one on site. We had the spa booked the morning of the rehearsal. Pampering us was part of Maggie’s gift to the attendants. She also had a small team from her work coming out to give us all professional hair and makeup for the big day.

The last few nights before we were set to leave, Mags wore me completely out with endless choreography of our sister dance. I told her it was good enough, but she kept insisting on one more time. After the tenth one-more time, I told her I had to quit or my toes would be lost for eternity.

“Mum’s friends from the studio will be there. We have to impress.”

“We will and you were always twice the dancer I was, so I know you’ll awe them even though we haven’t officially danced in years.”

“No way. I was always so jealous of your technique.”

“Quit. You’re teasing.”

“I am not. Seriously, Poppy. Are you clueless? I’ve spent the better part of my life being jealous of my big sis? I acted out because of it.”

Our song was on a loop and started up again. I had time to reflect on the lyrics in the song Maggie had chosen for us. I tossed one of Pepper’s toys at my sister. “Damn you, now I’m going to screw it up at the reception. I’m feeling emotional now.”

“Welcome to the club. We’re both madly in love. It’s a powerful combination for emotional beings like us.” Maggie rubbed tears off my cheeks. She bragged, “We’ve also both seem to be experiencing flawless skin these past few weeks. Hope it holds out for the actual wedding. I can’t handle a breakout.”

I had no idea how her skin talk was relevant. I had various things on my mind, emotions flooded me. “I’m in love, but my baby sister is getting married. How’d this happen?” I sobbed as the realization truly set in. We’d been so caught up in wedding plans I hadn’t thought past what came next. She would never live with me again, not that she actually did now, but still. It was all so permanent. Maggie sat next to me and we both bawled like idiots. Chet walked in about that time. He had an extra key and never bothered knocking now. He wasn’t supposed to see our sister dance before the big reveal so I wasn’t expecting him.

He turned around as soon as he spotted us and acted like he was leaving. I chased him and blocked him from leaving.

“Why is one of you always crying? I can’t deal with this today of all days.”

“Shut up. I just had a moment with my sister.”

“What happened?”

“Maggie’s getting married!” I wailed.

He looked confused and checked my forehead for a temperature. “I know, that’s how we met, remember? I should go, I needed to see you one more time before the wedding.”

“Wait, I thought we were having dinner tomorrow.”

“I can’t.”

Chet got a call from Sheila. His Mimi fell and she was at the ER; they thought she broke a hip. He was on the way to sit with his parents. I was worried, even though that type of injury was fairly common and usually repaired without complications. Surgery on the elderly had its risks.

“Now tell me once more why you’re both crying about Maggie marrying Keats? We like Keats and I doubt anyone else on earth would put up with her, so that’s good news, right?”

Maggie yelled from the living room. “Hey, hateful shit. I heard that!”

Chet countered back, “Sorry, Mags, but it’s true.”

I slapped his shoulder. My sister was a pain, but I was the only one that got to say such things. “Knock it off. She’s stressed. Her wedding’s in four days and then she’ll forever be living with a boy!” I screamed that last part and started to cry again. I hugged Chet and he didn’t even flinch when I snotted all over his shirt. He brushed my hair down and kissed my temple which always felt so calming no matter what was going on around us.

“Sorry, you’re right. That’s disgusting. Men are pigs. In fact, if you want to know the actual truth, I think dirty thoughts about you almost all day . . . and night. Don’t forget the nights. There are worse things I could admit, but I won’t. Actually, I wanna stay longer, more than you know, but I’ve gotta run. I love you. I’ll see you at the rehearsal.” He yelled back to Maggie one last apology for what he’d said earlier, but she told him she knew it was the truth. We all said a collective, thank God for Keats.

I dried my tears enough to tell him to be careful and to call me with news on Mimi. “I’m serious, even if it’s the middle of the night. Call me.”

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you too.” We kinda stared at each other longer than necessary. I knew both of us were thinking the same thing. Four days and we didn’t just mean Maggie’s wedding.
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Chet was talking crazy and I was the tipsy one when I called after the bachelorette party. He was curious what mischief we’d taken part in. “Maggie hired a stripper or at least that nut, Lydia did. Tell me the truth, were there male strippers?”

“No can do, babe. We all took an oath of silence. What happened at the bachelorette party will never be revealed to another living soul.” I giggled, because I made all that up.

“Forget it, that fancy winery you’re at wouldn’t allow strippers. I know you’re messing with me. What did you girls really do, drink too much wine and sing bad karaoke?”

“I said I took a vow of silence, Chet. You’re just going to have to trust me?”

“I do, but I’m not stupid. I don’t trust most men. Didn’t we establish a few days ago, all men are pigs?” He waited a few seconds before adding, “I think I worry for good reason. Tell me the truth, were men bugging you? When’s your escort showing his perfectly dressed, boring ass?”

“Jealousy is not a good quality in a partner.”

“Dammit, Penny. Just tell me. I’m stressed as hell after the surgery and Mimi’s recovery. The doctors are worried about her low blood pressure and aren’t letting her go home until they figure out what’s causing it.”

I apologized for playing games with him. I knew he was really worried about his grandmother, and he’d stayed by his mother’s side for two days straight. He was eating shitty take out and barely sleeping.

“I’m teasing. Of course, there weren’t strippers. You’re right, Lydia wanted to hire one, but I overrode her with my maid of honor veto power. We did exactly as you said, drank wine and sang, plus a little bit of dancing, but only with each other. There were some businessmen that tried to buy us drinks, but that was it. We let them buy Maggie one drink and then ignored them the rest of the night. And as far as my escort, that’s you, not Simon and no, he’s not here yet. We have the spa day tomorrow, then rehearsal starts at 6, dinner is at 7:00. When do you think you’ll be here?”

I couldn’t wait until he arrived. This place was so beautiful and perfect for a wedding, but I also anticipated a thoroughly romantic time with my man. For once, I was glad Maggie was ridiculously particular like we had originated from English and Polish royalty. She went with the poshest place Daddy and Keats combined could afford.

Chet said he’d do his best to make it by dinnertime, but he might be late for the actual rehearsal because of the traffic. He complained about Maggie choosing a venue so far out of town, but I told him when he got here, he’d see it was well worth the drive. The wine silliness wore off and sleepiness took its place. I told him goodnight and goodbye for the night. I also told him to send his Mimi my well wishes and to let Sheila know I was thinking of her too.
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We underwent every treatment imaginable the following morning. Mum and Keats’s mother arrived in time to enjoy the spa day. Mum gritted her teeth to tolerate Ms. Payne, who’d remarried three times since Keat’s father. She was currently single and was such a strange bird. Keats was more like his father who was also a little odd in a different way. Chet was right, Keats’s childhood prepared him for my unique and demanding sister.

There’d been a big debate about the overall spiritual aspects of the ceremony. Maggie and I had equal experiences with the Catholic and Protestant faith, but Keats was raised mainly by his atheist father. His mother was a tad extreme in some off the wall religion we’d never heard of. I wasn’t even sure there was a name for it. Somehow, they ended up with a priest and female Lutheran minister, but the actual ceremony was outdoors since Keats’s father refused to attend if they recited their vows inside a church.

Maggie stressed and cried about it in the beginning when Mum insisted the wedding be inside a church or it wouldn’t be properly blessed. I told her to ignore all others and have it her way. Turns out, my sister stood her ground because that’s what this entire production was about. It was all Margaret start to finish, but I didn’t blame her. A woman deserved the wedding of her dreams. Everything I’d seen so far appeared beautiful. The best part of this resort so far was my hour long massage, followed by a thirty minute facial and scalp massage.

Our mani/pedis were scheduled after lunch. It was about that time, Maggie’s co-workers arrived to assess our appearances. We were all supposed to have some version of up-do’s for the big day.

Nicolai didn’t even reacquaint himself with me before he started digging through my hair. “Oh dear. Damn, girl. I forgot you had this much hair. How about we do some shaping up and a cut today. It’ll make tomorrow go way smoother.”

Maggie snapped at him before I could, “No! Penny won’t cut her hair.”

“Fine, but I should have brought another assistant. She will take twice as long to style.”

I could handle my own mane. I did it everyday, so I told him take care of everyone else first and if there was any time left, he could assist me.

Ms. Payne asked me if there was a specific reason I was so attached to my long hair. Leave it to her, to imagine it was a religious guideline.

“No, it’s a personal choice.”

“Oh, well, I think it’s lovely, dear. It’s not everyday, you see such a healthy head of long hair like that.”

Nicolai quipped, “Yes, it’s healthy and it’s equivalent to four full heads of hair, but I’ll get the job done or suffer your sister’s wrath. I see her right this second plotting my demise. I didn’t mean to offend you. You’re beautiful, Ms. Penelope, just like Maggie.”

Maggie gritted through her teeth. “Nice save. I didn’t want to have to cut you, but I would . . . with your own shears. It would be brutal because I don’t tolerate anyone talking shit about my sister. It’s bad enough the twits and twats on social media spend hours on her appearance when she’s literally drop dead gorgeous. Half those trolls couldn’t turn a man like Chet’s head if he was blind.”

“Mags, chill. I’ve developed tougher skin. It’s no biggie.” I watched Keats’s mother’s face twist at the horror over how quick tempered my sister was. She was probably concerned for her son’s future and safety. I felt the need to soothe her. “She’s totally joking about cutting and such.”

Mum finally joined in. I wasn’t going to tell the whole story because I never did. “Poppy shaved her head once.”

Everyone that didn’t already know practically gasped or choked.

“Really? Interesting. Was it a rebellious stage?”

“No,” I spoke to Ms. Payne. I might as well get it over with. I told her about Jordan and the cancer and the treatments. “If he was going bald, I didn’t want him to feel alone. Lots of people do it.”

“Yes, I suppose so, not always young ladies with long, beautiful hair.”

Maggie praised me some more. “And get this, she was gorgeous. Her head is like this absolutely perfect sphere. I was so jealous. I have a big bump back there. I think Mum dropped me as a baby and she won’t admit it.”

“Absurd, Margaret. I most certainly did not,” Mum interjected. I hardly believed what she said about guys liking my bald head or her being jealous.

She insisted a few of her boyfriends thought it was hot and it made her so mad, she almost cut hers off, but chickened out at the last minute. I had one picture of myself like that, but it was safely stowed away at Mum’s.

“So, you’ve been growing your hair ever since?”

I nodded my head. “Almost nine years.”

Nicolai held up it again. “Seems more like twenty.” What can I say? My hair always grew twice as fast as any normal person.

“Will you ever cut it?”

“I trim the ends and one day, I’m sure, I’ll cut it, but I’m not ready to for now. I guess my hair is my worst enemy most days, but I’m fairly attached to it, kinda like an appendage.”

Maggie gave me hug from the side. “Have you told Chet the real story yet?”

“No, it never came up. I’m lucky he likes it despite what my critics say. Did you hear the latest nickname, Knotted Sixpence?”

“No, but that’s so racist.”

“Racist? We’re English, it can’t be racist, but it’s rude.”

Maggie gave everyone the rundown about my online bullies. Nicolai was pissed. He hated a bully more than anything. He profoundly apologized if he’d insulted me. I assured him it was fine. He insisted my hair was going to be just as perfect as Maggie’s for the wedding.

“Let the haters hate. Best revenge is looking stunning, dear and you will. Trust me. That hot, celebrity boyfriend of yours won’t know what hit him when you make your appearance tomorrow.”
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Chet called while we sipped mimosas. His voice pleased me more than the lady with magic fingers massaging my calves. He said Mimi stabilized and Sheila insisted he go ahead early. He still needed to get his bags from the condo and head out. I hoped he made it sooner than we originally planned for. An extra hour before rehearsal sounded amazing; I missed him so much I couldn’t see straight.

Chet hired two extra security guards above and beyond the normal resort’s staff because we were pretty sure the news had leaked where Maggie was getting married. There were some raving nuts out there that insisted Chet and I were the ones actually getting married and my sister was a smokescreen. People were that crazy. He and I had only been together a couple of months officially and yet there was a twitter page @stoppennynow and @mrandmrschetparker. I about fell off my chair when Maggie showed me both levels of obsession. Leave it to Lydia to find all the info I never thought I needed to know, but couldn’t live without hearing.

I tried to ignore the frenzy surrounding Chet, but I was human. Sometimes, I felt very intimidated. Other times, I felt extremely annoyed. When I agreed to see him exclusively, I’d stepped out of the shadows I preferred and directly into the light. There was nothing natural about the hoopla either, but the inner working of my relationship with Chet was comfortable and private. Being with him was like second nature and our time had finally arrived. We were ready to intensify what already felt extremely passionate, but had always been less than physical. I knew I wasn’t afraid anymore. I hadn’t been for a long time now.
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I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm down as opposed to causing a scene.

She said it again, “I’m sorry, Mr. Parker, I’m not finding your reservation. Are you sure you confirmed it?”

“Yes, almost two months ago. It’s there. I can dig up a confirmation number off my email if you give me a second, but I’m in a hurry.” I dropped my luggage at my feet and pulled out my phone to watch that last tick of the battery shut my phone off in my palm.

I should’ve arrived hours ago, before the rehearsal even started, but instead I was over an hour late for dinner arguing at the front desk over an error about my missing reservation. I wasn’t with Penny yet even though I was so close. She had to be down one of these long corridors or out on the lanai.

Mom insisted I leave early even though we’d just had a huge family blow up from all the stress surrounding Mimi. I still had family drama to sort out the following week. I made it back to the condo in record time only to find X making himself at home at my place.

I regretted ever giving him easy access to my condo for emergencies.

It took about three seconds to figure out he raided my bar. “Are you drunk?”

“Almost.”

“It’s three in the afternoon.”

“Chet, what’s your secret? Who said you could settle down? We had a ten year plan. Now, you’re whipped and I’m left standing alone exposed.”

I shook my head at the memory when the front desk associate left to find a manager. I had a last minute thought, so I called out to stop her before she disappeared behind the door. “You know what, we can sort this out later tonight. Give me an extra key to Ms. Kopernik’s room so I can drop off my stuff.”

She frowned at me like a sprouted two heads before shaking her bleached blonde hair in all directions. “I’m sorry, we don’t do such things . . . for anyone. You can leave your things over there if you want. The dinner is the Wisteria Room.”

I turned to the side and saw three gawkers eavesdropping. If I left my things, I had no guarantee, they wouldn’t scavenge my bags and sell things off as fan memorabilia. They took a picture without asking which meant any extreme freak out would be uploaded straight to TMZ.

I was tense as hell, but did my best to appear understanding, “Fine, I’ll wait for the manager.”

I didn’t have these problems when Gage handled everything. I made this reservation on my own and obviously fucked something completely up unless it was this damn resort’s fault.

I hoped X was gone by now, but I told him to sleep it off first. He made very little sense during my mad dash to clean up and get out the door. I tried sorting out why he’d showed up at my empty condo and proceeded to get shit-faced in the middle of the day. He was having trouble with women. I made the suggestion to stop seeing so many at once and his life might get a little easier. He bitched and moaned about how I practically abandoned him. I had zero patience for his shit.

In his defense, I would’ve acted the same way possibly six months ago, but I owed him no apologies. I told him relationships took work and he would always be my bro, but I wasn’t going to stop seeing Penny so much. If I had it my way, after this weekend, we were going to see a whole lot more of each other.

Finally, another lady appeared. She expedited the check-in. “I’m sorry Mr. Parker. Zena is new. She didn’t know we filed all those wedding reservations in a separate location.”

I told her no problem. A bellboy picked up my bags as soon as I grabbed my card key. I planned on dropping off the luggage, but I also needed to change clothes. Needless to say I’d never moved faster. I needed to get to Penny as soon as possible.
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I scanned the Wisteria Room skipping over the strangers’ faces to only seek out familiar ones. Keats and Maggie were next to her parents. Penny had to be near. For a second, I wondered how close the best man might be. So help me, if he was breathing down Penny’s neck, I would be happy to introduce myself. I noticed a guy sitting next to Keats’s left. I was pretty sure it was Simon. I wasn’t going to call him handsome ever, but I could imagine he might be the type of guy Mags would rave about. Blonde. I could never picture Penny with a pretty boy and I had no idea why I tortured myself even entertaining that nightmare. Every mention of him gave me an uneasy feeling. Hopefully, once this wedding was over, Penny wouldn’t ever see him again.

I decided maybe she stepped out to use the restroom or something because I sure wasn’t finding her. Katherine spotted me first.

“Oh, Chet’s here.” She waved me over to the head table. I headed their way when Penny came from around the corner. She ran full speed. I managed to stop us before she tackled me to the ground.

“Where have you been?”

She sounded upset. I told her a few of the issues I had getting here, like no one in LA knew how to drive on Friday afternoon. I had to sit through two accidents.

She buried her face into my neck. “You big dummy. I was worried sick. Why weren’t you answering your phone? I called everyone: Wayne, Gage, Sheila.”

“Whoa, whoa, are you crazy? Why’d you involve my mother?”

She slapped my back and wiggled her way back down to the ground. “You weren’t answering your phone and you’re almost two hours late, that’s why?”

I told her how my phone was dying. “Someone hid my charger. I couldn’t find it anywhere.”

“Nonsense, it’s in your glove box.”

“That’s not where I keep it.”

We fussed back and forth since she didn’t like how it was always on the floor. Now I needed to go back to the room soon and send Mom a text I wasn’t dead since my cell was charging on the nightstand.

Penny took a while to calm down. She brought me over to the table. I knew several people, but she introduced me to the rest of the wedding party. That meant I had to shake Simon’s hand. Things were already cold between us for no particular reason. I caught him staring when Penny slipped her arm around me. A server stopped by and asked if I’d like a plate. I was starving with a fucking headache on top of that. I probably was way past hungry but I politely said that would be fine.

She whipped out her phone to text Mom while we waited for the food.

“Sheila wants to know if you’re upset. Did something happen?”

“Good God, tell my mother to drop it and quit trying to ruin our weekend.”

“You are upset. Tell me. Is it Mimi?”

I shook my head. I leaned in a little closer since everyone was talking. I didn’t want to interrupt. “It’s fine. There’s a little something with my family, it’s not Mimi, but I don’t want to talk about it. I’ll tell you the whole story, later. This is supposed to be a special weekend.”

“Okay, sure, if that’s what you want, babe, but you can tell me.”

I knew I could and I would, just not yet.
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As far as weddings go, I guess Maggie and Keats had a pretty good one. It was fast, so that made it good in my book. Plus, I had the perfect view of the prettiest woman in my world. I would have to keep that to myself since the bride was supposed to outshine everyone else. Maggie looked amazing but my Penny took my breath away. I couldn’t stop staring at her.

It was no surprise Maggie chose purple bridesmaids dresses. Penny once said they were lavender, amethyst and eggplant. What the fuck ever? They were purple, dark purple and really dark purple to me. I liked how no two dress were exactly the same. No doubt Penny got first pick as the maid of honor. Hers was the medium purple one and the fit was nothing short of spectacular on her body. She hated fairy tales but today she was a real life princess.

I thought the endless barrage of picture taking would never end. I was a celebrity for crying out loud and was sure they surpassed my record an hour ago. The minute Penny got free, I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her behind a topiary.

“You’re lucky I didn’t scream. You startled me.”

“Really, what other guy would grab you from behind? That Ken doll that wants to put you to sleep so he can take advantage of you, perhaps?”

“You’re completely deranged about this Simon thing. I wish Maggie would’ve never mentioned my dinner out with him. It’s a non-issue and always has been.”

“So you’d hide it from me?”

Penny made a valid point, did I bring up every casual or friendly date up to her? The answer was no, I probably didn’t remember half of them. I told her the important parts of my past, so she was right. It was time to drop it.

I hugged her again without letting go. “What’s with you being prettier than Maggie? That’s kinda rude, isn’t it?”

She shushed me and said I was exaggerating. I shook my head. I was being honest.

“Thanks, Maggie’s people worked on me for a while. I have to admit it has a little something to do with you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, because there are some casual acquaintances here plus the staff and you never know who might take pictures or videos of us. I didn’t want your fans to have any gripes when they analyze me on my sister’s wedding day.”

“Penny, we’ve talked about this many times before. No matter what you do, there’s always going to be critics. What do you do about the haters?”

“We ignore them. They are not important and have no bearing on our happiness.”

She’d memorized my little chant.

“Again.”

“Ignore them because they aren’t important and have no bearing on our happiness.”

I kissed her forehead. “Good girl, now, onto more important topics. Are you all mine for the rest of the day?”

“Not exactly, I have to run to my room to pee and I need to grab . . . um, something. Then I’m supposed to freshen up with Nicholai and the other makeup artist. Of course, I have the reception’s order of events to get through.”

“Excuse me, what?”

“You know, the receiving line, the cocktail hour overlaps, but it’s already started. Then there’s toasts, the special dances, dinner, cake, more pictures . . .” I finally put my finger over her lips to stop her.

“Are you kidding me? Promise me, we’ll never do this to our friends and family.”

Penny went completely pale. “Sure Chet, I would never dream of torturing you like that. I know how you feel about marriage.”

She did that annoying habit of twisting my words. “You know what I mean, so don’t even go there.”

“I have to go. I’ll see you at the head table. Mags reserved your spot next to me.” She pulled away and left me standing alone with the topiary. I glanced around the area. We were going to have several sets of eyes on us tonight. Two giggling girls made their way over and asked for a picture. I said sure, went through the drill and then I went on the hunt to locate my spot at the head table. I debated having a good stiff drink, but I decided against it. I wanted the next hour of my life to be remembered, so keeping a clear head was a priority.

I made good use of the time while Penny freshened up. I found the DJ Maggie hired. I ran my plan by her first when I gave Maggie and Keats my personal congrats for actually tying the knot.

She told me hell yes, it was perfect. I made sure I wasn’t stealing her thunder.

Keats assured me, “Are you kidding? She’s got plenty of shit planned to stay the star of the night. Sorry, man, you might have fame, but that will pale in comparison in my wife’s universe tonight.”

“Awe, you called me your wife.”

“Well, you are, I’ve got the bills to prove it.” They were about to get mushy, so I got the hell out of there before the groping and kissing started.

I had my own kissing to plan for.

I played it cool during the rest of the cocktail hour. The bride and groom had their first dance after standing in a line, then Frank took over and led his daughter around the dance floor. The wedding party had some crazy stunt Maggie orchestrated to get the real dancing started. I had to sit there and watch Penny dance with Simon. He got to dance with my girl before me. I was supposed to be letting it go, but I was there again, stewing in my jealousy.

She glided back to her spot looking winded. Another song started up, Penny grabbed her water glass and guzzled it and then popped two stuffed mushrooms and ate the tomatoes off a skewer but left the rest of the appetizers untouched.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so hungry. I barely ate all day because Mags made me so nervous.” She turned her body toward me, “So, how about you? Are you having a good time?”

“I’m fine, but I’m about to get a whole lot better.” I took her hand and brought it to my lips. The sun was slowly setting and this outdoor reception was taking on an entirely new mood. Glowing strands of lights hung everywhere. Candles in clear glass illuminated the tabletops. Penny had never looked more beautiful to me. She took my hand and kept it connected with hers on the table.

“When we first started planning this day, I never imagined I’d have such a handsome date for the reception. You wear a suit superbly, but I’m sure you know that?”

“Maybe a couple of people have said so, but I like compliments best when they’re coming from you.”

“More like a couple of thousand would be more accurate. Ugh, did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” The music and festivities were drowning out our conversation.

“My stomach. It’s terrible. I bet they heard that rumble in the back.”

“Then eat more, I thought I heard Kate say dinner wasn’t being served for at least another thirty or forty minutes.”

“I can’t eat too much because of the sister dance. I have to be light on my feet.”

The sister dance. I swore I’d never heard of such a thing until Maggie and Penny. I was looking forward to it, but Maggie promised my dance would go first. She thought it would put Penny at ease. She confessed earlier that Penny was super nervous about me more than any other part of the occasion since we all knew our deadline had arrived.

“Distract me, Chet. Dance with me.”

“In a little bit, I’m waiting for the right song to grab me,” I had to stall until the DJ was ready.

“You’re weird.”

Penny kicked her heels off. Maggie gave them all flip flops, but she preferred being barefoot for a while. I looked over her shoulder and the DJ made eye contact. It was our turn. This was it.

He started talking into a mic, “In case you’re wondering, ladies and gentlemen, I am taking requests for the evening. In fact, we’re about to launch the first request of the night.”

I stood up. That was my cue. Penny hadn’t caught on yet. I reached for her hand.

“What are you doing?”

“This song goes out to the lovely sister of the bride. It’s always nice when you have a song named after you. Let’s hear it for Mr. Chet Parker and Ms. Penelope Kopernik. He said this is their song.”

He started “Penny Lover” as soon as he stopped talking. I pulled her all the way up. Everyone else took a pause and watched us as I walked her out to the dance floor.

I only had eyes for her. Penny shook her head when we stopped. She pushed her finger into my chest. “You. I swear. Can’t you go one night without being the center of attention?”

“Nope, it’s just one song, Maggie can have the night back when we’re done.”

I pulled her flush with my body, wrapped one hand around her waist and grabbed her right hand. Penny let her head fall on my chest briefly, but then she looked up. We were moving to the music.

“I thought the jingle, ‘Penny, You’re the One’ was our song.”

“Yeah, I asked for that initially, but he didn’t have that one in his playlist. This is a close second, don’t you think?” I rubbed small circles across her back and brought one hand to my lips so I could kiss her fingers.

Penny’s breath quickened, “Chet.”

I leaned over and sang a few lines close to her ear. A few other guests had joined in alongside our dance by that time, but we had grabbed the attention of the crowd for the most part.

Penny had this sort of mesmerized look on her face. The way she rubbed my neck while we danced almost made me dizzy. In roughly four months, she’d succeeded in turning my whole life around. I thought I had life all figured out, but I was wrong.

“You’re amazing.” She said to me and I thought the same thing about her. I had visions of that afternoon when she stepped into the room wearing her sister’s dream wedding dress. We’d come so far and yet we were just getting started.

I brought our hands in between us and held them over my heart, then I decided to get a little flashy. I spun around, she settled in my grasp so I could hold her against me with her in front. She was a dancer, she had more moves than I did. Penny winked and told me to follow her lead. We put on a good show. At the end I dipped her. Our faces were so close, but the entire world would not witness our first kiss. The cameras were rolling, so to speak. I never underestimated every damn person in the free world carried a cell phone these days. I brought her up into a comfortable hug. The song quickly changed and I used the distraction to get her out of there.

“Come on, follow me.”

Penny ran behind me to keep up. I’d used all that idle time why they were taking pictures to find us a hideaway. I pulled Penny toward a pathway the workers used to go in and out of the hotel. The wedding guests wouldn’t be an issue, but I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the dinner service started a procession to and from the kitchen. The grounds at the vineyard showcased beauty and romantic ambiance any which way we turned.

“Slow down, I’m barefoot.”

I slowed my pace as soon as she said that. I spotted a lamppost and I needed to see her. Once we stopped and faced each other, we were just standing there with a now what expression. I knew what, but I wanted permission. I’d never been more nervous about a kiss in my entire life. Penny touched me first. She flattened her palm against my chest. I studied the rise and fall of her shoulders as her breathing increased even though we were no longer running. Mine was probably just as fast, like we’d run a race to get over here. It wasn’t that far, I could hear the music loud and clear.

“Thank you for the dance.”

“We’ll have plenty more.”

“I’m sure, but that was the first time and it was perfect.”

“I’m really into making firsts special.”

She pulled both her lips in like she was wetting them. She held the bottom one a little longer and I knew she was equally nervous, “Yeah, I figured.”

I moved my hand to her neck and took the necessary steps to close the distance between us. “So this is it, the deadline’s up. Are you ready?”

Penny wrapped her arms around my neck and stretched her neck. With me leaning down, we were so close to touching. It was the moment we began to share the same oxygen. “I thought I was sending all the right signals. I’ve been ready for a couple of weeks.”

“Yeah, sucks to wait on something you really want, doesn’t it?”

She tried to pull away some when she realized I’d been messing with her, but I wouldn’t allow it. “You’re a jerk.”

“And you love me for it.”

Penny’s hands ran up the back of my neck into my hair. “Completely.”

There was no other reason to wait. I kissed her. She kissed back and it was the best moment in my life thus far within ten seconds of our lips touching, moving, and gliding together like we’d been doing it thousands of times before. I had never waited four minutes for a kiss if I really wanted one, but the four month hiatus she put me on changed everything. I felt her lips smile against mine. I let her have that little pause, but I was going back for more. This second approach found us more eager, more aggressive and much more sure of ourselves.

I knew how to kiss a woman, but she knew exactly how to give it back despite all that talk about her fears and inexperience. I couldn’t get close enough. I’d lost my jacket after the ceremony but I was still dressed up. I should’ve loosened the tie, but I couldn’t let go of her. Penny’s bridesmaid dress gave me more access to her skin than she had to mine. Once my left hand joined my right on her neck, we had bridged the gap from sweet, tender first kisses to fiery passionate, I will consume you kissing.

I was fully engulfed. There was no maybe about getting turned on. I was there as soon as I felt her tongue slip across my wet lips. There was one flicker of knowledge we had a reception dinner to get back to; I’d just about forgotten everything in the universe but Penny. My mouth traveled across her jaw and down her neck. She was starting to sway a little. Should I pick her up and walk us somewhere we could sit down?

Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end. “Penny? Are you out here?”

Penny jumped away from me. “Wait.” She tried to straighten her dress. It wasn’t like I took off anything, but that would have been awesome.

I heard Lydia laughing. “What are you guys doing hiding in the dark?”

I started to open my mouth with a smartass reply, but Penny clamped her hand over my mouth. “I’ll be right there.”

“Well, you better hurry. Mags changed into her reception dress and she’s ready for your dance any minute. She sent me after you and said I better drag your ass back that you and Chet could finish up later.”

I pried Penny’s hand away, “Thanks so much, Lydia. We really appreciate that. Always a pleasure hearing from you.” My voice was dripping with sarcasm.

“I’m sure it is, Chet,” her tone mimicked mine.

Penny said she’d be right there one more time. We heard footsteps walking away. I’m sure Lydia thought Penny followed her. She tried but I wouldn’t let her go quite yet.

“I have to go. Maggie will throttle me if I screw up her moment.”

“Well, if she perfectly choregraphed a sister dance, I tend to believe she won’t start without you, the other sister. I need a minute longer.” I took her hands and held them together with mine. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, of course I’m okay.”

“Anything else? You feeling anxious or afraid?”

“No, well, I was afraid of disappointing you, but I guess those fears dissipated after we got started.”

“Disappointing? Are you nuts? That was the best kiss of my life, babe. You mean everything to me. I love you so much.”

I leaned in and gave her another quick kiss. She hugged me tight. She mumbled she loved me too against my shirt. I knew she didn’t believe me. She still had insecurities about my previous love life. I made her look at me.

“I mean what I said. Your kisses are like candy and you know I’ve got a sweet tooth. We’re going to have so much fun in the very near future, like tonight.” I tickled her ribs. She swatted me away.

“Slow down, mister. I’m all for kissing from here on out, but it was only our first kiss. I told you we had to go slow.”

“So you think we’re still going slow?”

“Yes.”

“After that kiss? Sure, we are. Whatever you say.”

She told me she couldn’t waste anymore time with me. I grabbed her for another mind blowing kiss. “You want to rephrase that we’re wasting time.”

Penny reached for my hand to pull me along. She said ‘wasting’ was a poor word choice.

“I’m going to need a few minutes, but I’ll be there when your dance starts.”

“A few minutes?” She cocked her head in a questioning manner.

“Yeah, a few,” my voice was a bit strained.

“You’ve still got a little issue, huh?”

“Hey, what you calling little?”

She covered her mouth and giggled. “Okay, but as soon as you hear the theme from Pearl Harbor, you better be there for moral support.”

“Wait, I don’t know that theme.”

“Are you sure you’re in the industry?”

“I think I’m sure.”

“It’s Faith Hill, ‘That’s Where You’ll Be.’“

“Isn’t that a love song?”

“Normally, but it’s our sister song. It fits. Maggie wouldn’t settle on anything else.”

I needed one more kiss, so I leaned in again. Penny didn’t let me get carried away that time. “I’m so excited I can kiss you anytime I want to now.”

“Hey, that’s from a movie too.”

“Which one?”

She shook her head at me like I was hopeless when it came to chick flicks. I watched her walk off without answering. I was clueless about all these movie references, but I thought it was good to know that I would be kissing her as much as possible all night and from here on out.

I made it back to the reception just as Maggie took the mic. She and Penny were holding hands in the middle of the dance floor. “I wanted to take this opportunity to tell everyone that this day wouldn’t be possible if it wasn’t for this beautiful lady standing next to me. Not only is she my sister, but she’s also my protector, my role model and my best friend.”

Penny shook her head, but squeezed Maggie’s hand tighter. I could see a flush of color rush to her cheeks. She didn’t like to be the center of attention, but she loved her sister so much.

“No, it’s totally true, Poppy. If you hadn’t had your life together way before I knew how to function as an adult, I would’ve never moved to the city and I never would have met my gorgeous perfect husband.” Maggie was long winded as usual. She said they wanted to dedicate this sister dance to their parents because of all the love and support they’d given them over the years. “Okay, forgive us if we’re a little rusty, but we’ll do our best.”

Keats stepped in behind me. “This is going to be epic.”

“You saw them rehearse?”

“Hell no, man. This was a heavily guarded secret. I just know my girl. She doesn’t do anything halfway and neither does her sister if you hadn’t noticed.”

I had.

The instrumental part at the beginning started up. Someone had placed two chairs spaced apart in the background. I noticed they both had on shiny pink ballet slippers. I guess they were going all out. Each of them held up one arm and moved in fluid motions to the music. Those beautiful ladies transfixed me from the first second.

Keats whispered one more tidbit, “Mags said it’s like riding a bike.” He nudged me in my shoulder blade, “Dancers are flexible too.”

I briefly took my eyes off Penny to smirk at Keats, “Good to know.”

From that point on, Maggie and Penny captivated the entire congregation of guests as well as any resort staff in the vicinity. Frank looked proud as hell. Kate dabbed her eyes with a tissue. They glided all over the dance floor, back and forth and all around. They were completely in sync. I had a hard time wrapping my mind around the fact they practiced in Penny’s small living room. Not only that, neither of them had danced with a team in close to a decade. I knew I was partial because of my feelings for Penny, but this was one of the most beautiful displays of artistic impression I’d ever seen.

During the bridge, they both used the chairs as props, never missing a beat or ever hinting at losing their focus. Their final crescendo of the dance had them both running from opposite corners with an impressive jump. Then they came together in the middle with a sweet embrace. Maggie was holding onto Penny and I saw them both say they loved each other. The guests, seriously, all went nuts, including me. I caught her eye. I couldn’t wait to tell her up close I was so proud of her, but they had a close moment with their parents as soon as it ended.

The rest of the night was epic. The food came soon after the sister dance. I couldn’t keep my hands, lips or thoughts off Penny. At first, she was shy. She pointed out all the people with cellphones. She was crazy if she thought I cared anymore.

I’d already danced with all the other have-to’s of the night, like Kate, Lydia, Shar and Keats’s very peculiar mother. Maggie was the star of the show, definitely in her realm. It took awhile for her to free herself, but she finally stole me for a dance as well. Maggie was sassy and bossy like normal while we danced.

“You know you’re my favorite for Poppy, but tonight we need to get a few things straight.” I told her to keep going. I wanted to know what she meant by that. “I thought you were exactly what she needed to get over her slump of being forever alone. I had no idea all this would transpire.” Maggie waved her hand over me. “Look, I get it. I know who you are. You’re bloody well one of the most famous men in the limelight right now. Penny’s not exactly cut out for your world. You better damn well protect her. I might like you, but if you hurt her, I will finish you.”

I made an alarmed expression. I was pretty sure Maggie threatened to kill me and I kinda thought she meant it.

“I mean it, Chet. Protect her at all cost. Penny’s not strong.”

“That’s not true, but protecting her is top priority.”

“No, she’s brave, but she’s not strong enough to get hurt again. Unless, you want to be de-nutted, never forget what I told you.”

I promised Maggie she could trust me. Her whole family could trust me, I would never let Penny down or intentionally hurt her. I was happy when Keats pulled her away as soon as the song ended. I thought the dance with Maggie would be fun and light-hearted, but it turned out to be the most serious moment of the evening.

Penny and I shared all our dances the last songs of the night. I was happy to have only her in my arms for the rest of the evening. She finally brought up my obvious comfort regarding showing affection with her.

“I thought you didn’t like pieces of your private life out there in the open for the whole world to see.”

Why hide? Of course, I’d never be one of those over-sharers or attention seeking celebs. I was a household name, but now I was also Penny’s serious boyfriend or vice versa and there wasn’t anything wrong with that.

Penny mentioned she thought her feet were about to revolt. She said they’d gone numb. Maggie and Keats cut the cake recently, but we hadn’t gotten a piece yet. I made us a plate piled high with two slices of our favorite champagne cake. It was kind of our thing since we probably got together because of it. I had no idea at the time a bite of cake would change my entire life. I just wanted the woman to go out with me and now I never wanted to spend a day without her.

We were both hitting the champagne regularly between dances. I felt great, but noticed she was getting a bit louder and more affectionate with each glass. She also giggled for no apparent reason. Obviously, she was a lightweight, but I already knew that. Tipsy Penny was my fave and I enjoyed every second of her antics.

Pretty soon, the entire party wound down. Maggie and Keats had already turned in for the evening to the honeymoon suite. Penny leaned in to whisper in my ear, she needed to say a few goodbyes, but we could leave as soon as she was done.

The whole time we strolled the paths of the resort to head to our rooms, Penny stumbled and stopped. Then she’d laugh and start up again. I did my best to hold her up at that point. However, I carried my jacket and tie over one arm and Penny gave me one of her many shoes to carry.

“How the hell did you end up with three pairs of shoes when you were barefoot most of the night?” She still was.

“Duh, I think that’s obvious. You didn’t expect me to suffer all night in those heels I wore during the ceremony, did you? I needed my slippers for the dance and Maggie gave the bridesmaids these special wedding flip flops.” She reached behind me to paddle my butt with one of her flip flops.

We arrived at my door, Penny dropped her shoes. I searched my jacket pocket for my key card. She wasn’t helping with her grabby hands all over me. I finally managed to unlock the door. Instead of going inside, I backed her against the wall next to the door and held her hands over her head. “You better watch those hands, you might grab hold of something you’re not quite ready for.”

Penny captured my mouth with hers. When she pulled back, I was at a loss for words. She had plenty of unlikely things to say. “Who says I’m not ready?” Well, shit. She did, actually, only a few hours before. I tried to stutter out a reply, but she asked another question in her sexy voice. “Aren’t you going to invite me in for a drink?”

A drink? I think she had already consumed her limit. “A drink of water, maybe.”

“Okay, that sounds hot.” She attacked me again. I attempted to pull her in the door when a throat cleared behind us.

Penny looked around me, “Oh, hi, Mum . . . Daddy. Off to bed?”

I had no choice but to turn around and face Penny’s parents. How the hell was I not aware they were staying across the hall from me? She wiggled out of my arms so she could give them both a hug and kiss on the cheek. Kate said goodnight to me, but Frank only stared. He had this look, I like you but I’ll kill you just the same.

“You seem tired, little girl. Long day and we have brunch in the morning.” That was her father’s response. He was good, I’d give him that. I can’t believe he called her ‘little girl’ in front of me.

“Oh yeah, I’m turning in soon, but Chet invited me in for a drink.”

His face twisted like I disgusted him. Fuck me. Frank probably carried a concealed handgun. “A drink?”

I stumbled over my words like a nervous sixteen-year-old picking up his date in his mom’s minivan. “Water, I meant water. I wanted Penny to stay hydrated. Sometimes champagne gives me a headache the next day. We were just going to have a bottle of water and then I’m taking her to bed.” Penny started giggling uncontrollably next to me. I quickly corrected myself, “I mean her bed, not my bed. More like I’m walking her to her room, then I’m coming back here to mine.” I pointed behind me, “right here.”

Frank didn’t budge. I knew it looked bad like I was taking advantage of his buzzed daughter which they all knew had been in a delicate way about relationships for a long time now. He kept giving me the stink eye. Kate couldn’t care less, she left the rest of us in the hall after announcing she had to get to bed.

“Don’t you have water in your own room?”

“Yeah, Dad’s right, Chet. Why can’t I have water in my room? Do you think your water’s better than mine because you’re so famous?”

“What? No, of course not. She’s joking. Sure, let me put my coat inside.” I hurled my jacket, listened to it hit the floor, slammed the door and walked her down the hallway away from her father. I had this feeling we were being watched the entire way. I never heard the door shut to Frank and Kate’s room.

Penny fumbled with her tiny bag to locate her key. I took it from her and did the honors. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Frank’s shoe sticking out into the hall. He was still watching.

I whispered, “You knew they were next to me, didn’t you?” She laughed and nodded her head. “That was awkward as fuck and he’s still watching.”

Penny tried to look around me but I wouldn’t let her. “Oh that’s absurd, I’m almost 26 years old. I’m going to say something.”

I pushed her inside. I didn’t want her to do that. I was already embarrassed enough. Penny launched herself into my arms. “Kiss me goodnight, Chet and make it a good one.”

I thought they’d all been good. I gave her my best effort and soon she was moaning into my mouth and trying to hike one leg against my thigh. I had to stop her right there.

“Okay, that’s enough kissing for tonight.” Who the hell was I? I’d probably never said such a thing in my entire life. “Your dad is no doubt watching and waiting for me to leave. He thinks you’re drunk.”

“I am drunk,” she slurred.

“I know and it looks bad. Frank liked me up until this point. I have a feeling your entire family is way over-protective of you and I’d like to keep all my items intact. We might need them at a later date. Goodnight, beautiful. I love you and I’ll see you in the morning.”

She had one more request that almost killed me. “Night, but will you unzip me first?”

I found the zipper hidden inside the fabric of her dress and slowly pulled it down so I didn’t snag it on anything. There was one strip of light pink fabric across her back. Who knew seeing her bra from behind would have such an effect on me. I needed to get the hell out of there and fast. I left the next second almost expecting to run into Penny’s father, but I didn’t seem him. I inserted my key into the slot that unlocked my door. One other sound echoed in my ears. The door to Frank and Kate’s room made a click as it shut all the way. First time being put to the test by the dad and I was pretty confident I passed.
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“You are an idiot,” I pointed to my reflection in the large mirror behind the vanity. My head. I looked almost as bad as I felt. I never drank that much, especially champagne. It’s so deceiving. It feels light and bubbly in the beginning, barely like I’m even consuming alcohol and then bam, the hammer falls.

It was imperative I started the de-tangling process before stepping into the shower. My hair masqueraded as a separate living entity at times. It was completely out of control, probably from all the dancing, head shaking and crazy sleeping. I thought of one more reason it might be a little wilder than normal. Chet. I totally made out with him, several times. Some things are clear, but other things are fuzzy. I was too aggressive. I noticed my dress tossed over the back of a chair. Memories of Chet taking that off flooded my memory, but then everything else until Mum texted this morning was a blur. Hopefully, Chet was a little buzzed as well and doesn’t remember. We drank most our champagne together.

The shower fully awakened me. I savored my second bottle of water and hydration never felt so good. I held the bottle in my hands and studied it. I laughed out loud. Why was a bottle of water suddenly so funny to me? I had no idea. I busied myself trying to figure out what to do with my mane. The shower did little to tame it. I’d already finished my makeup. The sink was on low so I could dab my fingers in the warm water occasionally and pat down all my frizzies. The last thing I ever expected was to hear someone breaking into my room while I stood there in only my bra and panties.

“Knock, knock. Are you ready?”

I grabbed the robe that was in reach to cover up. I had no time to pull it closed. Chet approached me like finding me practically naked was an everyday occurrence. He stopped so I fastened the belt tightly around my waist.

“What do we have here?”

“Appears like breaking and entering. How the hell did you get in my room?” He held up my room key. “You swiped that?”

“No, it’s not a break-in, you gave me the key when you were so drunk you didn’t know how to open the door.”

“I wasn’t that drunk.”

“Oh yeah, tell me what happened then?”

I thought about all the gaps in my memory. I was still a little uncertain. “Nothing much. We danced. You walked me to my room.”

He shook his head slowly and laughed. “Whatever you say, babe.”

I walked toward him, but Chet wasted little time in closing the distance between us when he grabbed me and pulled me against his hard body. “What? Tell me. Did I do something silly?”

“No, but you were all over me, even in front of your parents.”

“No I wasn’t. I wouldn’t do that.”

“You would and you did, but I loved it.” He kissed my mouth. I’d grown accustomed to Chet’s perfect kisses in the short span of a day. “I love you as well.”

I pulled back some, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be embarrassing.”

“You weren’t, but Frank seemed worried when he thought I was taking advantage. I think I proved myself to be completely respectful.”

“Are you?”

He snagged my robe tie between his fingers and my loose knot completely came undone. His warm hands glided across my bare skin. “Respectful? No, not at all. Told you I was an amazing actor.”

I giggled against the fabric of his shirt. Brunch was already starting. I was never late. I was supposed to be putting clothes on and Chet was practically undressing me. We shouldn’t be doing this right now, so soon, but I couldn’t stop him. I didn’t want to stop him. He leaned back enough so he could see exactly what he’d unwrapped.

Maggie and I had done extensive lingerie shopping a few weeks ago. I was wearing a strapless sundress to brunch so my favorite new purchase worked best for undies. It was a cream colored strapless bra and panty set with an overlay of blue lace. Maggie insisted I get it. She called it, “lacy, racy and a future treat for my man’s eyes.” I never imagined treating him so soon.

I might need to roll his tongue back inside his mouth if he didn’t stop staring at me. I felt self-conscious and beautiful all at once under his gaze. I tried to pull the robe closed again, but he stopped me.

“No, don’t. I’m speechless. You’re so beautiful. Do you seriously wear these types of things under your clothes all the time?” Before I could say no way, he covered my mouth with his finger. “Wait, don’t answer. I can’t handle the answer either way, I’m sure.”

I couldn’t help trying to hide myself again. Chet’s hands circled my waist and he pulled me against him again.

“Don’t be so bashful. I’ve seen you in a bikini.”

“It’s not the same.”

He pulled his soft lips up from the base of my neck to my ear. “I know, it’s really not.”

With those words, my feet were knocked out from underneath me, Chet picked me up and deposited me on top of my unmade bed. Making out prone wasn’t exactly the same as standing up. I experienced all sorts of new sensations. Basically, all my synapses fired at once. The energy between us sent shockwaves throughout my body. Chet was everywhere, but I couldn’t get enough of him.

I was definitely caught up in our kisses enough that my mind wasn’t working properly, but when his hand slid up my side, over my ribcage and just below an area being compressed by underwire, I stopped him. I didn’t flip out or accelerate my reactions into an anxiety attack like what used to happen in college. I only politely held my hand over his and stopped kissing him back. He knew me well enough, I didn’t have to say much.

“Too soon?”

“Yes . . . very.”

He apologized. I could feel him lifting up. He’d partially covered me with his body on my left side when we were kissing. It was then, I determined him moving away felt way worse than whatever fears and apprehensions I felt surfacing. Those were barely a twinge in my self-conscience. The new feelings Chet brought out were more like a deep throb or ache. It seemed getting closer was the only thing that helped me currently.

The next few seconds, we didn’t speak. We communicated with our eyes until there was subtle permission from me. I stopped pushing his hand away and brought it to to the side of my strapless bra. I’m sure most women would have brought it to the cup area, but I was making huge strides with that tiny gesture. I would let Chet decide where he wanted his hands, I wanted more kisses at that point. He was happy to deliver. For the first time, he moved over me. My legs opened for him and Chet settled his full body on top of mine. We fit perfectly together like two missing pieces of a puzzle. There was no mistaking our connection or our deep attraction and desire for one another. I’d lived a quarter of a century and I’d never been in such an intimate position with anyone. My body screamed, what have I been missing, but my mind gently reminded me I was wise to wait for the real deal. And my real deal was Chet. He played pretend for a living and I often joked about it, but he was as real as they got. I barely knew how to handle the honest emotions we conveyed to each other. He was my unexpected best friend and now he was one step away from being my first lover. I lost every previous inhibition I’d clung to all those years. My legs tightened around his thighs. He pushed his body impossibly close so there was no mistaking he was all man. We were about to get completely lost in what we’d started when out of the blue, my phone started ringing and vibrating against the nightstand.

I knew that ringtone and so did Chet. He fell off of me and let me answer it.

“No, Mum. I didn’t fall back to sleep. I’m almost ready.” Chet started laughing loudly next to me and Mum heard him. “Yes, he just got here. He’s rushing me. You’re rushing me. I’ll be there in a second.”

I didn’t give her another chance to chat my ear off or ask questions. I sprang off the bed, picked up my discarded robe in the process and tossed it directly over Chet’s head. He needed to calm down, not stare at me undressed any longer.

“Hey, no fair.” I was already pulling the sundress on before he disentangled himself with the plush robe. “Seriously, you dress that fast? I’m confused how that’s even possible.” He followed me to the sink. I quickly touched up my face and brushed my hair back down. Chet rested his chin on my shoulder. His arms encased my waist and he linked his fingers to hold me in place.

He kissed me on a spot close to my neck that broke my skin out in goosebumps. “That was fucking awesome. Damn, you’re hot.” He pointed to our reflection in the mirror, “We look good together, like we were made to be a couple.”

I patted his cheek and smiled. I didn’t answer him out loud, but we really did.
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After a few initial minutes of jokes and intrusive questions, the table stopped wondering why Chet and I took so long. Once Dad and Keats dug into the elaborate spread before us, everyone else followed suit and started eating. I declined anything with alcohol even though mimosas were plentiful and within reach. I stuck to coffee, water and orange juice, in that order. Maggie chatted a mile a minute about the day before. She highlighted the things that were her dream come true and complained about the things that didn’t go as planned. We all assured her it was the best wedding we’d ever attended. Even Chet seconded that. He told her he’d been to some glitzy events as well, but their wedding was topnotch.

I swear I blushed the entire time during brunch. I’d finally calm down and then Chet would squeeze my thigh under the table or wink at me. I found it hard to believe the entire table didn’t know what we’d been up to because I felt like it was written all over our faces. Most people left after the wedding or early this morning. Only the immediate family remained the final day. Maggie and Keats hired a driver to get them to the airport for their afternoon flight. She grabbed my arm as Chet and I stood up together.

“I need you, Poppy.”

Chet pulled me the other direction. “Nope, you’re all Keats’s problem now. Penny did her duty, she’s officially off the clock.”

I frowned at him. I never told him to say such a thing. “What’s up? Help with what?”

“My trousseau. Keats said I can’t take so many bags to Fiji. I’m panicking. I have one hour to decide what goes and what stays while he spends time with his father. I don’t know what I should leave or what definitely needs to make the cut. You’ve seen me in all these outfits. Help me, please. You’re my big sister, you’re my only hope. Keats said bring all the sexy stuff and leave the rest.”

Chet interrupted her, “Sounds right. Problem solved. Penny and I have plans. Bye.”

“Wait, Chet.” I suspected this might happen. I told her to narrow it down when she made me watch her try on an armful of outfits. “Let me go back to her suite. I won’t be long.”

I knew he was eager to resume our previous activities. I kinda was too, but I also was relieved Maggie was giving me this out. We were moving way too fast despite what I’d said less than 24 hours before. I needed to rethink my entire game-plan, especially since we had a special date scheduled in the afternoon which Chet was still blissfully unaware of.

He leaned in closer so he could whisper, “You can’t be serious.”

I excused us. Chet and I went to the corner of the room. “She’s leaving for a whole week in a matter of hours. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.”

“It’s clothes, right? She calls it a trouser . . . truss or something.”

I corrected him, “A trousseau.”

“Yeah, exactly what I meant. I still don’t understand why she’s making a big deal or using French words for clothes? Damn, your parents spoiled her. I’m dying here. I want to spend time alone with you again.”

I gave him a soft peck on the lips and promised we’d be spending almost all the rest of the day together. “You know my sister by now. She thinks she privileged and sometimes from another era or universe or whatever fits her mood any given day.”

“Yeah, I know Maggie plenty well and she’s full of shit right now. She threatened to kill me or cut my nuts off or both in no particular order last night when we had our friendly dance.”

I was shocked that he had a straight face when he told me what Maggie said to him. I knew for a fact she adored Chet, but I totally believed he wasn’t joking. I suspected some of this farce about going to her suite was to hear all about what I may or may not have done with him so far. I would definitely get to the bottom of her attitude.

He knew us but he didn’t always understand us and right now, I needed my last bit of sister time for things that weighed heavily on my mind. He finally admitted he had to touch base with his mother so I told him I’d text as soon as I was free.

Maggie practically manhandled me into her suite. She pushed me against the wall and pinned me with her hands firmly planted on my shoulders. “Okay, spill.”

I started to say something, most likely back off, but she didn’t give me a chance.

“No wait. Don’t. Me first. I’ll tell you all about my wedding night with Keats and then you tell me what you did with Chet.”

Nope. That was the last thing I wanted to hear. I shoved her off of me with ease. I was stronger than her if I wanted to be. I walked through the sea of luggage she had spread all over the room. “Let me stop you right there. I don’t need to hear any details. I know how you and Keats are. I’m sure it was delightful and you’re completely satisfied. I’m happy for you. Nothing further should be spoken. Now let’s get busy.”

“Poppy, come on. I’ve been your best supporter for months. You owe me.”

“Owe you, are you kidding me? Did you or did you not threaten Chet at the wedding last night?”

“Well, maybe in a roundabout way, but it was more like a what if thing.”

“What if, more like what are you talking about?”

Her face changed. Maggie lost her smile suddenly. “Do you really want to do this and ruin my good mood?”

I only wanted her to be honest. I didn’t know what her problem was. “Either you support me with Chet or you don’t. Which is it?”

“I do. Of course, I do. He’s great. You’re perfect together. I merely made an observation. You’re from different worlds. I advised him to proceed with caution as you take it to the next level. I can’t stand to see you suffer another let down or worse yet, a cataclysmic event.”

“Thanks for your concern. I know you love me and you worry, but I have news for you, Dad, Mum, Aunt Shar and every third cousin that looks at me funny for having a boyfriend finally . . . I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.” I told Maggie this news and my parents were next. Everyone trusted me completely in day-to-day life, but in relationships, they had zero faith. I knew why. I didn’t blame them, but I didn’t need any further meddling. Chet and I were up against enough with all the prying eyes of the public.

“Fair enough, I won’t say another word. You both have my full support, so I think that entitles me to one detail.”

“Okay, maybe. What do you want to know?”

“Is he a good kisser?”

“The best, duh.”

“I knew it. Okay, how far did you take things? Were any barriers broken?”

“Ewww, what the hell is wrong with you? No.”

“I meant like figuratively, weirdo unless you have more to confess.”

I told her to forget it, I gave her one detail. That’s all we agreed on. I started picking through her mess of clothes on the bed hoping to shift her focus. Now she had less than an hour before they were leaving.

Maggie and I got down to the task at hand. Even I hadn’t realized how much stuff she brought this week. She really was the last person who needed access to so many free or discounted clothes.

She behaved for the most part, but when we finally closed up the last of the suitcases, she started up with the inquiries again. “Come on, I saw you at brunch. It was obvious you’d been getting extra friendly and that’s why you both were late.”

I touched my lips. They felt normal, but I kept recalling the tingle around them the whole time we ate brunch. I tried to blame it on the green chiles in the eggs. I guess that wasn’t it.

“Mags, I’m afraid.”

“Of sex?”

“No, not really, more like I’m afraid how carried away I get with him without meaning to. I’m more afraid that I’m not thinking clearly and that’s so unlike me. We need more time, but I forget all about that the second he kisses me.”

Maggie offered up some sound advice. She could be wise when she wanted to. She knew if she said some tired old cliche, like ‘follow your heart’ that I would have walked out. She made an observation this was a far deeper love than I shared with Jordan. I wasn’t a kid anymore. At first, I was mad and wanted to defend that relationship in honor of Jordan’s memory, but Maggie rephrased. She thought I loved him as much as my sixteen/seventeen-year-old heart was capable of, but I needed to be honest with myself. Would I really have pledged my life to him if we hadn’t found out he was dying? I kept that answer to myself because Maggie could read me like a book whenever we experienced a true honest moment.

“Babe, you’re seriously the smartest person I know, so I have faith you will make the right decisions. Of course, we’re all going to worry about you and sometimes overstep with our meddling, but you’ve got this. Don’t overthink it too much. You love each other and this is the most whole I’ve ever seen you. Trust in the love and everything will happen exactly how it’s meant to happen.”
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Chet slipped his arm around me as we watched Maggie and Keats drive away. My little sister was off on her honeymoon officially. I was happy for them, but perhaps felt a little twinge of jealousy. I never wanted to rush with Chet by any means, but Maggie was already in her secure place. I wasn’t so confident about navigating all these firsts and unknowns. I decided to find contentment in each moment. Mags was right, I needed to shut down some of the runaway thoughts. I was happy this second with Chet’s hand squeezing my waist and seeing my smile reflected in his eyes. That was really all that mattered for now.

When we made it back to my room, I broke the news that I was exhausted. “Do you mind if I catch up on some sleep? These pasts few days have been hectic.”

“No, I could use a nap too.” He wriggled his eyebrows, but I put my hand on his chest to halt him.

“I’m thinking I need a solo nap so I actually sleep. I want to be fully alert for our special date this evening.”

“Date? What date?”

I told him I’d be at his room at 5:30 and for him to dress comfortable. That was the only info he was getting from me.

“Sure you don’t want me to come in? I think your bed’s better than mine.”

“Nice try, but no. Date night first and then maybe you can come in for a visit.”

Chet gave me a whopper of a goodbye kiss. It took all my willpower to shut the door on him. He did these things to me on purpose and didn’t seem the least bit sorry. Tonight would definitely be a good night.
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Chet spread out the red and white checkered blanket that came in our picnic basket. We walked around the property a good half hour before we chose the perfect spot. He said he’d never taken a woman on a picnic. I kindly reminded him I was taking him on this date. It was all my idea since I found out about these picnic packages the first night we arrived. The restaurant packed up these elaborate baskets with a variety of fruit, wine, and cheeses. I splurged for their most expensive offer.

Chet’s eyes bulged as I pulled out the contents and made us a plate to share. “This is amazing. Damn, I need to step up my game to beat you in the romance department.”

He opened the wine. We had two bottles to choose from. I wasn’t going overboard tonight, so we could save the extra for another special occasion. I needed a clear head to be so close to Chet. The food and the wine were both delicious. We were having a great time, but I sensed he was slightly distracted.

I needed to get him talking. “At least, the intruders never showed last night.”

“Yeah, I meant to tell you. My guys halted a few photographers at the entrance. They lied and said they were with the wedding, but the security knew better.”

All that mattered was Maggie’s wedding went smoothly. I brought up the text messages. I thought that could be the real issue with Chet. “What happened with your family? Is it Mimi?”

He slowly shook his head. “Oh come on, babe. We are having fun and I told you Mimi is great. She loves you by the way, says I better hang onto a catch like you.”

“Haha. I’m sure the rest of the world sees it differently. You’re the catch, not me. I’m not trying to dampen our mood. The day isn’t over, there’s more fun to be had, but if something’s troubling you, I wish you’d clue me in. You’re upset about something that happened at the hospital. I can tell and Sheila keeps texting me to see if you’re okay.”

“You can’t be serious?”

“Why? I can’t text with your mum?”

“Of course, you can, but not to plot against me.”

“We’re not plotting. She’s worried about you so that concerns me.”

Chet tried to table this discussion for another time and place. He wanted nothing to ruin our romantic evening. I held his hand and brought it against my chest. Being in a relationship was about sharing and trusting. I wasn’t going to force him to talk to me, but I really wished he’d tell me.

“We fought. A lot. All of us. It was bad. It was a first, but now I’m concerned it’s not the last time. That scares me. I feel like so much changed after a few heated words were released.”

I could tell fighting with his family really bothered him. I had been around families plenty of times during a medical crisis. I assumed the disagreement came about because of the stress after the accident and subsequent surgery. I tried to tell him I was sure it wasn’t as big of a deal as he was making it out to be. His family probably had gotten over it by now. His Mimi was doing well in her new rehab facility. Her prognosis was good after hearing the rundown from Sheila.

“You want to tell me more about the fight?”

“You were right and I’m an idiot. Apparently, my parents fight or a more accurate assessment would be that my mom tries and my father refuses to participate in meaningful conversation. She’s been pissed at him for years, maybe longer and they are in therapy.”

That revelation surprised me. Chet said they started out in a few couple’s counseling sessions at their church, but the minister said they needed more in-depth therapy to get to the root of their issues. Now they meet once a week with a licensed therapist, but still do the spiritual counseling once a month. I thought that expressed their commitment to the marriage, but he thought it meant they were at the end of the line.

“It’s not your fault. You can’t control what’s going on in their marriage. Sounds like they’re trying really hard to find solutions.”

“I guess, but now I’m questioning if I’ve always been so caught up in my own world that I didn’t notice what was happening around the people I care about most. I thought they were always so happy and that they had a perfect marriage.”

“Chet, come on. You had to know it wasn’t perfect. No one can be perfect.”

“I think we can.”

I pushed the plates and leftovers out of the way so I could scoot in a little closer. He put his arm around me and kissed my head. I really liked those comfort kisses even after we’d graduated to the real stuff.

“We can’t be perfect either.”

“I want to be.”

“Well, like I said, no, we can’t. Who are you trying to fool, Romeo? We fight like crazy. I’m still nuts and you’re still you-far from perfect.” I looked into the sky and raised my hands. “Sorry, fangirls of the world, but he isn’t perfect in the least.”

That got him smiling again. “Okay, let me rephrase, maybe our love is perfect. Will that work?”

I shrugged. Maybe his statement was accurate. I wasn’t sure if there was such a thing as perfect love, but Maggie was right. This was different. I was more in love with Chet than I ever dreamed about loving Jordan and finally, I didn’t feel guilty admitting that to myself.

We packed up and picked up the pace on the way back. Maybe it was because the basket was a little lighter or maybe it was because Chet knew he had an invite inside my hotel room. Plans sometimes change in the blink of an eye. This was one of those instances. Daddy was knocking on Chet’s door when we rounded the corner from the foyer.

“There you are. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”

“We were having dinner. We didn’t carry our phones.”

My father shook his head disbelievingly. “I thought all you Millennials kept your phones with you at all times.”

I started to ask him what was up but he let me know real quick, it was Chet he was speaking to. Date night was officially over.
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I tried to make sense of the sudden change of plans. Mum had on the Hallmark Channel. She missed Mags already. This was their thing, but tonight I snuggled with her in bed to watch sappy romances while Chet was at the bar with Daddy.

I tried to tell Chet it was fine to tell him no when he helped me unload the leftover contents of our picnic basket in my room.

He had this false idea he had to do whatever my dad said or face some sort of covert-op’s assassination. My father never had such contacts nor would he ever order a hit if he could. Chet wasn’t risking it. He had this innate need to please my dad. It was sort of cute, but entirely unnecessary.

“Mum, tell me again why Daddy thinks he has to pull my boyfriend off to the side and give him the talk. Is everyone aware my 26th birthday is a few weeks away, not my 16th?”

“We are well aware what decade it is, Poppy. We’re not that old . . . yet. Your father is being your father. I think that’s obvious. He has a few concerns.”

“I thought you both liked Chet.”

“We do. Of course, he’s dreamy if you ask me in every way possible.” I rolled my eyes and told Mum not to get carried away or it would get weird. “I think the dance request at the reception was an eye opener how serious you two actually are. Frank is merely getting to know him better. He just gave away one daughter and he’s entitled to be particularly sentimental this weekend. It’s a simple drink. Quit worrying and stop fidgeting so much, you’re messing up the bed.”

At some point, I think I dozed off. I startled when Dad came inside. I checked my phone, no word from Chet and it was almost 11 pm. I jumped up. “Where’s Chet?”

“In his room, off to bed. You know for a grown man, he’s a lightweight with his drink.” My father was stone cold sober. I knew he never drank over his limit.

“Oh my God! Did you get him drunk? Chet doesn’t like to be drunk.”

My father laughed. “I can see why. It’s not pretty. Get some rest, sweetie. You look tired.”

I was defensive. I wasn’t tired. I was sick of him treating me like a kid. Of course, I stomped down the hall like a bratty child while my father watched despite my intentions of telling him I was fully grown. I really wanted to go to Chet’s room, but instead, I let my father intimidate me. I slammed my door, pulled out my phone to call, but Chet never picked up. I sent a text before getting into the shower.

I got ready for bed but I was too wound up for sleeping. None of my calls or texts were responded to. I had to go check on Chet or I’d be awake all night. I quietly tiptoed down the hall to his room, no stomping or banging around for show like before. I hated that I never got his extra key. He had mine, but I never thought to ask for his.

I knocked softly and whispered his name. It had been almost an hour since Dad sent me to my room so to speak, but I still didn’t trust his sixth sense which would alert him I was trying to get into a man’s room.

I almost gave up. Chet must be passed out. I still wanted to see with my own eyes. Finally, the door clicked. He didn’t exactly open the door and I didn’t see him at first. I tried to push my way in, but met with resistance. I shoved as hard as I could and eventually saw the problem. Chet was on the floor in the way. It took some maneuvering but finally I made it in. I closed the door quietly and locked the deadbolt. The only sounds from Chet were mangled groans. I got down on my knees and tried to roll him over.

“Oh baby, are you okay?”

He made a louder noise that time. For the first time Chet didn’t smell so great to me. I covered my nose and mouth to block out whiskey-vomit-hotel soap mixture radiating off him.

He opened his eyes and palmed my cheek. “My Penny Lover. You came to rescue me. I knew you would.”

I tugged on his arms, but he was dead weight. He was fully dressed, so I assumed washing his face was the best he attempted. I needed to get the vomit smelling shirt off him.

“You have to help me. I can’t pick you up by myself and you can’t sleep on the floor.”

“No, please no. No moving.”

“Chet, you have to get up. This is a nice place but I’m sure the floor is still gross.”

I got him up in stages. The second I got him on his feet, but not exactly upright, he bolted for the bathroom.

Poor thing. I couldn’t believe he puked so much. When he assured me it had to be over because that was the third time, I helped clean him up. I had never brushed another person’s teeth but this night was nothing ordinary.

I got him out of the bathroom and onto to the bed. He fell on his back. I noticed he had his shoes off but one sock still remained. I asked him if he wanted socks or no socks but his answer was hardly coherent. I took everything off but his boxers. There was nothing romantic about undressing him for the first time. He wasn’t even conscious. The hardest part was getting him to move again so I could get him in the bed proper. I had to stay with him; he was too bad off to be alone. I was furious with my father. He had never done anything like this. I couldn’t understand it no matter how hard I tried.

After about ten minutes of peace, Chet woke up again. I told him to go back to sleep that I was there if he needed me. We were under the covers on our backs with a few inches between us but Chet regained some strength. He grabbed me and pulled me against him.

He slurred every word. Told me I was naughty for getting him naked without his consent.

I countered every grab he made for me. I was much faster in my sober state compared to his drunken haze. I eventually gave in and let him wrap himself around me.

He brought his mouth close to my ear. I could feel every bit of him pressed against my back. “Remember when you were so rude to me and I almost got with what’s her name?”

That was the last thing I wanted to remember. I hardly cared his stomach was in revolt, I elbowed him hard and he sucked in his breath. “Her name was Amberlie and I can’t believe you brought that up again.”

I was a royal bitch that night, but he crushed me when he first admitted he had sex with her and then pieced me back together when he found out it was a false alarm. I’d been dumb about that entire situation, but it was probably one of those moments that made me realize how crazy I felt about him.

“My bad, it’s just . . .” Chet wiggled a little closer to get his point across. “I’m never too wasted to get a Penny rise. Thought you should know.” He laughed so loud, I panicked my father would hear him across the hall.

I knew exactly what he was talking about and I used his catch phrase, “Good to know.” That only encouraged him. Chet moved his hips until he pressed against my backside again. An uncontrollable reaction occurred inside my body. If he touched me or talked one more time, I would explode. “Alright, that’s it. You’re turning over so we can go to sleep.”

He mumbled and complained about wanting to hold me, but we needed some distance. I made him face the window to keep his eager body off mine. I thought he finally passed out for good, but I was wide awake again.

Chet surprised me with one more request. “Please, don’t be so far away. I’m cold.” I knew he lied about being cold with all that alcohol coursing through his veins. He was sweating buckets earlier. I only hesitated a few seconds before finding the most comfortable spot with my arm over his side and my face pressed into his back. This wasn’t exactly the best thing that could’ve happened at the end of our date, but there was no place else I’d rather be than taking care of him. In fact, I kinda hoped it was my job from now on.
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I brushed my hand in front of my face. It was the third time my nose tickled. I knew damn well I did not want to open my eyes yet or move. I felt like boiled shit and my head throbbed from the inside out. That tickle got me again and my curiosity got the best of me. What kept getting in my face?

My fingers sought out the agitation. Curls. I finally figured it out. I barely remembered her in here last night. I know I embarrassed the hell out of myself, but she stayed anyway.

I probably looked like hell, but damn she looked hot in her sleep. Penny was out cold and her hair spread all over my pillow did things to me no matter how hungover I was. I needed to get to the bathroom and hop in a cold shower pronto. I was careful to stay quiet since I wanted to let her rest. She deserved it for putting up with my drunk ass. I could honestly say, I’d never been that wasted in all my life and I was certain I probably would never drink again.

As soon as I was presentable, I tried to wake her. I figured Penny would want to sneak back to her room and get ready before her father ventured over to check on me. Knowing Frank, he would. I gently shook her and when that didn’t work I started giving her little kisses on her face and neck.

When she opened her eyes, I was hovering just above her lips so I went in for the good morning smooch. She proceeded to push me away which was a huge letdown. Penny covered her mouth and started muttering about how she hadn’t brushed her teeth yet.

“Like I care. You dealt with much worse from me last night, I’m sure.”

She sat up and took a look around the room like she was a little disoriented. When she caught me staring at the goods in the chilled hotel room, she quickly covered up with the sheet. “You’re right about that, but I sure as hell wasn’t kissing you. You were pretty gross.”

“Gross, huh? And yet, you’re in my bed.”

“I stayed because I thought you might need assistance. What the hell were you thinking getting that drunk with my father of all people?”

I told her it was never my intention to do so, but Frank scares the hell out of me. I tried to play it cool, but I got nervous and kept tossing back drinks. He must have been fucking with me trying to get me to admit I had enough. I was too afraid to say no every time he asked if I wanted another. It was a combination of a really strong whiskey ingested in a short period of time and a shitload of apprehension that he was going to say I wasn’t good enough for his daughter.

“You need to stop. My dad might have had high security clearances way back when, but he wasn’t CIA or special ops. He isn’t dangerous, doesn’t know anyone dangerous and he would never hurt another human being unless it was self-defense. You saw his workshop. He builds birdhouses and does actual birdwatching. He loves sunsets and historical markers and watches ‘The Golden Girls’ reruns with Mum every evening.”

“Does he own a gun?”

“Yes, many.”

“Bingo. That’s why he scares me and also he has your eyes only his are smaller and more piercing. As much as I love you in my bed this morning, you better get out of here. Frank’s old school and I think he and I finally get one another. I can’t backslide now that I’m in his good graces.”

“I know he is old-fashioned. I told you in the beginning how he was about Maggie and Keats. He still isn’t clueless about men and women. He also trusts my judgment.”

She might be right, but I knew that Frank would rather be in the dark. He wouldn’t want to see this with his own eyes and if one day I was lucky enough to have a daughter, I could see where he was coming from. Penny sneaked into my room wearing her pajama pants and a thin tank top. I asked if she wanted to borrow an extra shirt or the hotel robe but she said she was fine.

She said she was puzzled how I looked so perky considering. “It’s super annoying. You look damn good hungover. How is that?”

“You looked hot as hell yesterday at breakfast, so I don’t wanna hear it.”

“If you’re comparing my mild champagne over-indulgence to what went on here last night, your memory is basically erased. You were pissed. I almost gave up and let you sleep on the carpet. I mean, seriously, I cleaned vomit out of your left ear.”

“My ear? How the fuck did I puke in my ear?”

“No idea, but it was there.”

I pulled her close for a hug, kissed her messy hair and thanked her again for dealing with all that. I was sorry she saw me in such a state, but I was very appreciative she was with me the whole night.

Penny was only gone about forty-five minutes before she came back with carbs and coffee. Frank knocked about ten minutes after she left which I thought was cutting it extra close. I feigned being perfectly fine. He seemed surprised, invited us down to the restaurant for breakfast. They were packed up and ready to head out to Monterey as soon as they ate. I told him I’d see what Penny wanted to do. I was happy when she brought bagels to the room instead. She said she texted Kate we weren’t coming to the restaurant that my head hurt. It did, but she made me look like a liar since I told her father I was fine.

I took tiny bites and slow sips. Food was not my friend, but my empty stomach burned and I’d already popped a few pain relievers. I needed something in there. “How would you feel about driving us back? I really don’t feel up to it.”

Penny stopped chewing her strawberry. I’d been thoroughly enjoying watch her eat a couple of those. “I’ve never driven your car.”

“I’m well aware of that, but you do drive. I’ve seen your license. Remember, the awkward DMV photo?”

She shrugged. “I guess so, but do you trust me?” I assured her I’d never let any woman watch me hurl. We had the sort of bond that implied deep trust.

We saw her parents off first and then I loaded the bags in my car. Penny checked and rechecked every gauge and damn button in my car twice. I had no idea why she thought it was so different from any other vehicle. “Babe, come on, the engine’s on. Put it in gear and let’s go.” She backed up slower than a 90-year-old grandmother. I told her enough with the checking of mirrors. The place was cleaned out. It was a Monday morning. “Coast is clear.”

Judging how slow she moved through the parking lot, we might make it back to LA in three hours even though it was roughly an hour and half drive. Being in a moving vehicle was already fucking with my miserable head. I reclined the seat and closed my eyes. She seemed to push the gas a little more deliberately as we headed down the long drive of the resort. I forgot to remind her about the speed bump. She hit it soundly and the car made this loud scrape that grated on my last nerve like fingernails to a chalkboard.

“Damn. Easy babe, this isn’t the Ford. Think lower.”

That was the wrong thing to say. Penny was used to me saying shit without thinking. She jerked the wheel to the side and stopped us. “Oh no, do you think I broke something?”

“Um, no, not hardly. The car is not that fragile. It’s fine.”

She refused to keep driving. It took five more minutes of convincing we were safe with her as the driver and that she hadn’t ruined my car with one tiny speed bump. Penny finally chilled out and drove normally. I was happy to keep my eyes closed, but I kept talking to her the whole time so she wouldn’t be nervous.

“What exactly happened between you and my father or can you even remember?”

I opened one eye, “That is top secret for me to know and you to find out, eventually.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Just tell me?”

“Can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both. No more talking. I need rest.”
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I was surprised that Penny wanted to go home with me the following weekend. I also couldn’t believe that we took the damn dog. Apparently, Mom told her to bring Pepper. She missed having a dog around. Of course, that meant we were in Penny’s ride, not mine. I promised her I was going to shop for a second car. Penny gave me a weird look each time I mentioned car shopping. She wanted to know what was up with me. Nothing really unless planning for our future was a big deal. I kept things like that under wraps. Frank flat out asked before I had too much to drink if I planned on marrying his daughter. No one had ever been so direct with me. It was kinda crazy to ask me after only four months of dating. I could have said something like we were enjoying each other’s company and taking our time to get to know each other. That’s what Penny would have expected me to say, but instead I said, “Yes, I’ll probably ask before next summer. Can you handle another wedding that soon?”

He nodded his head unconvincing, so I assured him ours wouldn’t be such a production. He said he liked me and then he told me how special Penny was. I already knew that. I remember the smile on Frank’s face. He truly looked pleased. “Well, alright then. I know where you stand. How about another drink?”

It was the first one I should’ve declined but it sure as hell wasn’t the last time I said, “sure,” instead.

I thought maybe things were better at home and this would be a relaxing weekend, but Heather texted right before we made it that she’d just split. Mom was pissed at Dad riding Teddy’s ass. She wanted him to back off since Teddy said he was quitting football. Damn, he’d barely gotten started. He’d only gone to one assessment day if I’d been paying attention and heard Dad right. Heather asked to talk to Penny, they were planning a girls’ weekend soon when Maggie made it back. She was supposed to be back late Saturday. I could tell Penny really missed her. She had an adjustment period ahead of her without Maggie being so available.

Mom made it seem like nothing was out of the ordinary when we arrived. She had an early dinner prepared. Penny introduced Pepper to the big backyard while I put our stuff away. I looked at Heather’s old door for less than three seconds. I had been at Penny’s a couple of times this week. We were completely at ease with what was going on at the moment. Each time we pushed a little further with the physicality of our relationship, but I’d swore not to push for sex until she gave me the green light. I knew we could sleep in the same bed without it being a problem. In fact, that’s what I preferred. I opted to take all of our things to my old room.

Penny walked in behind me. She said Mom was getting to know Pepper and setting up her food and drink in the laundry room. She looked at her small overnight bag on my bed. I winked at her. Penny looked around the room. “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

“Yep.”

“Your parents won’t think I’m a hussy?”

“Hardly. If we ever broke up at this point,” I crossed my fingers in front of her face so she knew I wasn’t trying to jinx us, “they’d probably keep you instead of me.”

She did that sweet giggle that made me want to kiss her, so I did.

“So, not to be a huge downer, but everything is tense out there. I think you should talk to your parents in private. Maybe I’ll find something to do.”

I wondered what something she meant. “No way, you don’t have to go anywhere. I plan on ignoring them. You and I can go for a swim.” I wiggled my eyebrows. Thoughts about her wet in that sexy bikini and much more willing to make out with me made me immediately forget my family trouble.

Then Penny reminded me again. “No, I’m serious. Talk to your parents. I’ll get Teddy out of here too. He seems far too uptight than any kid should be.”

I didn’t understand how she could be serious. Teddy had never even made eye contact with her and she’d been over at least four times. She told me to trust her. Ugh, with the trust again. One of us was always playing the trust card.

Penny went back to the living room. I followed her and Mom stopped talking. I knew she wanted Dad to leave Teddy alone and stop pressuring him about sports and his diet. I tended to side with Dad for a change. It wasn’t wise to go up against Mom either, but I thought my little brother needed to lay off the junk food and get more exercise.

My girl didn’t miss a beat. “Hey Teddy. How do you feel about fro yo?”

“Um, what?”

“Frozen yogurt. I swear I’ve got the strongest craving for some right now.” She winked at me. Mom looked alarmed. I would have to explain that craving comment later. Leave it to a mother to jump to the most extreme conclusion. It was a joke. “Wanna head out with me and show me the best place around here?”

My family was completely caught off guard. We all looked dumbstruck.

Again, Teddy mumbled, “Umm . . .”

Dad voiced his opinion for once, “Well, Ted’s trying to cut back on the sweets for athletics.”

“I told you, I quit Dad.”

“Now, hold on. I told you we were meeting with Coach next week.”

“I can’t do football this year, I just can’t. I wish you’d all get off my back.”

I thought I was helping by butting in. “You love football and you’re damn good. That’s a load of horseshit. Can’t, my ass.”

“Man, shut up. You don’t know. You don’t live here. You’re barely ever around.”

“Teddy, your brother has a demanding career.”

Teddy rolled his eyes. That sort of attitude was brand new to me. I’d never experienced this type of hostility from my little brother.

Penny didn’t back down. Obviously, she’d thought this through. “Seriously, Teddy. Moderation is the key and we can get low-fat with fruit, maybe a bit of dark chocolate. We’ll get our fix, Chet can be the center of the universe like he loves and then tomorrow, you can join me on a run. It’s a win-win for us. Fro yo then training. What do you say?”

Teddy finally said more than three stutters to Penny. “You really run?”

“Yep, sure do. I’m not so fast, but I’ve got decent endurance. I prefer company too. It makes the time pass a whole lot quicker.” Mom went along with what Penny tried to accomplish. She told him to go on ahead because Penny didn’t know her way around Palmdale.

Dad didn’t dare utter another word. He smiled. Penny held up her hand, “You have my keys, buddy?”

I tossed her the keys, she effortlessly caught them with one hand. God, I loved her.

She raised her other hand, “Money?”

Fuck. That was hot. She asked for money in front of my family completely uninhibited. I had no idea why it had such an effect on me, but her comfort with our relationship meant everything. She now walked with her head held high in public, often smiling and waving at paps. She was welcoming and gracious to the fans and her critics were dwindling.

I pulled out my wallet and walked her to the side door that led to the garage. I put two twenties in her hand and closed her fingers around it. “You think I’m going to eat my weight in yogurt?”

“No, but I want you to bring me back a large, half white chocolate, half cheesecake with lots of berries.”

“Which kind?”

“All of them.” I kissed her soundly and made a promise to myself that no matter what I went through with my parents this evening, Penny and I were going to have some real fun when the rest of the household went to sleep. “You’re really okay with that broody teenage boy?”

“Yep, I’m a trained professional. I’ve got this. You sort out your issues with your parents and don’t worry about me and Teddy, we’re going to be excellent friends from this day forward.”
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“Hey, beautiful. I was beginning to think you weren’t brave enough to join me.” She took her time coming to bed. I think Mom cornered her to talk. They came in chatting like old friends. I sat down with my yogurt when the whole family decided to watch a movie. Mom and Dad even sat next to each other. For the first time since the big hospital fight, I felt a whole lot better about their situation. We had a nice long talk about things and it wasn’t as dire as I’d made it in my mind.

Penny slid in between my sheets next to me. “Sorry, Sheila was curious. Oh, nice bed. It’s comfy.”

“Yep, the best or should I say even better now that you’re here. My seventeen-year-old self would jump for joy about this predicament.”

“Are you attempting to convince me you’ve never had a girl in this room?”

“I haven’t. I swear. Mom was insane. She heard everything, knew the difference between certain people’s walks- especially mine, Heather’s and our friends.’ I wouldn’t dare take that risk.”

Penny wrapped her hands around my neck. “I think I like being your first in unexpected ways.”

“You’re my first in all the ways that matter most.”
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I slowly walked two fingers up her spine. I took my time counting each vertebrae, tracing all the divots and bumps. She feigned sleep because I could tell I’d woken her up a few minutes ago. I saw her twitch from my tiny tickles. Penny wanted up at 7:30, but I woke her a little early. I swear I barely slept. My body wouldn’t stop vibrating with energy. Ever since the wedding, we’d spent tons of time together. Most of our time in private was practicing all the things we missed out on the four months Penny needed to get her nerve up. She caught on quickly.

Of course, Penny established a few rules from the get-go. I was respectful of her wishes no matter how difficult it was to behave when I clearly wanted her so much. Rule number one was no one got undressed, but this morning staring at her bare back made me happy we were both a couple of rule breakers.

She rolled, but grabbed the sheet so she stayed covered up. “Hand me my shirt.” I tried to tug the sheet, but she had a death-grip on it. “Shirt.”

“Why so shy? I already saw.” I squeezed my eyes tightly shut. “Yep, I remember, perfectly, if I’m being completely honest.”

Her face heated up. I was hot some place else.

“Please, Chet. That was in the dark and in the moment. I really need my shirt.”

“Why? Let’s stay in bed a little longer.”

“I can’t. I’m running with Teddy in ten minutes.”

I chuckled at her naivety. “Babe, you don’t really expect him up at 7:30 Saturday morning in the middle of summer?”

“Yes, he and I made plans.”

I fell back and tugged her on top of me. She wasn’t easing up on the sheet. It was still wrapped around her, keeping me separated from her soft skin. I was determined to make her forget those plans with my little brother.

Penny returned my kisses but not nearly as long as I wanted. She pushed me away. “Stop. I’m serious. I’m going for a run.”

The playful mood changed abruptly. I couldn’t stop staring at her, “You’re so beautiful. That was the best night of my life.”

She pinched me close to the waist of my boxers. “But . . .”

I put my finger over her lips. “No, I don’t lie, especially to you. I mean it.”

“We didn’t. I mean.”

“Yeah, I was there, I know what we did and didn’t do, but I won’t take back what I said. You’re it for me. I love you so much.”

Penny stopped trying to leave the bed. She let go of the linens and grabbed hold of me like I was her lifeline. I decided a long time ago, she was mine. Sure, I wasn’t a virgin and she still was, but the night was still my best. I hadn’t exaggerated. I had never cared so much about the person with me and it made all the difference in the world.

There was a moment of hesitation once during the heat of the moment I thought she wanted more, but I’m the one that held back. My old bedroom door didn’t even have a lock. My family was feet away. I wanted to give her something a little more memorable and special. Teddy knocking on my door and spoiling everything reminded me we had very little privacy here.

Penny yelled that she was getting ready and would be right out. I shook my head and called her a liar. She lost some of her inhibitions because she jumped up and dug for her clothes. The sheet stayed on the bed and she used one arm to cover her chest while her hand tossed clothes out of her bag. This was a great show and I couldn’t stop laughing. As soon as she slipped on her running shoes, she was about to bolt.

I jumped up to block her, “Nuh uh, not so fast. I need a goodbye kiss.” Teddy was immediately at the top of my shit list when he knocked again, only this time it was way louder. I swung open the door fast. I tried to look as menacing as possible standing there in only my underwear. “Do you remember what I used to do to you for being annoying?”

He tried to act like a badass, no doubt for Penny’s benefit. “Yeah, but too bad I can’t fit in the cabinet anymore. I grew up. Almost as tall as you it seems.” He did this whole air measurement thing in between us. He was way off when it came to his height.

“Bye, Chet.” She looped her arm with my kid brother’s to pull him away. Teddy looked over his shoulder to give me one last fuck off smirks.

I didn’t care what time of the morning it was when I yelled back. “Keep it up and we’ll see just how flexible you are when I fold you into that kitchen cabinet again.” He flipped me off, little shit. “Mom said you were an accident. She only wanted two kids!”

Dad stepped out of their room about that time dressed for his weekend golf game. “Your mother thought she might sleep in. What’s all the banging and yelling about?”

“Teddy’s being an ass.”

“Sure, it’s Teddy and not you?”

He asked if I wanted to tag along for golf. I had nothing better to do, so I told him I’d be right out. What the hell did Penny and Teddy even talk about when they were alone? They probably had nothing in common. He was fifteen, awkward and girl crazy. She had opened herself up to a huge crush from him and yet I couldn’t stop smiling. Isn’t it great?
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Penny and Mom were out back admiring the flower beds and watching Pepper run in circles when Dad and I got home. I approached. I gave Penny a squeeze and kiss on the cheek. I was curious how that run went.

Mom couldn’t wait to tell me that Penny convinced Teddy to stay in football.

“Not exactly. I just got him to open up and tell me about his likes and what he really wants to do. You know, it isn’t easy being young and under all that scrutiny because his brother is so famous. He catches a lot of crap at school and never knows who his true friends are.”

“Get out.” Mom and Penny both gave me looks of disbelief. “Wait. Are you serious? He does?”

“Yes, did you think he was a normal 15-year-old?”

“Well, yeah, I guess I always did. Teddy’s laid back, never seemed worried about it too much.”

“He is for the most part. All he wants is to do well in sports, have some loyal friends, maybe catch the eye of a pretty girl, but he’s in your shadow, Chet. That part, he doesn’t want even though he’s also really proud of you.”

“Penny’s right. I’ve been telling Don this for years and he always dismisses me. ‘Ted doesn’t care about things like that.’ I’m pretty certain, that’s how he got injured, pushing himself too much, trying to be noticed for his own talents. He’s been depressed since the injury and I’m excited to see a shift in his mood.”

“So what you’re both saying is it’s all my fault?”

“No, of course not. It is what it is. You’re a great big brother and role model except for that accident remark earlier. I swear you can be so childish.”

Mom asked what she was talking about and Penny tattled on me without hesitation. She was getting it later for that.

“Nothing could be further from the truth. I thought I was done, but was overcome with one final bout of baby fever when you were almost ten. He was definitely planned and a welcomed addition to the family.”

“Mom, kidding. Can’t you take a joke?”

Penny changed the subject and asked about some special rose and a few other questions about sunlight and soil. I’d zoned out tossing the frisbee to Pepper. She loved this wide open space. Mom’s backyard had a lot more room for her than Penny’s tiny outdoor space.

Finally, something about gardening jumped out at me, “I’m not sure, dear. I’m not a soil expert, but I’m sure this would grow in England. I can do some research for you online.”

England? Penny said stuff about her childhood home and her grandparents fairly often, but asking Mom about growing roses in England struck me as strange.

“You want to send your Nan roses?”

Penny and Mom stopped talking and both looked at me. Penny wasn’t the one that answered. “Penny said she wanted to expand one of the gardens close to her grandmother’s home. We were brainstorming.”

“When’s this?”

Something wasn’t right. My mother looked away. “Um, maybe I’ll take Pepper in for some water. Her tongue’s hanging out.”

“Chet . . .” she only said my name and I already knew it was bad news.

“Why are you both acting shifty about a simple question?”

“I asked Sheila some gardening questions because I’m going to inherit the Cotswold place. You know I’m a planner, no biggie or reason to worry about it just yet, we’re talking years off.”

“No biggie, huh? If you’re such a planner, then when did you plan on telling me you’re moving to England?”

“I don’t like your tone.”

“I don’t like fucking secrets.”

“Chester.” Mom grabbed my arm. I didn’t normally talk that way in front of Mom and she rarely called me my given name.

“I never said I was moving there. I’m talking about the gardens.”

“Okay, so you’re not moving, then why are you acting so weird?”

“You’re being a jerk.”

Mom gave me a few dirty looks, but called for the dog. She left us in the backyard to talk. I wasn’t trying to be a jerk. Up until this very moment, I was in the best of moods. I’d been anticipating seeing Penny again the whole time we played golf. I actually sucked the entire morning because I couldn’t concentrate. This whole fucking where to plant my roses scenario sent off blaring sirens in my head.

“What’s your deal? You live here, you work here, most of your family’s in California.”

Penny’s grandparents were in excellent health, but one day she knew they wouldn’t be able to take care of themselves, a cottage and the grounds. The land had been in the family three generations and no one wanted to see it sold off. It was very valuable, but more sentimental than anything. She and Maggie were promised the place a long time ago, but Maggie immediately relinquished her share. “She was probably ten years old when she stated, ‘you can have it, Poppy’ and she never changed her mind. I love that place. It’s always been my second home.”

“But you’ve been in America since you were a kid.”

“I know that, but this was always the plan in the back of my mind.” I took a few steps backward. “Chet, I don’t mean this minute.”

“When?”

“Five years, maybe. That depends on my grandparents.”

Penny had only known me a short time. Obviously, this had been her dream since she was a girl. I was being selfish and irrational. She still should have mentioned it one damn time. I thought we talked about everything; I guessed wrong. I shared more shit with her in four months than anyone has ever gotten out of me.

I walked off. It was the only reaction I had left.
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We drove back to Penny’s with barely a word between us, even the dog was quiet. We were supposed to have a late lunch with my parents, but I packed our stuff up when I went inside. She didn’t argue with me. I kinda wished that she had. Mom pulled me aside while Penny got Pepper ready to go.

“Work this out. It’s a new relationship. You can’t possibly have it all sorted out from the beginning. I think she’s a great person and I can tell how much she means to you.” I knew she thought I was acting like Dad. Silence wasn’t always a bad way of handling things in my opinion. I didn’t want to say shit I couldn’t take back.

But Penny had enough finally, “Look, I get it. You’re in shock, but as usual, you’re over-reacting.”

“I’m over-reacting? That’s your specialty, not mine. Admit it, you’re the big chicken this time.”

“Okay, yes. I admit that. I just didn’t know how to say it. I love my grandparents and our family home. It has been a dream since I was a little girl and I’m not giving it up.” I started to interrupt but she wouldn’t let me. “That being said, I never imagined meeting you and falling in love. I don’t regret us for a second. This is the best time of my life so far. Why can’t we take one day at a time? I can’t predict the future but if you’re expecting me to say I’ll never move back to England, then we might as well end it now because I refuse to say that. I don’t know, okay. For the first time ever, I don’t know.”

“I have to stay here for my career.”

“Don’t you think I know that? I wouldn’t dream of asking you to change one thing for me.”

“Yeah, well, I only have one more thing to say then. Maybe you should.”
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I checked my phone one more time. Chet surprised me holding out so long without contact. He could be so bratty. I told him just that when he got in a rush to leave his parents’ house. He didn’t like my assessment one bit. I tried my best to make him understand, but he had no intentions of talking about it any further.

He brought in my things and made his way to the door to leave. At least when I followed him, he stopped, gave me a hug and told me he loved me. He needed some alone time to think. I was happy to have a distraction today or else I’d obsess over our argument. I told Pepper goodbye and to be a good girl. I was shocked to see Chet putting his key in the lock when I opened the backdoor.

I didn’t get a word out. He smashed his hungry mouth against mine and literally swept me off my feet. I did the only thing that felt right; I kissed him back. I missed him like crazy. I hated when we were angry with each other.

When I finally broke free to breathe, I told him I was happy he came back. “I couldn’t stay away any longer. I’m sorry I was such an ass. It finally hit me this morning. I’m fucking rich. I’ll never spend all this money up. We can make it work. I’ll buy a second home in England, we’ll both fly back and forth. I don’t care what it takes, just promise me we’re still together and will continue to be five years from now or forever. I don’t ask for much, but I need to hear you say that.”

“Okay, we will be. Together.”

“Forever.”

“Together, forever. I agree wholeheartedly, we’ll find a way to make it work. I’m sorry too. I bash you for withholding important information too long. I did the same thing. You must think I’m a wretched hypocrite.” He touched my lips with his finger and shook his head. I was determined not to cry and mess my face up, but he made that difficult, plus he kept smacking kisses all over my face. “I missed our goodnight talk.” I relished hearing his voice each night as I fell asleep. I couldn’t remember the last time I had to fall asleep without him in my ear.

“Me too. I didn’t sleep a damn wink last night.” I could tell. He looked a bit rough. He raised his eyebrows up and down a few times, “Take a nap with me.”

“I would but I can’t. I have church and work.”

“I don’t mean to be sacrilegious, but can’t you skip? You’re a good girl, Jesus will understand and who are you kidding? You don’t work on Sundays.”

I told him I agreed to help one of the worship leader’s son with summer tutoring. I planned on his session being yesterday, but rescheduled because of our visit to see his parents.

“Maggie and Keats are meeting me, they just got back. You should come. Maybe while I’m tutoring, you three could go grocery shopping and we’ll cookout this afternoon and we can hear all about the PG parts of their honeymoon.”

“I look like shit, I’m not fit to be seen in public.”

I laughed. “Yeah, you kinda do.” I kissed him again and told him he could take a nap.

“In your bed?”

“Sure, if you want? I bet Pepper would like to join you.”

“That isn’t exactly the companion I envisioned.”
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I couldn’t believe I’d convinced Mags to leave Keats long enough for girls’ night, but she joined Heather and I for dinner. We were now at my place trying to agree on something to watch. I was in charge of dessert while Heather prepared our adult beverages. We opted for a quiet night at my place instead of a crowded bar or club. This was our second girls’ night with Heather. I was happy she and my sister got along so well. Maggie could be a bit jealous with some of my other girlfriends, but Chet’s sister obviously was different to her. They weren’t in any sort of competition.

I told her to stop on something. Maggie was scanning every film on Netflix. “I thought we decided on a comedy.”

Heather added, “Romantic comedy, chick flick. Let’s be basic bitches while no one’s watching or judging us.”

Maggie said she was fine with that but she was looking for something with a little heat as well.

“Jesus, woman. You’ve been honeymooning it up. Can’t you give it a rest for sister night?”

Heather smiled because she knew I was including her as my sister. “Maybe we should just drink and let Mags tell us stories about that hottie she married. I’ve been seeing this doctor on the DL, maybe I’ll tell a story or two as well after my second drink though. I’m shy. I need to loosen up first. Oh wait, no offense, Penny, but I don’t want to hear your stories, cuz ewww. That’s my brother.”

Maggie dropped the remote. “You mean, you don’t know?”

“Know what? Seriously, I’m in a hospital most of my days and nights. I know nothing.”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head at Maggie like that did any good. She was determined to spill all my boring love life details. Well, I wasn’t nearly as boring as I used to be, but I definitely wouldn’t have the stories they had to tell. Heather was right. I wouldn’t discuss Chet in front of her.

“I’m looking for hot and spicy to give my dear Poppy a push. She is still cruising the virgin seas.”

“What? Are you serious? You’re a . . . you mean . . . you and my brother are not? Sorry, I’ve had half a glass of this sangria and I can’t finish a damn sentence. I mean, that’s perfectly fine. Kudos to you for waiting. I assume it’s a personal choice. You’re waiting for marriage?”

“It’s a long story and maybe that was the idea in the beginning. Although, marriage was probably not in my thoughts, more like old spinster with only a dog for my lifelong companion. I’m thinking about things a little differently now, so waiting too much longer probably won’t be the case with us. I love him and I want to be with him, but we’re not rushing.”

Heather stuck her lip out. She made that same puppy face her brother always made. “That’s so sweet and romantic. I can’t believe my idiot brother found a woman like you. Oh my gosh. My whole family adores you, Penny. You know that, don’t you?”

I shrugged. I hoped they liked me. I liked them.

“I’m serious, he hasn’t spent time with any twit I’d want to know five minutes. I could hang out with you anytime. I know we don’t get to see each other much because of our schedules, but I’m on your team.”

Mags told her there was a #teamPenny tag on the Internet and we all had a good laugh. I had gotten better about staying far away from that social media nonsense. Heather took my side and told Maggie a sexy film wasn’t in order. I shouldn’t feel pressured.

“When it’s right, she’ll know. I have such high hopes for you guys. I’m thinking we might be official sisters sooner than anyone imagined.”

Maggie tossed the remote, “Spill Heather. Do you know something? Is he proposing? Did he buy a ring? Oh my God! He did, didn’t he? Poppy!”

“Stop it, of course not. We haven’t even dated five months.”

Heather had no idea, but she’d heard Chet talking to their mum about a few things that led her to believe marriage was being discussed.

“Not with me.” I set them straight, but felt my heart flutter within my chest. I was flush and tingly and hadn’t even sipped the sangria yet. Heather also eavesdropped on a conversation with Gage and heard the “E” word. I made a face. Why did he need to talk to his manager about things like that? I assured them we were not engaged.

“Chet runs everything by Gage and his team. It’s annoying, but it’s a habit, since he’s been with some of these people since he was a kid. I’m sure they are telling him to slow down. They’ve always preferred him single for the releases of these movies. It’s not any of their damn business.”

“Can we watch the film please?” I went for the ice cream. I was so edgy, I might eat mine out of the carton, but we were supposed to make brownie sundaes.

He and I were hanging out with Wayne tomorrow. The rest of this evening, I would be with Heather and Maggie, but one day soon, I needed to get my nerve up to ask what was up. Was Chet actually telling people he and I were about to get engaged? The bigger question, was he about to ask me? And even bigger than that, would I say yes?

[image: ]

“Finally, Mom’s done monopolizing your time. Help, I need your opinion.”

Wayne got hyper frequently or often experienced an emergency that actually wasn’t. I stayed back in the kitchen to help his mum clean up the dishes. The guys scattered after lunch. I tried to stop them but Ruth said to let them go. She learned a lesson a long time ago they made a bigger mess instead of actually helping. I was onto them and thought they did it on purpose. I enjoyed getting to know Ruth a little better. She had to be quite the woman to deal with a unique son like Wayne.

The guys were sitting at the desk with the computer open. Wayne rarely did anything without an electronic device connected to wifi in front of him. “Get over here, Penny. I want you to see these pictures of Aubrey.”

I looked over Chet’s shoulder to see a vast array of photos of an attractive blonde girl that never appeared to face the direction of the photographer. I felt a little strange seeing them on his laptop. “Where’d you get all those?”

He looked a little sheepish when I called him out on the photographs, “Um, here and there. She’s so pretty, isn’t she?”

Chet turned his head and looked back at me with some apprehension. He agreed with me, this was a bit much and extremely creepy. “Wayne, stop taking pictures of her without her knowledge. That’s very invasive and . . .”

“Fucking creepy,” Chet finished my sentence but I wasn’t going to say something so blunt.

“Oh yeah, nice bro. Fairly hypocritical of you, don’t you think? You had me break a couple of international laws to dig up private info on the woman standing behind you.”

I leaned in and kissed my love’s cheek. “He’s got you there, babe. You’re equally a creep.” Chet got up, lifted me off the ground and carried me to the sofa. He whispered a few things about how I didn’t act like he creeped me out when were all alone. His breath tickled my neck and I giggled fits of laughter. He knew all my ticklish spots.

Wayne was put out with us. “Could we get back to the issue at hand? Let Penny breathe for once. I want her opinion, yours is useless.”

I liberated myself from Chet’s embrace and had a seat next to Wayne. “What do you want to know?”

“She’s a vision, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she’s lovely.”

“And she resembles Suzanne?”

Oh gosh, that Suzanne obsession. It was odd, but so was Wayne. I tried to see what he saw. Other than blonde hair, I wasn’t convinced, but I went along with him, “I guess so, but maybe you should keep that to yourself. I’m not sure if this is so healthy for you, hun. Doesn’t Aubrey still have a boyfriend?”

He said that was the big news. After weeks of rumored problems, he overheard her crying to a friend toward the end of the day, Thursday. Declan and Aubrey were history. Wayne thought it was his chance. “I have her number, what if I call her and invite her for coffee? You and Chet can go with me so I don’t do anything stupid or embarrassing.”

Chet was so mean, “Oh, that’s a given. You’re going to make an ass of yourself whether we’re there or not.”

I gave him a stern look. I was willing to do this for Wayne. He seemed so smitten. Then Chet asked how he had Aubrey’s number. I should’ve known. Just like the pictures, he didn’t have her express consent. He obtained her number with his covert methods.

I axed the plan. “You can’t call her with no legitimate reason for having her number. Plus, she’s fresh off a breakup. Give her a little more time. I suggest you actually make some small talk at work and maybe ask her face to face, then we can all go out together. Be friendly and casual, not pushy.”

Chet said it wasn’t possible that all the rest of our days were planned out alone since filming started in a month. He wanted every spare second with me and no one else. I knew that wasn’t possible, but it sounded like an amazing idea.

Wayne told him what he thought. These guys never held back and I loved their friendship. “You’ve become sickening, you know that right? Literally, an embarrassment to men everywhere. Penny, could you please return my buddy’s balls before his voice changes?”

“Sorry, we can’t help it.” Maybe Chet and I were a little too gooey lately but I couldn’t stop myself either. My six-month-ago self would thoroughly make fun of who I’d become, but I hardly cared.

I got the vibe from Chet that he was ready to leave. We were making Wayne sick with our affectionate ways and Chet would rather be alone. He was right, the reality that we were about to embark on a long-distance relationship weighed heavily on both of us. I relished every moment I had with him lately.

Chet was making up our exit excuse when Wayne had one more favor we weren’t expecting. “You’ve come a long way Penny. Remember the baby step conversation we had a while back?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if you guys aren’t too busy the rest of the day, would you mind helping me with one of my biggest fears?”
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We finally made it out of the car. Wayne walked aimlessly through the rows, but it was progress. I held tight to Chet’s hand. This whole journey had taken so much out of all of us. Grant it, we took almost four hours to get to this point. We drove in circles, stopped, Chet and I got out, then back in when Wayne wouldn’t open his door. Chet suggested milkshakes, then after the twenty-fifth time down the road, Wayne decided he needed a taco. He promised then he would actually go onto the cemetery grounds.

I refused to eat tacos after a hearty lunch and half a milkshake. Chet and Wayne didn’t have a problem eating two a piece. I knew Chet was training more and more lately. He cheated on his diet on the weekends, but honestly, he never changed no matter what I saw him eat. He looked great and I was jealous that men had all the luck regarding metabolism.

I whispered to Chet. I wondered if he had any clue what Wayne was doing. The longer we were at the cemetery, the faster Wayne’s steps became. Chet shook his head. We only tried to keep up. Eventually, Wayne made his last turn, he paused before walking up to a grave marker. It was so surreal in those few moments. Wayne fell to his knees and openly wept. We finally realized where we were when we could read the surname Watson on the granite stone. If Chet hadn’t held onto me, my legs would’ve given out. Wayne was terrified of this place, but he took his baby steps and finally made it. He visited his father’s grave. I was filled with a rush of my own sad memories and emotions. I toured cemeteries with Dad for therapy, but Wayne avoided them to protect himself. All the years of pent-up emotions flooded out of him.

Chet asked if I was okay. I nodded. He stepped away from me so he could kneel down with his best friend. Chet put his arm around Wayne. I backed away a little to give them some privacy. I wasn’t sure what Chet said to him, but he was amazing. They teased and taunted each other most of the time, but these men were like brothers. I’m glad they had such a bond. I was privileged to know them both.

Wayne hugged me before climbing into the car. He admitted he wouldn’t even attend the graveside service when his father passed, so I was correct in thinking he’d never stepped foot in front of his father’s grave. The reality of finally mustering up the courage to be here was monumental to him. I started to climb in the passenger seat when Chet stopped me.

He mouthed thank you, but I hadn’t done anything. This day was all a reflection of Wayne’s bravery and determination. I was a mere witness to it all.

“You had a hand in it and you know it. What you said to him before must have started the wheels turning. He knew your struggles and now he sees how open and in love we are. I’m pretty sure you motivated him more than you realize and I love you more everyday.”

I gave him a gentle kiss. I felt the same way about him. I kept falling more in love with Chet. I thought I knew all the answers for my life before I walked out to find an annoying superstar staring at me in the bridal shop. I went through so many ups and downs these past few months, but also came full circle. I’d experienced feelings and love I didn’t know I was capable of after losing Jordan. I swore off this type of thing, but I was up to my eyeballs in love with Chet. I told him in the beginning I doubted anyone actually wanted to spend time with him. Now I was counting the minutes we weren’t spending time together. I wanted to be with him all my waking and non-awake hours. It was nuts. There were no doubts now, I was certain of my answer if he asked the question that I was told was on his mind according to Heather. Last night, I wasn’t completely sure how I’d react, but today, I knew. I was going to marry this man and when I did, it would be forever.
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I poured a cup of mid-morning coffee about the second Penny opened the door like she owned the place. She owned me, so same difference. “Hey, baby. I didn’t know you were stopping by.”

“I’ve been calling. Let me guess, you stayed up playing music and just woke up?”

“Bingo. You think you know me.”

“I know I do.”

“Enough chit chat. Come here.” I pulled her close so I could kiss those sweet lips that loved to sass me. Penny smelled divine as usual. She tasted even better and when I finally let her go, I noticed she looked equally amazing. I wasn’t sure what she’d been doing because she didn’t normally primp so much just to come hang out. “Where have you been?”

“Out and about.”

“I figured, but what do I owe this pleasant surprise visit to?”

She had this wicked grin but said matter-of-fact, “It’s time we do something in your bedroom that’s long overdue.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I hoisted up, flipped her over my shoulder and ran like the caveman I was currently acting like. I couldn’t help but hunch over because of the instant boner she gave me.

Penny squealed and pounded my back the entire way down the hall. I tossed her on the bed. I was two seconds behind her because I paused long enough to wonder if I should undress or if I was jumping the gun. She rolled to her left to miss being pinned down, so I soon figured out she hadn’t meant what I hoped she meant.

“You’re a maniac.”

“You said ‘bedroom’ and ‘long overdue.’ What was I supposed to think you meant?”

“Your bed, Chet.”

Again, she ignited hope. I hooked my leg over both of hers. This time I got her still so I could give her another kiss. It was way hotter than what we started in the kitchen. Now we were getting somewhere. She didn’t roll or push me away. Penny was into it until she wasn’t.

“Stop, we have work to do.”

“I prefer to call it pleasure instead of work.”

She sat up and told me I was impossible. “The men will be here in about ten minutes.”

“Men?” Instant deflation occurred at the mention of men stopping by.

“Yes, with your new mattress. Now move your arse and help me strip this bed down.”

“I’d rather strip you.”

“Maybe later, but I’m about to be your new best friend.” I wouldn’t forget her ‘later’ comment. Also, she clearly was the best thing I had going in my life. “I bought you the most comfortable mattress on the market, chiropractor and orthopedic doctor approved. Well, technically, you bought it but it’s the thought that counts.”

I couldn’t believe it when she told me the whole story. At first, I thought she swiped my credit card, but Gage took her shopping. That fucking traitor. He worked for me and I didn’t have a clue about any of this.

An hour later, I was spread eagle on a sheet of plastic and it already felt like heaven. Penny didn’t let me stay long. She wanted to make the bed proper.

“Are those sheets clean or dirty? Never mind, you tossed them on the floor so I guess they’re dirty.”

“Um, no idea. I don’t remember the last time Lupe washed them. She had a family emergency and didn’t come last week.”

“Are you honestly saying you don’t do your own laundry?”

“Nope, I’m not saying that.”

“So, you do your own laundry?”

“No, I never do. I don’t know even know how to work that damn thing. It has more buttons than a jet.”

“I want to choke you right now.”

“Oh, baby. I never thought you were into such things, but I’m willing to experiment if you are.”

“Chet, be serious. I have a hard time believing Sheila didn’t teach you to do laundry.”

I told her after attempting it once and ruining several so-called expensive items, Mom put me on kitchen duty and gave Heather the laundry chore. She admitted I washed a dish like a pro and she’d never seen a man with such a carefully mapped out plan to load the dishwasher. Penny wanted to know where I kept the extra sheets. I told her, but then complained that the ones I needed to wash were the only ones I actually liked. She dragged me to my laundry room, blabbing about how I had more money than God, but didn’t own more than one usable set of sheets.

She was determined to force me to learn how to work the washer and dryer. Sheet shopping was added to her to-do list. She had a running list of things I was missing according to her comfort level.

We decided to finish the Marco Polo series while we waited. When we got hungry, Penny was happy to see I had grocery shopped. We got all the items out we liked for fully loaded omelets. I made her have a seat at the bar while I finished up the eggs. She did the veggie chopping.

“What’s this?”

Penny had a paper in her hands I forgot to hide. “Your birthday present. Way to spoil the big surprise.”

She was confused so I told her all about our trip to San Diego. I wanted to take her on a more elaborate vacation, but time was getting away from us and I was scheduled to leave for Argentina soon. I knew she didn’t want to miss any more work this summer, but this would be a quick four days and she only had to take one vacation day.

“Say something.”

“I have to work.”

“No you don’t. You think you’re the only one that can hijack a life? I already called. What’s that chatty woman that answers the phone at the clinic?”

“Lori?”

“Yeah, Lori rescheduled all your appointments to the following week, so you’re good.”

“I feel like a loser. I barely did anything for your birthday last month.”

We had a quiet evening in and a homemade cake. She was swamped with the wedding plans at the time and I hardly cared. As far as I was concerned, the trip was as much my present as it was hers. Penny had no other arguments. She agreed we were due for a weekend that was solely ours.

We ate our omelets. I played some songs I’d been working on. Penny was my muse since I wrote several new songs for the first time since I got swept away with this franchise madness. Teenage angst no longer fit my mood, and I searched to find a new niche. It would be a long time before I debuted my music to anyone other than her. We watched a little more TV. Of course, she crashed and I wanted to take the opportunity to sneak away and get some things done around the condo. However, she looked pretty damn comfy so I snuggled in behind her in our regular spot. I only intended to rest my eyes about fifteen minutes.

A couple of hours later, Penny realized where she was and that neither of us had moved. “Oh crap, it’s dark out. Why’d you let me sleep so long?”

“You looked too sexy and peaceful. I didn’t dream of waking you. Plus, I fell asleep too if you didn’t notice.”

“Wow, we napped hard.”

“Yep, so hard, babe.” She was right. It was one of those occasions when I wasn’t sure if it was still today or tomorrow already.

“So, are your sheets dry? I can help you make the bed. Wouldn’t want you to have to wait until Lupe arrives Monday morning.”

“Ha ha, you’re so funny. I can make the bed even if I couldn’t run the washing machine until today, but . . .”

“But?”

“I fell asleep and I forgot to put them in the dryer.” I headed toward the laundry room. Penny followed, no doubt planning to test my knowledge of the dryer like she had with the washing machine. I suggested what we could do with our time while we waited. I was hungry again. I basically told her we could go out or order in. It was up to her. Penny had no place to be. She was shocked she had a babysitter for the entire weekend. Maggie ended up missing Pepper and had picked her up that night, so the dog could get used to the new place.

It took me a minute to catch on I was the only one talking. Penny had plenty to say when I learned to load the washing machine. There were so many rules about balance, water temperature and cycles. I guess the dryer was a lot more cut and dry so she let me handle it all on my own.

Sometimes, guys like me were as clueless as they came. I finally realized Penny was staring at me while I was caught up in wet, fragrant linens and dryer sheets. As soon as I pressed the start button, her hand reached out to grip my forearm.

The energy between us hummed louder than the appliance in the background. I had less than a second to think before she jumped into my arms.

Penny’s mouth was hungrier than my stomach ever hinted at being. Dinner was officially postponed. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed her into the wall. Sure, the entire time since I made the reservations, I thought about creating the most romantic possible first time for us. Instead, we were starting up in the laundry room. I had zero prep that this would happen. This was about as un-fucking romantic of a spot as possible, but it felt completely perfect. It was so us.

I pulled back a little so I could make sure she meant what I think she meant. “Are you sure?”

Penny held her bottom lip in between her teeth and politely nodded her head up and down. “If a lady uses your money to buy the perfect mattress, that means she wants to reap the benefits with you there. And I do mean all of them.”

She got my one track mind pointed in the right direction. I lifted her into my arms and ran. I tossed Penny for the second time today. She squealed about the duvet or something to cover the bare mattress with. I quickly tossed an assortment of blankets and pillows in her wake.

Very few times in my life had time ever moved so quickly that I wanted to hit pause. I normally enjoyed the fast pace of movies and LA, but if I could put my finger on a button to put this moment in slow-mo, I would have. I had a skewed version of what sex and intimacy was for the most part. Previously, I’d been selfish if I was truly honest, but this time I was solely concerned for her. Penny was special, what I had with her would be different. It already was.

We had built up a certain comfort with each other, but there was always an explicit rule the clothes stayed on even though I cheated a few times with her top. Now we were high on our knees slowly taking every strip of fabric between us off. She tugged my cotton tee over my head. Penny’s hands had been on my bare skin before but never this way. I pulled her closer, one hand on her waist, one on her cheek. She closed her eyes and rubbed her face against my palm. It was her turn to be topless. She had one of those killer bras on again. I loved looking at her wearing it, but couldn’t wait to get rid of it.

We’d been building ever since that first kiss the night of the wedding. No amount of kissing and heavy duty making out prepared me for this moment. My heart pounded so hard, I felt dizzy.

Once she was fully exposed to my eyes, I reached out to drag greedy fingertips all the way around her breasts. I made sure to trace ever swell and contour of her upper body. I was more than greedy. I was like a junkie having been deprived far too long. I needed a Penny fix and I needed it now. There was a sudden primal need deep within me to shove her to the bed and take her immediately. I’d never felt anything like it. However, I had become proficient with my self-control. I would be patient . . . anything for her. Penny deserved to be worshiped and revered. She’d been through so much.

I wanted to take away her pain that first night she told me everything, but she wasn’t ready to release it fully. Tonight, she was. I could only take credit for a tiny part of casting away her fears, burying all those hang-ups and misgivings. She overcame most of it on her own. I drew from her strength. All I’d done was love her. That was inevitable since the first time I saw her in that white dress. There was no logical reason for me to be upset a stranger was marrying an invisible man. Us getting together was completely irrational from both our perspectives. Irrational, unlikely, improbable had all turned into inevitable and ideal.

The way she threw her head back, combined with the noises she blended with my name, pulled me away from my thoughts. I leaned all the way in to kiss her neck. For a minute, I paused to establish if this moment was real or one of my many wet dreams about her. The doubt quickly passed because Penny proved the experience was very real.

Penny’s skin was covered in that sweet lavender scent. She’d been trying to kill me from the start with the way she smelled.

“You’re so beautiful.”

My lips journeyed down her slender neck. I kissed and lingered in the exact spot I imagined her heart beating wildly. My head turned just slightly so I could press my ear against her chest.

“You sure you’re okay? Seems a bit elevated.”

“Yes, someone once told me there’s a difference between anxiety and arousal and I’m not the least bit anxious.”

“So, you’re admitting that I turn you on?”

“Maybe. What about you? Do I turn you on?”

“Baby, I think that’s obvious.”

I took her hand and brought it to my heart so she could tell I was just as jacked up as she was. We both had copious amounts of adrenaline and hormones rushing through our veins. Although, I was sure I had way more. We moved our hands slowly down my chest and stomach until she hooked her fingers in the front of my jeans. Penny didn’t stop there, she unfastened them in seconds. I had never been more excited about a woman touching my pants, about to touch what was in my pants.

“See, told you,” I looked down, “so obvious.” I looked back up to gauge her reaction. My lips hinted a bit of cockiness when I smirked. “Not too shabby, am I?”

She only hesitated a few seconds before touching me in a way that was a mix of uncertainty and skill. She always had the perfect one liners. I hissed my approval about what she did to me. Penny was a little minx and full of mischief when she snickered, “You’ll do.”

She shoved me hard. I was flat on my back the next second. I was practically dying for her but I had behaved myself for the better part of five months. Now she was the aggressor which was ultra hot. Penny climbed over me, she pinned each knee against my hips. She briefly broke our contact to discard the final piece of fabric between us, her silky panties. They were black and I’ll never forget that fact as long as I live.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You want this to last more than ten seconds, don’t you?” I needed a second to take it all in, to remember the way it felt to have all of Penny on display in front of me, to memorize the hungry look in her eyes, as well as calm myself the hell down. I wasn’t joking about the ten seconds. She fell completely forward so she could kiss me. It took all my strength not to let nature take its course.

When she took a break from my mouth to kiss that spot on my neck she was partial to, I took a deep breath. I told her we had all night, all weekend. “We don’t have to rush.”

“We’ve been making out non-stop for weeks, I don’t need anymore foreplay, Chet. I only want you.”

“I want you too, so much.” I still needed to slow her down. I, honestly didn’t know the first thing about being with a virgin. I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable, I knew she probably would be at first. The fact that I would hurt her really bothered me since I was hoping she actually enjoyed herself. I needed to get her off me to gain a morsel of control so I could take care of her needs first. I rolled her and I followed until our bodies nestled together side by side. Penny swung a leg over me and we started kissing again. We succumbed to deep passionate kissing, the type of kisses that assured me I would never forget the taste of her. Penny played on all my senses. My mind and body felt maxed out and we weren’t even doing it yet. The entire time we made out, our hands caressed and fondled heated skin. My muscles took turns tensing and relaxing at her touch. I couldn’t get close enough. There was only one way to make us closer.

Penny felt the same way, “Please Chet, I’m dying. I want to be yours.”

“You already are.”

“But I want all of you.”

She rolled to her back. I made the move to settle my body between her legs. Nothing was between us or ever would be. Penny pulled my head with her hands, our kisses deepened, followed by a gentle unrehearsed rhythm of our bodies. I consumed her and we had almost gotten to the point of no return when the last sliver of brain function came back to me. I forgot all about protection which was my job. I knew she wasn’t on anything. I pulled back which wasn’t easy. Penny held me in place with her feet tight against my thighs.

“You’ve got me completely crazy, you know that?” I’d never been so close to being that careless. I sprang off the bed, hit the floor, grabbed the drawer of the nightstand, jerked it open and got out what I needed. I was back in place before she had time to miss me. I ripped the foil with my teeth.

Penny covered her face with her hands, “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh! I can’t believe I almost did that. I’m so stupid. Sorry, total novice here.”

I told her it was okay. I was not a novice and I still forgot. She had almost made me forget my name, so protection was the last thing on my mind. Once we were being safe, I coaxed her with my voice. I told her to relax and trust me. I kept repeating how much I loved her.

“I love you so much.”

I thought our best bet was to go slow, but that only lasted a few seconds when she practically growled in my ear, “Just do it.”

That moment made time stand still. It was only the two of us in existence, we were separate beings becoming one and it took my breath away. I was a man and had most certainly never thought of it like that. Before Penny, I was consumed by purely physical urges. Of course, this was physical and so damned good, I was close to embarrassing myself or letting her down. She felt amazing and oh-so welcoming after that initial resistance.

I didn’t dare move for fear of hurting her more, but also to protect myself from losing control. It was almost too good and I wasn’t used to this much intensity, not to mention I’d lost count the months of celibacy I’d endured.

My head fell against hers. Seconds passed with neither of us moving or saying a word. We soaked it all in . . . feeling everything together, breathing the same air, sharing our bodies. Penny sniffled a time or two and I swept a tear from the corner of her left eye.

I whispered my love for her again, she replied with her body when she encouraged me to move. Penny never had to tell me twice about anything once we got to know each other. Making love was a whole new experience for both of us. I treasured the gentleness of this first time. It was my attempt at protecting her in the beginning, but I soon realized I was the one that needed the careful approach.

She said things against my chest that no one else would ever be privy to. In return, I whispered my deepest desires and feelings in her ear. I said truths to her that I’d never uttered to another soul. I told her plenty of times, she was it for me and I knew that wasn’t an embellishment. I would never lie to Penny. As our bodies elevated into a new demanding cadence, I felt her breaths increase. She clung to me with her legs and arms. Occasional scrapes from her nails across my back threatened that last fraction of self-control that remained. I had to hold out longer for her. I wanted her to be wholly fulfilled like I knew I would be any second.

I gave us both the best advice, “Let go . . .”

And she did. There were no more doubts if she’d forever remember this as a near perfect memory like I was sure to. My mind spun to the point I was delirious as I felt Penny wash over me. She was vocal as she fell over the edge. I followed her into ecstasy several heartbeats later. The physical, emotional and spiritual aspects of our relationship had just culminated in one sacred place. I loved her and she loved me and it was way more than a stated fact, it was everything.

“You’re trembling, babe.” She breathed heavily against my arm. “Sure, you don’t need help?”

“Oh, I need help alright, but nothing, a giant takeout order and round two won’t cure. I’m ordering sustenance before I get a headache. What do you want?”

“Anything’s fine. I’m not picky.”

“Lies, Penny. All lies, you’re picky as hell. We both are.”

“Not about food though.”

I was sincere when I asked if she was truly okay. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“Well, that’s not the right word, maybe you overwhelmed me and it was intense at first, but then amazing. You’re amazing and I might be the luckiest woman on the planet. I’ve never been happier. I love you.”

“I meant to plan something way more romantic in San Diego: rose petals, soft music, candlelight. You caught me off guard. I suck at romance but that’s our little secret.”

“Actually, you don’t. You’re quite terrific making our moments romantic if I’m completely honest.”

“Oh yeah, tell me more. I like when the ladies brag.”

She twisted my nipple. “No more ladies, one lady from here on out.”

“Of course. I’m kidding.” One lady used to sound terrifying, now it sounded like the only possibility.

“Well, I’m dead serious when I say, you did good, Romeo, better than I ever imagined. I’ve got some major catching up to do. The Internet would surely implode if I gave even the tiniest of details about what you’re like. My man has it going on.”

We laughed together. She had way more going on than she’d given herself credit for. I was practically spouting poetry in my thoughts and sometimes out loud about how she made me feel during our first union. If X or Wayne ever got word of this, I’d never hear the end of it. I’d be humiliated, but there was nothing embarrassing about sharing my feelings with Penny. I’d fallen so hard, I felt paper thin.

We cuddled and kissed a few more minutes before I informed her she would need to renew her strength. I had to have some food. We’d napped earlier. I was fully prepared to keep her up all night.

Penny was confident when she climbed over me. “I think you’ve got it all wrong. I’m the one that’s going to keep you up, not the other way around.” She kissed me soundly on the lips and made me thankful I was a young man brimming with virility and stamina.

She stopped the renewal of activities sooner than I would’ve liked. I was ready to change the order of service and go for round two, then food. She got up and headed to my bathroom without one single attempt at covering up. There was no reason now. She stopped, pulled her hair up in one crazy looking ball of curls before twisting around to face me. I stared with my mouth open. I’d had all of her only minutes before, but I needed more immediately. I couldn’t get enough of her, ever.

“Changed my mind. I do have a preference. I want nachos, fully loaded with chicken and beef, sour cream, guacamole, jalapenos and salsa. Never mind, just call it the works. I’m feeling hungry and super spicy.”

My mouth watered for more than one reason. She was spicy as hell without the food. I had a feeling Penny would never hold back again and I couldn’t wait for whatever that meant for us in the future.
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Tinkling wind chimes filled my dreams. It took a minute to realize I wasn’t out back on a windy day. I was asleep in bed counting on my alarm to wake me up in the middle of the night. It had been our nightly tradition for almost a week. Chet was doing night shoots currently. If he got off at eight in the morning that meant I had to wake at four to see him. He’d been gone three weeks now. I knew it was going to be hard to adapt, but it was downright painful, especially after spending every single day and night together those last few weeks.

I flicked on the lamp. Pepper gave me the usual dirty look. She assumed I’d gone mad weeks ago. She and Chet had a battle of wills whenever he stayed over. Pepper had her bed on the floor but kept finding her way on the bed with us, usually on his legs. Thinking about him in my bed made me miss him a tiny bit more.

There were a couple of good things to look forward to. I talked or Skyped with him everyday and I was finalizing plans to go to Argentina within the month. He was supposed to have a lull in shooting. We only had to survive three months apart and one month was almost up. He had a break and then they resumed for a few weeks in Canada depending on the weather. Hopefully, a lot of that time, I would be with him. He encouraged me to take a leave of absence.

He’d been insisting on other things as far as living arrangements were concerned, but I wasn’t sure. Chet didn’t want me to renew my lease. He wanted me to move in with him. He started asking daily since we were in San Diego. He’d feel better if I had round-the-clock security and gated parking. So far, no one had ever hinted at knowing where I lived. I highly doubted I commanded that type of curiosity. Chet had been seen with other women over the years. There had to be plenty of pessimists that didn’t think we were serious or that we’d last long. I was fine not letting the truth out just yet.

One thought about the getaway had me flushed head to toe. The first week of sexual activity was merely a precursor to what Chet had in store for me. He unleashed all his true knowledge as soon as we started our vacation. We barely left our suite. Most of the time, we ate room service at all sorts of odd hours. I learned many things and tried to keep up. He said I was the perfect pupil. I only managed to get him out into the sunshine one afternoon so we could play tourists. Of course, he was recognized immediately, but lucky for us, it was a respectful fan. The guy even knew my name. That was becoming a regular occurrence, but I still had trouble wrapping my mind around it. We kept our head down the rest of the day and managed a quiet romantic dinner out. That was when the moving in suggestion began.

I’d only been awake five minutes when Chet appeared on my laptop. “Hey, beautiful.”

Only Chet could call me ‘beautiful’ with a mountain of bed head and sleep in my eyes. He could be very convincing. I thought he looked tired. I wanted to know how the shoot was going. He rarely spent much time discussing work. He’d much rather try to sex me up via our video chat.

“What are you wearing?”

“Are you really going to ask that cheesy question again and waste time when we have less than an hour? I have to work and I need more sleep.” I’d been needing more and more sleep, but never quite getting enough.

“I can’t think of a better way to spend an hour than looking at you. Lean back so I can see all of you.”

I did.”It’s just one of your raggedy tank tops.”

“Hot! That shirt never looked so good.” I laughed. I hoped I looked a bit different in his tee or I was failing miserably. “One more thing, turn to the left.” I did and then he asked if I’d turn to the right. Chet thanked me for a glimpse at both side boobs.

“You’re so crazy, but God how I miss you.” I found it hard to believe nothing eventful was transpiring with the shoot, but he kept deflecting my questions. I sensed drama. I reminded him, he was in one of the most anticipated sequels of the decade. Filming had to a bigger deal than he made out.

“This week has been a no-brainer. Most of the shoot is going as planned. I don’t want to talk about that. Get back to the part about how much you miss me and I’ll fill you in how we can get closer via Skype.” He flashed his bedroom eyes. I knew all his expressions by heart by now.

“Forget it, what if someone hacks our chats?” He assured me that one night he was getting me out of my comfort zone and out of my clothes. I decided to torture him a bit. “So, I went on a date tonight.”

“What the hell? You just murdered my imagination that you were going to take that shirt off.”

I giggled when I told him the truth that it was Wayne. He called me on my break and wondered if I’d pick him up and go out for enchiladas- his treat, but I had to face the traffic to go to him.

“Ugh, Wayne is spending time with my girl. Meanwhile, I’m thousands of miles away and you won’t even take your top off while we talk. I feel cheated. What does he want anyway?”

“I resent that. He’s my friend too. I think he wanted some companionship and sound advice. He misses you too, you know.”

“How’s Operation Aubrey?”

“Well, he said ‘hello.’ That’s progress. Previously, he’d only spoken to her about her computer.” I could see Chet rolling his eyes on the screen. He told me to keep doing what I was doing with Wayne. This was the least weird he’d ever been. I preferred to call him unique, either way, he was good to us and I trusted him. However, I did not trust that douchebag Xavier or I’m your special buddy, Grace. Chet, eventually told me a little bit about the shoot and their names came up often.

I yawned. He wasn’t boring me, but I was increasingly exhausted as the days of this work week from Hell moved forward.

“Awe, Penny’s so sleepy. I’m sorry.” He mocked me in his baby voice. “We don’t have to keep doing this. The night shoots are almost over.”

I told him I’d be fine after a long nap tomorrow. No, that was wrong; it was already today. He did this thing where he circled my face with his fingers. It almost felt real like all the times he’d done it to me in person. I swear my skin erupted in a million goosebumps. “I can’t wait to touch you again.”

“Me too. I love you and I miss you like crazy.”

“I love you too. Tell me what you miss the most?”

“Chet . . . all of it. Everything. Us. You. I don’t know.”

His voice was taunting, “Yes, you do. Tell me.”

“Okay, I miss when our eyes connect and I don’t only hear that you love me, I know it.”

“Honey. Damn.”

“And I miss the very beginning when we start to make love. Well, truthfully, I miss the whole thing, but at the start, when you take my breath away, that’s the most amazing part. My favorite, actually.”

He didn’t respond at first. He only shook his head a bit. I’d done a rare thing and rendered him speechless. He told me I was beautiful again and that he loved me. Then he said I should get a little more sleep. “I’m grimy and need a shower and you just gave me some new material. Missing you has never been more real. Love you, sweet dreams- about me, I hope.”

My screen went dark. I meant to tell Chet about my doctor’s appointment, but that would have gotten him even more wound up. He’d be especially pleased when I informed him I was handling that department. Maggie told me I was naive to trust a man with all the birth control so I was finally acting like a grown up and getting on the pill tomorrow.
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Hot air and harsh knowledge smothered me. The thrum of adrenaline-filled blood rushed through my head. I couldn’t get the words to come out of my mouth when I realized what the question meant.

“Penelope, are you okay? Let me get you some water.” I heard the sound of running water and then cool liquid flushed my mouth and throat. The nurse kept asking questions. I could speak again, but I didn’t want to.

“I’m sorry, can you repeat that? I had a head rush since I skipped lunch.”

“I said, is it normal for you to skip a month? You said your last cycle was around July 25? Did you mean August?”

It should have been the end of August, but it wasn’t. Why had I not been paying attention? Those details were more important than ever.

“Well, my sister and I were synced. She got married and moved out, so I guess I’m . . . I don’t know . . . irregular.” I was reaching for lame excuses to face the reality of my carelessness.

“Do you want me to get you a pregnancy test? Dr. Brown will ask before she prescribes birth control since you’re late. Is there a chance you could be pregnant?”

The answer was on the top of my tongue again. We’d been careful. I thought about all the odds and probability, but I also knew the truth. The truer statement was we’d been careful most of the time. However, I remembered once in San Diego when we took a chance. It wasn’t a conscious decision, more like we got a little carried away and didn’t care. I sure cared now.

“Yes, please. I need the test.”

[image: ]

Maggie drove up in the driveway and honked which was a typical reflection of her regular impatience. I thought maybe we could talk before she sped off, but she never gave me a chance to speak. “Well, this is new. I’m picking you up instead of making you cart me around LA.” She bounced her hands on the steering wheel like a drum after turning up the radio. “I love this car so much. It suits me, doesn’t it? Keats is the only person I’d trust to buy a vehicle without me picking it out.”

Maggie started driving down the busier streets, paying absolutely no attention that I hadn’t uttered a word. She texted as I left Dr. Brown’s and invited me for margarita night at our favorite place. Not today was my first thought, or many many other days to come. However, I needed a shoulder to cry on, so to speak. Chet was across the globe, Mum was in Monterey. I needed my sister, my best friend.

“Oh, listen to me, running my mouth without a break. I’m rude. How’d it go? I know the lady doctor is not your favorite place on earth. Come to think of it, it’s no woman’s favorite pastime. So did you get the pill or something more permanent?”

“Permanent.” I cleared my throat. More like a lifetime commitment, but she never gave me a chance to say more.

“Really? I’m shocked. What? Like an implant? Did it hurt?”

“No, Mags, nothing hurt. At least, not today.”

“What’s that mean?” she glanced over at me at a red light. “Are you okay? You look off.”

The light turned green, Maggie started through the intersection and I blurted out the news. “I’m pregnant!”

Maggie swerved her precious new car, then she swore, “No way. Holy shit. Are you serious?”

My expression was not the joking kind. Maggie could barely chew gum and walk simultaneously, so she pulled over as soon as she could. She wanted me to tell her everything. What she really wanted to know was how could I be so stupid, what were we thinking and how was I going to tell Chet?

I didn’t have good answers to those questions.

Her last question was a no-brainer, “Well are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Are you keeping the baby?”

“Of course, Mags. This is me we’re talking about.”

“And Chet.”

“I’m thinking about Chet too and that’s why I know we will.”

Maggie changed her demeanor. She clapped her hands together to give me a little applause. “I’m going to be an Auntie. We have to shop immediately.”

I grabbed her arm and made her swear the sister oath. “First, I need to tell him so you are sworn to secrecy. No shopping just yet.”

“Except for Keats, right?”

“Fine. Keats, but that’s it.”

She wanted to know how I was telling Chet and only one way made sense. I had to tell him in person and I couldn’t wait weeks. I had to get to Argentina as soon as possible. Maggie was suddenly overjoyed to be an aunt, but we were going to be parents together- Chet and I. This unbelievable turn of events was not news I could ever break via Skype. Many things changed for both of us in a short amount of time. Our relationship was big news according to the latest gossip site, but having Chet’s baby was a total game-changer. More accurately, this was a life-changer.
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This was the last thing I wanted to hear. “Man, fuck off. You aren’t the director.”

“No, I’m serious. You’ll hear this sooner or later from the big man and his cronies. You’ve got to get your head back in the game. You and Grace have lost your magic and I know why.”

I shoved him gently. If he didn’t shut up, the next time I’d knock him on his ass. X grabbed my arm refusing to let this nonsense go. I jerked away. “Get off me!”

He held his hands up in surrender, “Fine. But I have a solution. Look, you don’t have to totally get it on with her again, but maybe let her give you some much needed relief. It’s obvious you’re in a bad way being thousands of miles away from the golden P . . .” My fists clinched. He saw and corrected himself. “Jesus, bro. Penny. I was only going to say Penny, her name. Relax. Told you. I’m right. So tense.”

I warned him again. “Don’t ever disrespect her.”

“No way. She’s great, but our group goes way back, pre-Penny if you will. No one will ever know. What happens in Argentina, stays in Argentina. That means Penny won’t ever have to know. You’re not a monk, far from it. I know things, remember? Now go find Grace and tell her what you need and I’m sure she’ll deliver.”

I told him the only reason he was still standing was because of our long running friendship, but no way in hell was I ever asking Grace to deliver me anything again.

“That was ancient history and that’s Vegas’s motto, moron, not Argentina’s. Grace and I are professionals and we were getting this shoot done perfectly fine just like last time.” I hadn’t slept with her last movie either and this jackass never once said we’d lost our magic when we were in character.

“Penny is my girlfriend.” She was about to be more, but I wasn’t publicizing it to this dumbass. “I’m faithful, unlike you. And furthermore, I suggest you worry about yourself, not me.”

X wanted to know what I meant by that. He claimed he was killing it since filming began. I knew better. The loud shouting matches between him and the production team were well known by everyone on the project. Xavier was drinking too much. He was taking some new prescription for his anxiety and I was pretty sure he was abusing more than one medication. I also knew they were flying in a personality specialist to deal with his mood swings. X needed a full-time babysitter, so he was more off the rails than I believed if he thought I’d listen to one word of his advice.

I turned around, done with our conversation, done with him until I had no choice but act a scene with him. He grabbed me. A scuffled ensued. He was right about one thing, I was tense being apart from Penny and it was bad enough I didn’t care about the consequences if we got into a fist fight.

“Hey, knock it off, you two.” Kip, my assistant for the project grabbed my arm before I unleashed on X. Hitting him wasn’t a good idea, since he’d invariably strike back. We would screw up the schedule if either of us got bruised or broke anything, but I was that fed up with his bullshit. I definitely hadn’t thought it through when I lost my temper.

I composed myself enough to hear what Kip tried to tell me. “I doubt you want your visitor to witness this moronic behavior.”

Visitor? I wasn’t expecting anyone. In fact, to be on the list at this shoot was nothing short of obtaining a top secret security clearance.

“What visitor? So help me if they let press in, I am going to blow. Tell them to fuck off. I have no comments. They can talk to me during promo.”

Kip tried to pull me away, but I wouldn’t let him touch me. I followed him to the common area. Before we made it to the door, she stepped out.

I must be dreaming, hallucinating or fully out of my mind. Penny wasn’t supposed to be here for at least two more weeks, but she was standing no more than twenty feet in front of me.

Her lips spread into the widest grin. Kip stepped aside and pulled X away. I hadn’t realized he was following us.

“Are you just going to stand there catching these pesky gnats with your tongue or do I get a kiss? I’ve come a long way to get my Chet fix.”

This was reality. I hadn’t imagined her. We erased the distance between us in seconds

I had her wrapped up in my embrace and gave her the kiss we’d been deprived of for over a month.

She slowly pulled away and glanced around to see if anyone was watching. I was oblivious if they were. “Taste any gnats?”

“Maybe one or two.” I smiled and gave her another quick kiss before taking her indoors.

I was happy to see the portable unit where we ate and spent our downtime was totally empty. We went inside to talk. Of course, I wasn’t letting go of her. I pulled her into my lap so I could figure out why she was early for her visit.

Penny told me she had a good reason and Gage and Kip facilitated her travel arrangements. They never said a word. She had them wrapped around her finger almost as bad as she had me. The only problem was, I couldn’t take her back to the hotel immediately. I had several hours of work remaining. Penny said she’d rest.

“Trust me. After that flight and the bumpy ride over, I need it.” I wish there was better way to take her back than the rustic Jeeps we used but that was the only means of transportation in this remote area.

I hadn’t even decided if I was going into the city this weekend or not. I sure as hell was now.

“Did you stop off at the hotel?”

“Yes, I dropped off my things.”

I interrupted, “In my suite?”

“Yes, of course. Why? Did you want them to go to Xavier’s room instead?”

“Always funny with that dry British wit, but hell no. I don’t even want him to speak to you the way he’s been acting. He’s a fucking prima donna and borderline delusional these days. I’m about to beg Steins to lean on the writers and kill him off.”

“That bad?”

“Yep. The worst he’s ever been and that’s saying something.”

“Oh well, at least you have your old pal, Grace. I’m sure she’s being supportive.”

“Penelope Elaine.”

“Sorry. I know. You’re just colleagues, old mates. Whatever they’re calling it.”

“Who’s they?”

She shrugged. Penny only changed the awkward topic of Grace to fuss over me. She said I’d lost weight and looked tired. My girl looked amazing and was always beautiful, but I was way more worried she looked exhausted and her color seemed off. I hoped she hadn’t caught a bug on the plane. The quicker I got her back to our five-star hotel and pampered her, the better.

“Can I get you anything?”

“Just water, please.” I got her a bottle from the fridge and reminded her never to drink one that wasn’t from a sealed bottle while she was here.

“You sure you don’t want some food? It’s catered daily, so it’s all good. We have fresh fruit and sandwich supplies as well.”

“Do you have any crackers?”

I was puzzled by her request but dug around until I found one opened box of soda crackers. “No good, someone left the bag open. With the humidity, I’m sure they’re ruined.”

Penny held her hand out and said they’d do. I wanted to spend a whole lot more time catching up. I still didn’t know why she was here. She didn’t need a reason and I assumed if it was bad news, she would have hinted at that, but she kept smiling at me, so I doubted that was the case.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine, well . . . I do have something . . . err . . .” her voice trailed off when Kip opened the door. 

“Man, you’ve got to go. I tried to hold them off as long as I could, but everyone is ready to wrap this sequence.” I kissed Penny goodbye and promised to be back soon. I told Kip to watch out for her and get her anything she needed. Time to focus. I wanted this work day over and done with more than anyone else. The day started out fairly shitty, but all that had changed. Sometimes, circumstances could change on a dime. In my case, they changed on a penny.
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Penny surprised me wanting to stop off in the restaurant before we ever went up to our room. She was suddenly starved and had to eat immediately. When it came time to browse the menu, she turned pale as a sheet. She said all those choices made her stomach turn. What in the hell? Was she allergic to Argentina or something? I started to order rack of lamb and then she said not to say the word rack. She stopped me several times. I couldn’t say pheasant or veal either.

I sent the waiter away momentarily. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. I told you, order anything. We generally like the same things.”

I tried again, but Penny frowned at every mention of food. I was about to give up when she said the bass sounded good. “Fine. The lady will take the Chilean sea bass and I’ll have a whiskey neat.”

Penny stomped my foot under the table, so I carefully pointed to what I wanted. I didn’t dare speak it out loud in case it started her up again. The rest of dinner went well. We talked like we’d never been apart. That’s how we were from the start. She was quick to mention X stopped by and interrupted her nap. I was pissed that X had bothered her. Kip was supposed to be keeping watch.

“What did he do?”

“Nothing. I’m truly not wanting to be that girlfriend. I tried. I just can’t. I don’t like him. I thought at first I could, but I don’t. I know he’s your friend and I’m sorry, but he makes me uncomfortable.”

I really wished she could be more specific, but Penny said he gave her a strange vibe. I had to be around him, occupational hazard, but there was no point to keep pushing them into social situations hoping they finally clicked.

For a hungry girl, she barely picked at her fish. I offered to get dessert, but she said she was tired and wanted to go to our room. I couldn’t get there quick enough. I made arrangements with our server to send up a few surprises in about an hour. I knew Penny generally got her sweet cravings once her food settled. I thought champagne was also in order. This was a celebration reunion.

Penny attempted to unlock our door, but I swept her off her feet. “From this day forward, I’m carrying you into every hotel room we stay at.”

She laughed and said she hoped she didn’t get fat one day.

I brought her to my bed. I had spent way more nights on location than in the hotel. The room was nicer than I remembered. The bed felt almost as good as the one Penny bought for me. I had spent plenty nights remembering where we made our best memories. Once we were alone, I wanted to show her how much I missed her. Penny put her hand against my chest after a few minutes of making out.

Had I lost my magic touch? I was well on the way to having some of her clothes off. “Wait, even though I showered, I feel like a sweaty sow.”

She was far from that, but I wriggled my eyebrows a few times. “So you want a shower? I can make that happen. We’ve had some pretty fucking awesome showers.”

“Chet.”

“Penny.”

“I need to say what I came here to say first.”

She looked a little too serious for my comfort. “What’s wrong?”

“Showers.”

“Huh?”

“Remember San Diego?”

“How could I ever forget that trip? Of course, I do.”

“We took showers together.”

“Yeah. Some of my best moments with you.”

“We were pretty carried away that weekend.”

“You were pretty damn hot, so that’s an understatement.”

“Chet, do you remember one time, we got started in the shower, but by the time we made it to the bed, we were a little too far gone and we weren’t careful?”

I was slow, but I wasn’t completely dense. All the facts started sequencing in my head. I remembered without a doubt about the instance she was referring to. I’d never taken a chance like that in my life. I always used protection and I noted the difference when nothing was between us. Penny knew her body. It was supposed to be a safe time. Judging the look on her face and the fact she’d been damn near green this entire afternoon, I guess it wasn’t one of her safe days after all.

“You’re . . .”

“Pregnant,” she finished my statement. “Chet, I’m pregnant. I’m so sorry.”

I pulled her against me. She burst into tears. “Don’t cry. It’s okay.”

“I promise, I wasn’t trying to trick you. I really did think it was too late in the month.”

“I know. I trust you. It’s going to be okay. I’ll always take care of you, of us.”

Penny told me how far along she was. I understood little about all that medical stuff she recited by the doctor, but her last words stuck. “So, I’m due in April.”

I held my breath. That made it seem so real. At first we were saying pregnant and talking about last menstrual periods, but when she said a due date, it hit me. We were having a baby together, a real-life dependent on us for everything, tiny human.

Penny stiffened, “Oh no, now you’re upset.”

I shook my head, “No, I’m not upset at all. I’m in awe of you, the mother of my child is in my presence. I feel like the luckiest man on earth.”

“You mean it? Because this is so soon and not part of our plans.”

“Yes, the plans are up in flames. We’ve never stuck to a plan if I’m remembering correctly. We’ve been on a fast track with our relationship since the beginning. This is so us.” I snickered at the irony.

“But your image.”

“What image?”

“You know you have an image and I never fit with it.”

“Everyone knows we’re together. You fit perfectly with me so stop spouting that nonsense.”

“But I doubt anyone expected you would knock me up so soon. Your fandom will rake me over the coals.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. She made fun of the fact I had a so-called fandom all the time and now she was worried about upsetting them. “No, they won’t. If they do, I don’t care. I’ll pull down all my social media accounts if I have to.”

“I’m so daft, Chet. I should have figured this out weeks ago. I’ll be showing soon.”

“Good. I bet you’ll look adorable pregnant. I think it’s hot.”

“You really aren’t upset?”

“The only thing I’m worried about is telling Frank.”

“Daddy will be shocked, but he’ll be happy for us.”

“So I take it no one knows, but Maggie?”

“Yes, I had to spill to someone. I was bursting.”

“And Keats?”

“Yes and she told Keats but no one else knows except Gage.”

“You told Gage before me?” That was a little annoying.

“Of course not, he guessed when I insisted on this change of plans. I never confirmed his suspicion, but he said it’s his job to head off disasters. He called my pregnancy a disaster!”

“That’s not what he meant. His idea of a disaster pregnancy is me knocking up some random chick I don’t know. You’re good. I know you. I knew you pretty well apparently since I made you pregnant.” I tickled her until she stopped her fretful look thinking about whatever Gage must have said to her.

“So now you know. What’s our next step if you aren’t going to send me into hiding.”

I pointed to the bathroom. “Shower. What else? I think it’s only fitting we celebrate by returning to the scene of the crime. For the record, I’d never put you in hiding. That’s absurd.”
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By the time I got Penny freshly showered and back on the bed, not much other than my carnal desires were running through my mind, but I stopped myself. “Oh, wait. I forgot. Is this okay? I mean, is it allowed?”

“Yes, it’s perfectly safe. I asked Dr. Brown a thousand and one questions when I found out if I could travel. We’re good. In fact, if you don’t touch me soon, I’m going to combust and I doubt that’s good for the baby.”

The mention of the baby sent jolts of electric currents up and down my spine. I dreamed a life with Penny for a long time, but it was happening. We were forever bonded and I hadn’t even given her the ring yet. I kissed my way down her neck and to the valley of her precious peaks.

“Am I imagining this or are these already bigger?”

“They are and super sensitive, so be gentle.”

“Always am.” I spent some moments giving the new bounty delicious attention. Penny’s fingernails dug into my back as she pulled me closer. My hand traveled down her body. She was so receptive to every touch and caress.

“More Chet. Touch me more. I’ve missed you so much.”

I soon found my head against her flat stomach. One day soon, the product of our love would show for all the world to see. I enjoyed the knowledge I was the only other soul that would be this close to our child for a long time to come. So much of my life was in the public, so the private times were sacred to us. I kissed below her navel.

“I loved you before you even existed, baby Parker.”

Penny massaged her fingers over my scalp, “That’s beautiful. You’re making me cry again.”

I raised my eyebrows, “Want me to make you scream?”

My large hand skated across her thigh and her legs fell opened. That was a yes and I was a man of my word. She was about to have a refresher course in how well I knew her body.
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We both breathed heavily against each other. I held her against my chest. “That was so worth a miserable flight.”

“That was worth all the gold in Fort Knox. Damn, my woman is sexy. I think pregnancy agrees with you in certain ways.”

“I think it does too. I’ve been reading about these hormone surges. Perhaps, I just experienced one or maybe you refreshed my memory how lucky I am. No matter, you’ll never get any complaints from me. So far, I haven’t suffered too many symptoms other than fatigue and queasiness but it’s not too bad. The trip was a little hard on me, but I’m guessing this might be an easy pregnancy. I hope.” Penny believed her lack of symptoms and missing me were the reasons she ignored the possibility she was pregnant.

I had something important to tell her. She’d fought me on this so far, but we were taking it to the next level. I planned a huge surprise for Thanksgiving week since all our families would be together for the first time. Penny’s surprise trumped mine. I had to spill. “Don’t say anything until you hear me out, but I want you to move in the condo as soon as you get back. Gage will take care of everything.”

“Chet, I don’t know. It’s so soon and my lease.”

“I’ll pay off the remaining months. You can have free rein of the condo. Decorate the place how you want except . . .”

“I know. Enough with the color of your bedroom wall. I won’t touch it.”

“Our.”

“Our what?”

“That’s our bedroom.”

“You really want me to move in?”

I’d asked her at least thirty times before I left the country. I thought she knew I was dead serious.

“Okay, I’ll move in.” She kissed me to seal her promise. “I hope Pepper will adjust.”

Pepper would be fine. She loved the beach and I could hire the dog walker my neighbor used so Penny wouldn’t have to go out with her alone or when she was too tired to put up with her hyper ass.

I blurted out the rest without thinking. “If you happen to be nosing through my underwear drawer, there’s something I need to explain.”

“Is it a sexy man-thong thing? I think most guys have tried a pair at least once.”

“What? No, no man-thongs and ‘most guys’ is stretching the facts. I’m trying to be serious here.”

“Oh, sorry. When you acted like I’d snoop through your undies, I thought we were kidding.”

“There’s a blue velvet box.” Penny stopped messing around and covered her mouth with both her hands. I took her left hand and rubbed over her finger. “I wish I had the ring to give you right now, but I thought I was asking at Thanksgiving. I know you. I had to tell you now or you’d think I only bought it because I got you pregnant. I was going to ask you, anyway, So will you?”

“Chet. Is this your idea of a legitimate marriage proposal, telling me about secret boxes in your boxers?”

“Yes. Would you expect any less from me? I always do shit classy. So, what’s your answer, Penelope Elaine Kopernik? Wanna marry a sexy movie star and have his baby or not?”

She crawled all the way on top of me. I could see the tears welling up in her beautiful blue eyes. “Yes and yes. That’s the most preposterous proposal I’ve ever heard and I just fell a little more in love with you.”

 





[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

 

I snuggled against Chet in my favorite spot with my head on his shoulder. His strong arms held me tight to keep me from going anywhere, but I never would. This was the best spot on the planet. I was exhausted from the journey and sated from our lovemaking. After his colorful proposal, a guy showed up with chocolate-covered strawberries and champagne. Chet slipped him an ungodly amount of money and instructed him to run as fast as he could to find us something non-alcoholic but equally festive. Originally, he planned to toast my surprise arrival, but we were toasting so much more now. Our joy led to more kissing and other things, especially after he fed a few strawberries to me.

The hour was extremely late, but I couldn’t seem to fall asleep. He and I didn’t have much time with each other, only this long weekend. Chet didn’t want me to make another trip back to Argentina. He worried the long journey was too hard on me. I had to get as much of him as I could absorb. He had a few more questions about what to expect since he knew absolutely nothing about pregnant ladies. I wanted to know why he and Xavier were on the outs. I didn’t have to like X, but I felt bad because no matter how much he denied it, Chet was upset about the strain between them.

“You aren’t really ending your friendship with Xavier, are you?”

“Depends. I’ll have to wait and see what this personality specialist does with him.”

“What’s a personality specialist?”

“Exactly. Who knows? But starting next week, X will have one.” He said he thought it was some type of life coach and if anyone needed coaching through life, it was Xavier. I shook my head and was thankful I had Chet and pitied the women that spent time with his friend.

I’d spent days worrying how he’d take this news, but Chet took it all in stride. He seemed thrilled which finally let me take a breath and realize how happy I actually was. I honestly didn’t expect things like this would ever happen for me and now my heart was set on all the promises Chet made to me each and everyday.

Just before I finally succumbed to sleep, Chet spoke again, “Penny, we’re going to have a baby. I can’t believe it.”

“Me either, babe. Me either. Goodnight.”
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The weeks and months flew by. I continued to miss Chet like mad, but he was finally back home with me. We stayed locked away the first few days, but it was almost time for the huge combined Thanksgiving. No one had a place big enough, so we’d rented a large home not too far from Chet’s parents place. Our holiday this year was a little more eventful since we were also doing the gender reveal after Thanksgiving dinner. Chet made it back just in time to attend my big ultrasound.

He and I decided to go with the times and have the gender sealed in an envelope so we could all be surprised together. Mrs. Monroe’s bakery was making our cake. However, Chet insisted he saw boy parts. I told him he was clueless. We weren’t supposed to be finding out until we were with everyone. He kept asking if that was it and the technician would laugh and say ‘that’s a leg or here’s the umbilical cord.’ I kinda felt like a boy for some reason as well. I didn’t care either way. I was thrilled to be having a healthy baby.

Our parents took the news well. Chet insisted on taking part revealing the news despite being out of the country. He made sure he was on Skype both times. First, we told Mum and Dad when they were down for the weekend at Maggie’s new home. Mum about fell out onto the floor. She ended up dancing all around the room with Mags. Daddy looked stern at first, but he eventually cracked a smile when I informed him we were officially engaged. That softened the blow.

Chet’s parents were overjoyed, even Heather and Teddy got overly excited about their impending Aunt and Uncle status. We didn’t tell anyone else for as long as we could keep it a secret. Eventually, I showed. I hid it well, but an overzealous fan discovered me coming out of Dr. Brown’s office one afternoon. She blabbed on about how she couldn’t believe Chet Parker’s girlfriend went to her OB-GYN, but of course, she would never repeat that news. I was entitled to my privacy. I never even confirmed her suspicion I was indeed pregnant. However, the next day, I was followed on three separate occasions. By nightfall, my “bump” was plastered all over the Internet. At least we made it well into the second trimester without the news going public.

It was unbelievable we were about to cross the halfway mark. Life was so much better now that Chet was back with me. He had a promo tour after the premiere of the movie right after Christmas then a quick break. I finished up work after the holidays. I went on an extended leave of absence. I would miss it, but it was nice not to worry about money for a change. Focusing on the nursery preparations and a secret wedding were extremely time consuming. Chet had his mind made up on buying a real house as soon as the dust settled. We decide to hold off on the search until after the baby arrived. There was entirely too much going on, especially in Chet’s world. With the third film premiering and the fourth about to wrap, there was suddenly chatter about a fifth installment. That was totally unexpected. The plan had always been four films. Chet said with each movie grossing millions more, it was almost a given, greedy execs would want to milk the series for all they could get.
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Wayne chastised Chet in front of everyone when I brought him a second helping of Thanksgiving dinner. “Making your pregnant girlfriend serve you. You should be ashamed.” I threw a cloth napkin at him. I had gotten up to stretch so I offered. Chet waited on me plenty. Our relationship was equal give and take. “Well, you’ll never catch me making Aub serve me. She is my queen and I wait on her.”

Aubrey rolled her eyes. We knew the truth and she pointed it out. “What about when you’re gaming?”

“That’s different, babe. I can’t risk quitting when I’m in the middle of something. I have a record to uphold.”

They were too cute. Wayne finally got the nerve to ask her out for coffee and the fact that Aubrey went through with it even though he asked her to pick him up meant she was a keeper. They’d been dating for almost two months now. Turns out, Aubrey always thought Wayne was cute and hilarious. Chet said she hadn’t figured out yet, he wasn’t trying to be funny. There was funny- haha and plain funny- strange which is what Wayne was, but we were all happy for them.

Chet patted his food baby and said he had just enough room for dessert. It was time to cut the cake. The room erupted with a celebratory chants. I heard equal shouts of boy and girl predictions.

Wayne was confident. “It’s a boy. Chet told me some stuff, so I know.”

I glared at Chet and then shook my head at Wayne. I had no idea what that meant but I was immediately embarrassed. Chet joined me in the kitchen to help with the cake.

“That’s one of his many delusions. I’ve never given him details no matter how much he begs.”

I stomped his foot from the side. “You better not or else. Come on, let’s see whether Mags is returning all the frilly dresses or the basket of sports clothing.” I kept telling her to wait, but she bought for both sexes like I was having twins or something, one of each.

Chet wrapped his arm around me and kissed my neck. “Or we could keep all of it for when we have the second one. I kinda like making babies with you Penny.”

I needed to get through this first time, but he and I both agreed, we definitely wanted our son or daughter to have siblings.

Chet and I held the knife together as all our friends and family looked on. Wayne started an annoying drum roll with his mouth. We cut into the cake. I thought we would have to pull out the first piece to reveal blue or pink velvet cake, but as soon as we lifted the knife, it was totally obvious. Blue crumb covered the blade. Sheila shouted first. “Boy! They’re having a boy!”

We finished cutting the first slice before Maggie took over. Chet pulled me into his side to give me the congratulatory kiss. “See, told ya. I’m always right. Never forget that. Thanks for growing me a son.”

I giggled, “Thanks for planting the seed.”

We were beyond elated. A son. Baby Parker was a boy and we had the perfect name picked out, but we kept it to ourselves. We weren’t telling until the day he was born. I could hardly wait for that day. I couldn’t even fathom what it would be like to look at his face and study all the details. I already spent so much time imagining how he would look. Would our child have Chet’s chin, my crazy hair or my mouth? Would he have dark eyes or blue like our Polish side?

I soon had the chance to congratulate my father. He seemed awfully quiet when everyone else was at full volume. “Hey, Poppa. You excited about your grandson?”

“Oh sure, sweetie. I’m over the moon. It’s just a bit surreal, you know. Didn’t seem so long ago your mother and I were having our son.”

“Daddy.” I kissed his cheek. “I know you miss him.”

“Yes, always, but I have my girls. Strange how I lost you both so close together. It’s been an adjustment.”

“You didn’t lose us. We’re still your girls. At least, we both found good men.”

“I know and I’m thankful for that. A father never wants to imagine his daughters with men that don’t appreciate them as much as he does. I still worry. You know that’s my job.”

“Yes, I’m usually the one worrying right along with you, but this is a happy time. No worrying allowed.”

Chet joined us and shook Dad’s hand. They both congratulated one another. “You keep taking great care of my little girl and soon my grandson.”

“I will, sir. Always. You know you can trust me.”

Dad patted his back before stepping away. “Yeah son, I know I can.”

Chet whispered, “If I ever screw up, he’s having me killed.”

I shook my head with determination. Neither of those things were happening. Chet caught me by surprise when he lifted me up and spun me around. He yelled the whole time. “I’m going to be a father and this woman is about to be my wife. This is the best year of my life!”
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The following weeks were more hectic than ever. I had events and interviews and the premiere. One particular interview, Penny came out of hiding and did her very first question and answer alongside me. It was totally spontaneous. I knew the interviewer well and trusted she’d only have respectful questions for her.

Of course, she started out with the question I’d been sidestepping for months. “So, any chance you’ll give me the exclusive details about the wedding, Penny?”

I interrupted in case Penny’s nerves got the best of her and she cracked. “Who said anything about a wedding?”

“Come on, Chet. That ring on her finger has it’s own Facebook page. We all know the two of you got secretly engaged in Argentina.”

Penny looked at me shocked. “She’s teasing.”

“Or am I?” All three of us laughed, Penny’s was forced. She still couldn’t believe people knew so much about us.

I assured Ms. Stephens I was plenty busy with work and our plate was full at the moment, but she’d be the first to know if we announced a date. We weren’t and she knew, so we stopped dancing around the subject.

She asked Penny a few things about the instant notoriety of being with someone like me. She wanted to know how we met. Even though Penny and I agreed a long time ago, the exact details of our relationship were reserved only for us, I shared that our meeting was purely accidental while Penny was helping her sister prepare for her wedding.

“So was it love at first sight, Penny? Could you believe this handsome actor was in your presence or that you were on his radar?”

I laughed loudly. Penny was hesitant to answer. “More like love at first sight on my part and an instant disliking from her.”

“What? You mean you didn’t like Chet Parker?”

Penny nudged me with her elbow then she brought her hands back to her swollen stomach. Our son was showing himself a little more each day. I kept telling her she was too tiny and then one day, she ballooned; although, I’m pretty sure I never called it that to her.

“Um, well, I had a preconceived notion, a man like Chet would be arrogant and full of himself, so I wasn’t exactly caught up with him unlike most of the female population on the planet.”

“Oh, I see, but then you found out he wasn’t like that at all and he won your heart?”

“Yes and no, he pretty much is full of himself like I suspected but he definitely won my heart. He is the kindest, most thoughtful man I’ve ever known. It was easy to fall for him in spite of his over-abundant self-love.” She stopped talking and added she was teasing. “Seriously, we’re truly blessed.”

I leaned over to kiss her cheek. Kelsey Stephens, interviewer of the rich and famous, looked a little surprised at our candidness. She said we were adorable. “But, seriously, Penny. You had some tough critics out there in the beginning. I won’t read any of the hateful comments, but many celebrity followers can be overzealous. How do you handle the mean things said about you for absolutely no reason?”

“I ignore them. Don’t get me wrong, in the beginning I cried a lot, but I’m over it now. True fans will be happy that Chet is happy.”

“I’m happy.”

Penny squeezed my hand. “So am I.”

“See,” I pointed back and forth between us and laid my hand to rest on Penny’s stomach. I pointed to her bump with my other finger. “Extremely happy.”
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The interview came out the day before the premiere. She had won over the world in my opinion. I was so proud of her and equally proud to walk onto the red carpet with her on my arm. It was a first for both of us. I’d always gone solo to those events. She told me she was nervous, but I never could tell. The night went well. It was long and busy, but the best part was taking my fiancée home with me. She’d transformed my confirmed bachelor pad into a family home in a few short months. Penny had a nursery fit for a prince across the hall from our bedroom. Pepper had a bed by the patio door and another in our master suite. She didn’t miss her tiny yard in Glendale, she was totally spoiled to the beach and her own private dog walker. Silly pup thought she was more famous than I was.

We had such a great night, I lifted Penny up and carried her inside. Normally, that elicited a few giggles. She’d been particularly quiet all the way home. I figured it was exhaustion. She missed her nap today.

I sat her down, expecting a hug and a kiss, but she walked past me to get some water. I came up behind her and started massaging her shoulders. “Tired?”

She didn’t answer. In fact, she didn’t relax into my touch like normal. I felt her tense up even more so I slowly turned her around.

I read her expression in an instant. She was pissed. I had no idea what I’d done or how long she’d been stewing, but I could tell if I didn’t smooth things over quickly, I was sleeping on the sectional tonight.

“What happened?”

“Nothing, I’m going to bed.”

“Stop. Don’t do that. We had a great night. What did I do?”

“Nothing.”

“Dammit, Penny. Stop saying ‘nothing.’ Every man on earth knows nothing means something.”

She lowered her head. I lifted it back up to see tears falling down her cheeks. I pulled her against my chest. For her to cry so easily, it must be a big deal. “I heard them talking about me in the ladies’ room.”

“Who? What did you hear?”

“I haven’t heard her voice too many times, but I’m pretty certain it was Grace. She was with a few other women I didn’t recognize. They obviously didn’t know I was in the stall or maybe they did. I don’t know. Someone said, ‘did you see that interview?’ That spawned a bunch of giggles, like I’m super pathetic. They started talking about how out of place I looked and how you practically have to speak for me so I don’t embarrass you. Then Grace said, ‘I can’t believe Chet let himself get trapped like that. I always thought he was a smart man. Shame.’ I hid until the voices stopped and they all left. Now, I wish I would’ve jumped out and gave them a piece of my mind, but I hid like a coward.”

“Honey, that’s awful. I wish you would have told me right away, but I highly doubt that was Grace. I’ve known her a long time and she’s not like that.”

Penny jerked away from me. “What did you just say to me? You’re defending her?”

“No, I’m stating facts, you were hiding in a stall and heard some salty bitches trash talking you, but you can’t know for certain Grace was involved if you didn’t see her.”

“I saw her toes.”

“What?”

“I saw the shoes she wore tonight and I know her toes were painted turquoise. She was fucking there and she talked the worst about me. I can’t believe you are taking her side over mine.”

No one was taking sides, but I had stepped in some deep shit. Penny was on the way down the hall to get away from me as fast as her pregnant belly allowed. I caught the bedroom door before she slammed it in my face. I was serious that I had never heard Grace act that bitchy. She was a laid back chick normally, never a gossiper. She was pretty much a tomboy and one of the guys on set. That’s one of the reasons we fell into such an easy friendship. I had to fix this fast. I’d also fallen into bed with Grace and Penny knew that. Even though she was confident in our relationship and knew Grace was way before I knew her, it still bothered her. I had no idea women could make a positive identification from feet or shoes. I apologized and begged. If Penny said it was Grace, I was first-class asshole for denying it.

“Please, baby. Forgive me. I’m sorry. To hell with her. I barely speak to her except for work. We didn’t say ten words to each other during the shoot when we weren’t rolling and you’ll be with me next time. She is as irrelevant as any Internet troll.”

She cried harder than ever. “Do you ever feel trapped?”

“No, of course not. I feel hella lucky, blessed, thankful, the list goes on and on. I love you. I can’t wait until you’re my wife and our son gets here. Don’t ever doubt my love for you.”

She stopped crying enough to tell me she loved me too. I kissed the rest of her tears away. I didn’t want to let go of her. She felt perfect in my arms. I got the idea we should dance. I wanted the night to end with a happy memory, not our little tiff. I turned on the music.

“Future Mrs. Parker.” I extended my hand. “Would you do me the honor?” We started swaying to the rhythm of the song. I joked something seemed different than the first time we danced.

“That’s because you put a baby inside me and we can’t get as close.”

We still managed to twirl and move around the open space in our room. I dipped Penny and then proceeded to act like I hurt my back. We both laughed until she snorted. I held her cheek in my palm as I traced her lips with my thumb.

I loved the sound of her laughter, to witness the joy on her face. I loved being with her, period. We were living the dream. I wish I would have snapped a photo of her in that moment because it was the last time I’d see her that happy for a very long time.
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I was finally done with promo. My phone went in and out of service inside the airport. I hadn’t talked to Penny since I left Europe. I had a layover in New York. I planned on calling before I boarded. My phone buzzed when I was in the men’s room. Maggie’s name appeared and vanished. It went straight to my voice mail for some reason. I clicked to listen because she was more likely to text me than ever call. That was my first clue something was off.

Maggie’s voice was choppy, either with a bad connection or emotion. “Chet, please call. Something’s wrong. We’re going to the hospital.”

Fuck. I tried to hit call, but my nerves were suddenly shot. I ended up knocking the phone out my hands straight into the toilet. I’d been standing there so long, that the automatic flush kicked in again. I saved my phone, but it went dead in my hands. I acted quickly, shook it out and ran it under a dryer. It was supposed to be water resistant, but when I couldn’t get it to turn back on, I lost my temper and tossed it on the tile floor. Now it was definitely broken and there was some type of emergency. I tried to find if there was a store in the airport that sold cell phones, but I couldn’t risk missing my flight. I was already running late. I tried a service phone but only got Penny’s and Maggie’s voice mails. It was then I realized my plane was boarding, and I had no choice, but to get on that plane and get to Penny as soon as fucking possible.

I got out my only other electronic device, my iPad and started sending emails. Hopefully, someone would clue me into what happened. I had no idea what kind of emergency was taking place. The fact was, Maggie didn’t even specify it was Penny, but I knew. Somehow, I just knew. This sick feeling churned in my gut. Something was wrong with her or the baby, maybe both. It was the longest five hours of my life.
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I didn’t hesitate. I caught a ride straight to the hospital we were using for the delivery. I had no idea where to go so I stopped off at the information desk. I explained the situation. I hoped they would say they didn’t have a patient by that name and then I could ask to use their phone and find out it was all a misunderstanding, but the woman at the desk said Penny was on the fourth floor.

The elevator lasted longer than my flight, it seemed. Penny was in the hospital. That had just been confirmed, but I had no idea why. I had to punch an intercom button to be allowed through the double doors. A few nurses turned my way when I asked what room Penelope Kopernik was in. One middle-aged woman in pink scrubs, stood up and led the way. She didn’t say much. I didn’t even think to ask why Penny was admitted and why I was in a section of the hospital that said labor and delivery when our son wasn’t due for three more months. I needed to see Penny so all these irrational thoughts and fears I’d been having could be put to rest. A man in a dress shirt and black slacks exited just before our approach. His face was solemn and I noticed his name badge said Chaplain. My knees threatened to buckle. I felt my heart plunge to the depths because of the uncertainty. Why did I know life would never be the same after I entered that room? The nurse held the door and I slowly walked in.

The last thing I expected was to see both sets of parents, Maggie, Keats, Heather and Teddy, but they were all in that small hospital room surrounding the bed. Everyone turned toward the door, everyone was crying. My mother rushed to my side and threw her arms around me, sobbing the entire time. My father who never took charge of any situation, squeezed my shoulder and announced they would all give us some privacy. The room emptied in seconds and I had yet to grasp what I’d walked in on.

My eyes finally focused on Penny. She was reclined in the hospital bed with a couple of tubes coming out of her arms that led to hanging bags of fluid. She looked completely washed out and she cradled a piece of blue flannel in the crook of her arm.

Our eyes met, mine stung, hers were bloodshot and teary. She cried how sorry she was. It was then it hit me, the blue was a blanket and her protective hold housed our tiny son. I still didn’t get it. Shouldn’t he be in the NICU if he was this early? We’d seen that area in passing when we toured the hospital. I was certain we’d never need it. What in the hell was going on? How had I missed everything?

I was slow to move, like my legs couldn’t comprehend the command my brain sent to go to Penny.

“I’m so sorry, Chet.” She said a little stronger. I looked down and saw the truth clearly for the first time.

Now I knew why we weren’t at the NICU.

“No. He’s not. Is he?” Penny closed her eyes and nodded.

Our baby died. Gone. Passed away. All the terms people used for death came to mind.

We pinned all our hopes and dreams on his precious life and it was over before it even began. I collapsed onto the side of her bed and sobbed openly. Penny’s free hand ran through my hair. She cried with me. We were two parents crying out loud in our darkest hour, two parents without a child. He was gone. “How could this happen? I thought this was the best hospital around.”

Penny explained. She noticed when she woke up this morning, the baby hadn’t moved like she was used to. She called the doctor’s office and they told her to come in, but not to worry. Sometimes babies aren’t as active as the pregnancy progresses. He’d probably wake up on the car ride over.

“But he didn’t and Dr. Brown couldn’t find the heartbeat so she started a scan. He was completely still and his heart wasn’t beating any longer. Of course, I flipped. I was hysterical. I wanted her to check again, but she said he was gone. I did everything I was supposed to. You know how conscientious I was.”

Of course, I knew. Penny was a total health nut this entire pregnancy. She kept explaining. “I’d actually been having a few cramps and she thought my body was trying to start the labor naturally. She said it was best I go to the hospital immediately where they could monitor me and give me medicine to make me as comfortable as possible. I wanted to wait until I got a hold of you, but the labor never stalled. It actually went quickly. I delivered less than an hour ago.”

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here and you had to go through it alone.”

“You couldn’t help it. None of us would’ve ever predicted this. Our mums and Maggie stayed by my side the entire time.”

“But what happened? You said he was fine yesterday?”

“Yes, he was super active, like always. I even filmed it on my phone, expecting to share his kicks and squirms with you tonight when you got home. The doctor isn’t positive, but she found a significant kink in his cord after he was born. She said it’s rare, but these cord mishaps occur. There’s no way to predict it and nothing I could’ve done to prevent it, but what if . . .”

“Penny, don’t. I know you took perfect care of yourself. If the doctor said there’s nothing to predict it, then it just happened.” I finally took a long look at him. Why did it have to happen to us would be a question I kept asking myself from here on out? We were going to call him Donny. His name was Chester Donovan Parker Jr. Penny thought up Donny as a nickname because Frank’s grandfather called him Sonny and she thought it was a cute knockoff of her father’s nickname while still honoring my father’s name. “Did you tell everyone his name?”

“Yes. They loved it. Both our dads cried so hard. We’ve all been crying so much. You’d think the tears would actually dry up, but so far there’s no end. I don’t know how I will ever stop. Do you want to hold him? The nurses said we can have as long as we need with him?”

I wasn’t sure if there was room on the bed but she patted the spot next to her legs. I sat down and Penny placed our tiny son in my arms. This was never how I pictured meeting him.

“He’s beautiful. Isn’t he? One of the nurses called it born sleeping. That’s what he looks like, a precious sleeping baby, but all I want is for him to wake up, Chet.” I didn’t know how we were going to do this. I didn’t know how to be strong enough and Penny had been through so much already. It wasn’t fair. He was so beautiful like Penny said, but so tiny. She said he was almost two pounds. I guess that was normal, but then this outcome was anything but normal.

I lifted him up to kiss his cool cheek. “I loved you before you even existed, baby Parker. Donny. I will love you as long as I live.” Penny and I were both raised in families with strong faith. Mine was shaken severely at the moment, but there was this belief our son was in a better place, untouched by any sort of pain or misery. I was selfish enough to want him with us, but I truly believed one day we’d see him again and only then would all this hurt go away.

Who knew how long we spent with our son, crying, and trying to comfort each other. I asked about a funeral, but Penny didn’t want one. She said it would be a media frenzy and she couldn’t deal with that. I really wanted a way to remember him. She said Heather was taking charge of all that because she knew certain people that would help. She wanted Donny cremated and I agreed with whatever she wanted. We didn’t ever want to let him go, but the time eventually came. Penny had to get some rest. She’d just had a baby under the most traumatic of circumstances. My job was to take care of her now. I could tell she was faking the being strong attitude. She was about to fall to pieces and I was nearly there, but I was determined to pull myself together for her. I loved her with all my broken heart. We would get through this together, someway, somehow. That was the only way because any alternative was unacceptable.
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“Mum, for the last time, I’m not hungry.”

“Poppy. You have to eat. It’s almost two in the afternoon. You barely ate yesterday. You’re still healing.”

I glared at her. I didn’t mean to, but I was sick and damn tired of that word. There was no such thing as healing for me. I would never recover. I had no will to either. “Please, leave me alone. I’ll come eat something in a few minutes.”

Mum reluctantly backed out of the nursery. She paused long enough to remind me once more that I’d taken ill after I had Donny. It was two days of a low-grade temp. I’d hardly call it ill, but it required me to stay in the hospital longer than I ever wished. At least, they moved me to a regular floor away from all the laboring mums and newborn babies. I heard one when they moved me down the hallways.

Beautiful cries. A precious life entering the world to parents that were no doubt overjoyed. I envied them. I rejoiced for them. I hated them. I prayed for them.

Mum pulled the door until it shut all the way. Heather called before I was discharged. Mum and Sheila thought it would be easier for me if they packed up the nursery. I freaked out, made sure they didn’t touch a single item. I needed this room intact. I was in here more than any other place since I came home from the hospital. I needed to feel close to our son. Chet couldn’t stay inside here any length of time. I understood and at this point I preferred the solace. I knew they all wanted to help, but they couldn’t. Nothing helped. Words did not ease the pain even though they were said to comfort me. I couldn’t hide inside these four walls forever, but I was definitely afraid of what awaited me when I finally stepped back out into the real world.

Mum made a huge deal when I actually came out minutes later like I promised. “Oh good. I was just bragging on Chet’s omelets. Chet, dear, make Poppy an omelet. I guess you know what she likes.”

He half smiled at me. I sighed heavily. “Yeah, one Penny special coming up. Take a seat and rest, honey. You want a cup of coffee?”

I shrugged.

Mum jumped up and went to our Keurig. “Decaf since it’s so late in the day.”

It hardly mattered. I wasn’t sleeping sound no matter what I consumed throughout the day or didn’t. Mum was right. I was barely eating anything. I was so careful about every morsel I put in my mouth while I carried Donny. Now I couldn’t be bothered with it. My nutrition barely mattered to me.

Mum continued flubbing the coffee until Chet gave her a helping hand. “Chet is a fabulous cook. You never told me. That was the best omelet I’d had in a long while.”

“He cooks four things, Mum. He’s hardly a chef.” I don’t know why it was so hard to give him a compliment. He really did make an excellent omelet just like they did in a restaurant.

Chet added he might only make four items, but he did them well. I think he said ‘the best’ which was an exaggeration, but I politely nodded like I agreed. There was a lot of unspoken language going on in the kitchen. Mum took the hint and said she was going to stretch her legs and go for a little walk. Pepper wanted to tag along, but that idea didn’t seem to thrill her. Chet promised the dog they’d go soon.

He served me a perfectly prepared omelet on a ceramic plate. He kissed my cheek when he told me he swapped out the decaf for the real deal. “Thanks.” Chet started to walk away, but I grabbed his hand. It wasn’t often this past week I initiated contact.

We looked at each other for a few quiet seconds. “I know she’s driving you crazy, but she’s only trying to help.”

Mum was the only one that stayed continuously. Dad couldn’t take the solemn mood at the condo. He was at Maggie’s. Chet’s parents spent the night here while I was in the hospital, but Teddy had to get back to school. They thought they should give me peace and quiet, just the opposite of Mum.

“I know, but I can’t take another day of her telling me when to eat or how it’s not enough or how I should get out in the sunshine.”

“Well . . .” he looked down at my plate which I’d barely touched. I stabbed a mushroom and ate it in front of him.

“It’s time for her to leave. I don’t think she’s going to until one of us tells her.”

“So you want me to do it, I take it?”

“I don’t want to hurt her feelings and I’m liable to.” I hadn’t been controlling the responses that came out of my mouth. I’d been short with everyone around me. I knew my family loved me and everyone was expressing general concern, but I felt patronized the majority of the time. “I swear, if she tells me one more time to come out of Donny’s room or something about healing, I’m going to go off.”

“Babe.” Chet tried to rub my tense shoulders.

“No, don’t. Everyone needs to let me grieve how I choose to grieve. Sorry, if it makes you all uncomfortable. There is no such thing as healing from this. There’s only coping. Maybe Mum figured out how to get over her dead son, but I’m not ready to do that.”

Chet’s eyes grew larger. I turned to see Mum standing in the doorway. I didn’t hear her open the front door, but she definitely heard me. All the color drained from her face before she rushed past us.

“Mum, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

She didn’t stop. She headed straight back to the guest room. I started to go to her, but Chet stopped me. “Let me. You’re both too emotional right now. I’ll talk to her. I’ll make it right.”

Chet left me alone in the kitchen. Pepper whined when she realized he wasn’t taking her for her run. I dumped the majority of the omelet and went back to the baby’s room. I felt lost. I felt so alone. We were so happy a few weeks ago and now I barely felt anything but utter sorrow.

A few more weeks passed. I moved through the motions, but it was a far cry from living. Mum and Dad went back home. She and I had a good cry about what I’d said about Frankie. I never meant to insinuate she no longer hurt about losing my brother. There was no way this sort of pain ever went away. She forgave me, but I didn’t deserve it. Lately, I was questioning whether I deserved anything, especially the love from a certain person closest to me.
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It had been over a month. Chet had to finish up filming. His time in Canada didn’t resemble the grueling schedule he had in Argentina, but he still had to fulfill his commitment. The cast needed to tie up loose ends and reshoots. He came back and forth as much as he could. They were about to wrap. Gage issued a public statement about a week after we lost Donny. He asked for privacy. I’m sure there was plenty written and speculated, but I hadn’t turned on a TV or glanced at the Internet. Maggie stayed with me whenever Chet was gone. I didn’t think I needed a sitter, but I never argued. She couldn’t cook, but she always made sure I ate. She no doubt reported back to Mum and Chet. Once, she even got me out of the condo to accompany her while she walked Pepper. I hid as best as could and we were never spotted. I couldn’t stay inside forever, but I worried about breaking down the first time some fan or paparazzi rushed to me to ask about losing our son.

I was trying to read a book when Maggie had a great idea. “Hey, Chet will be home any minute. Why don’t I have Keats pick up dinner tonight? We can have a game night like old times.” I looked up from the page I’d been staring at for ten minutes. “It’s just a suggestion. If you two want to be alone, I understand.”

Alone. That was a suitable term to describe us. Even when Chet and I were together now, I’m pretty sure we both felt equally alone. “No, you and Keats should stay over.”

“Okay, I’m going to butt in because it’s what I do. Poppy, what’s happening between the two of you? You both should be leaning on each other but from what I’ve witnessed, you are more like strangers lately. Not sure what the rules are and all regarding resuming certain activities, but it seems like you and Chet really need to reconnect.”

I stood up and headed for the kitchen hoping to avoid this awkward topic Maggie tried to discuss. They all were on my case about eating so I grabbed some fruit and yogurt. I’d been given a clean bill of health by the doctor. That wasn’t the issue. My distance with Chet wasn’t intentional. He tried to hold me and give me affection when we laid down together at night. I wanted to welcome it. I knew he needed some form of intimacy in return, but I wasn’t able to give it just yet. Chet was patient. He’d kissed my cheek and assured me he would wait until when I was ready.

I evaded Maggie’s meddling as best as I could until Chet arrived. Maggie ended up saying Keats was stopping off to take her with him so he wouldn’t screw up the takeout order. I was suspicious they were only trying to give us that alone time she spoke of earlier.

“See you in an hour or so, unless you’d like us to take our time.” My sister winked.

So subtle. I felt nervous about being left alone with Chet. He gave me another hug and kiss and told me he was grabbing a shower. I stood in front of our dresser for a few minutes. No one could even tell I’d been pregnant now. I probably lost all my baby weight in less than two weeks. That was the dream of most women, but to me, it was a nightmare realization.

I’d lost my son. I never had to eat extra calories to keep up my milk. Just the opposite. I struggled to get the production to stop because it was so extremely painful, both physically and emotionally. I wasn’t sleep deprived because I was caring for a newborn. Instead, I was sleep starved because the nights awakened my mind like no other time of day. All I thought about were the what ifs and the whys to the point I’d get up and spend half the night rocking in a chair in the nursery, crying about the fact I wasn’t rocking our son.

Chet walked out in a towel in search of something to wear. I had a seat on the bed. He was about to walk back into the bathroom when I asked him to stay.

He looked apprehensive. “Maggie said they’d be awhile. I thought maybe we could talk.”

He joined me on the bed. At first, it felt natural, a little like old times. He propped the pillows and I snuggled against him.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” I meant it. I was so far from being back to normal but I had to try. I had to try for Chet. He’d been my rock this entire time. I knew he was hurting too, but he buried the majority of his pain so he wouldn’t upset me anymore than I was. He pretended to be strong like he thought a man should be. I lifted up enough so that my lips made contact with his. He took a second to catch on I was the initiator, but soon we were kissing. It wasn’t the quick pecks and chaste kisses we’d grown accustomed to. Chet’s lips moved languid and slow at first, but soon his mouth demanded more. I was trying to keep up and give him what he needed. I never doubted once during our ordeal that my feelings had changed. Of course, I still loved him and wanted to be with him. Each and every time we’d been intimate had been almost perfect, purely magical . . . the stuff of fairytales. I reminded myself quietly in my mind, the stuff you don’t believe in. Chet completed me in a way I didn’t think was possible, but as we continued and he moved over me, my heart constricted in my chest.

I just needed to breathe and relax to his touch like all the other times. He bragged he had the magic touch with me. I needed a miracle in this heated moment because it was happening. My worst fear about being with him was coming true. The anxiety rose, so I pulled away a little. Chet misread the cue to kiss down my neck. Previously, those kisses would have immersed me in desire and want. This day, panic set in, but I held still under his weight.

I hadn’t answered when he asked if I was sure. I think I nodded, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t sure of anything. The minutes lingered like hours. Chet needed this. I knew he did. When we got to the point, there was no denying sex was happening, I closed my eyes and let him. My favorite part, I’d told him more than once, but I tensed up to the point, pain overcame me.

He held still and asked if he was hurting me. He was worried for obvious reasons. I’d given birth, but I was suffering in an entirely different manner. Would we still get married? Our wedding was postponed. Only family and friends even knew about our plans. Would Chet want me to have more children? Could I? Did I want to?

I had never faked this part of our relationship, but I knew I had to make a decision. My chest tightened to the point I was certain the episode was upon me or either I was having an actual heart attack. Chet moved his body in a steady rhythm, but mine only went limp. He stopped. I shoved him off me and I did the only thing I could for survival. I ran.

I heard him out there. He banged on the bathroom door and screamed for me. I sat on the shower floor with the water on full blast. I covered my ears to muffle the pleading from Chet. I was loosing it. He deserved better and I no longer could give a shred of what I used to, what a man deserved from his partner. I was almost thankful when everything else faded to a dim gray mist. Maybe it was the precursor to death. If God would take me to my son, then I’d happily go.

Take me, Lord. Deliver me from this dark world. I have nothing left to live for.

Their voices sounded muffled and distant, but I felt hands on me. I fought whoever I didn’t see.

“Stop it, Poppy. It’s me, Mags. Let me help you. Jesus, you’re freezing.” I heard Chet and Maggie yelling at each other, but I wasn’t sure what they said. I only closed my eyes. When I opened them, I was on the bed, wrapped in my robe as well as covered with a blanket. Keats was in the room too. Chet said he was calling an ambulance. I recovered enough to speak up.

I croaked out, “No.”

Chet tried to touch me. I think he was testing my body temperature with the back of his hand. I flinched. “You need to be seen by a doctor, honey.”

“I said no. It was a panic attack. I already have medication. I’m not going back to that dreaded hospital.” Maggie and I had an unspoken language. I begged her with my eyes.

“Could you both give Poppy and I some privacy?”

Chet refused at first, but Keats got him to leave us alone. As soon as the bedroom door shut, I told Maggie the truth. “I couldn’t. It’s just like before. I’m sick again. I won’t let him see me this way ever again. It was horrifying, Mags!”

“Hun, it was the first time after. You were anxious. Maybe you’re not healed up all the way. I shouldn’t have pressured you.”

“I am healed. Dr. Brown said I could resume relations. She gave me birth control. I should still be pregnant and now I have to take birth control, Maggie. This whole universe is fucked up. I can’t make love with my fiancé without falling to pieces like he’s assaulting me when nothing could be further from the truth. I won’t make Chet live like this. Can you help me pack?”

“Pack? You can’t be serious.”

I was. I couldn’t stay here. I had to leave. Running and locking Chet out of his bathroom was only the beginning. I was about to lock him out of my life. I wanted to tell them all it was only temporary, but the reality was the second I shut the door to the condo behind me, it felt permanent.
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I waited almost a damn week, but I was going back to Canada the next morning for one last shoot. Maggie convinced me Penny needed some time away from the situation. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong to make her to want to be away from me. I never planned on pushing her into something physical so soon, but she initiated it. I thought she was ready that she needed the connection as much as I did. God knows, I’d missed her.

I might have gotten carried away too quickly, but Penny freaked out like I was being aggressive. Nothing could be further from the truth. I’ll never forget the look of fear in her eyes. Rejection wasn’t even the right word. Revulsion was more accurate. I doubt she remembered all the events exactly as they happened. By the time Keats and I busted the lock open, Penny was damned near hypothermic. She had been sitting in the strong mist of frigid water the whole time.

Maggie came back with dinner to find me pounding on the door trying to get Penny to let me in. We searched for the key, but Penny constantly put things up in a proper place which meant I had no clue where it was. There was a point, I was almost convinced she was in there hurting herself. Keats had his phone in his hand to call 911. I begged her to talk to someone ever since we lost Donny. She hadn’t seen her shrink since right before she met me. Strange how Penny once said I’d healed her, but I feared I had the opposite effect on her now.

We wouldn’t solve any of our problems with her avoidance. I hated to be the one to tell her, but Penny was avoiding life in general. At first, I understood, but hell I couldn’t even convince her to take a ride through a drive-thru for a cup of coffee. She went to the doctor once and took a couple of steps out on the beach with Pepper in a six week time span. I was fairly surprised she’d leave the condo since 75% of her day was sitting in Donny’s nursery wrapped in an embroidered blanket we had special made with his initials. I guess her desire to get away from me was that strong.

I knocked harder than I needed to. Keats opened up. “Hey man, I thought Mags told you to call first.”

“Oh, so now I need to call?” I jiggled my keys. “I have a damn key to this house. We’re family, I didn’t think I needed to call. I’m here to see Penny.” I pushed past Keats and started yelling for her. Maggie came out of the hall with Pepper on her heels. The dog ran straight to me. I patted her head. I could tell she was excited to see me, she missed home too.

“It’s not a good day, Chet.”

“It hasn’t been a good day for five days. I can’t wait any longer. I have a flight in the morning and I need to see her.”

“She’s busy.”

“Busy? Busy doing what?”

“Packing.”

What a relief. She was coming home. I knew she’d come to her senses. I told Maggie I was planning on buying her plane ticket, anyway. She could come with me. Work was going to be minimal. They were all planning a huge cast party when we got back to LA. I never planned on going to that event. Penny and I could travel finally, like I always wanted to experience with her. I had a quiet place in mind that rented luxury cabins for our first stop. We needed some uninterrupted quiet time to reconnect and to grieve together. I was sure we’d done far too much grieving on our own, but not nearly enough as a couple, as our son’s parents.

“Penny!”

Maggie grabbed my arm. “Chet, wait.”

“What? Penny!” I yelled again.

Penny finally came out of the room she slept in at their house.

“It’s okay. I need to tell him face to face.” Maggie motioned for Keats and they walked to the back door with Pepper. Penny brought me into the living room. “Chet, I’m leaving.”

“Leaving where?” She already wasn’t with me, how much more leaving did she intend to do?

“I’m going to stay with Mum and Dad.”

“Okay, for the weekend or a whole week?”

“I don’t know. All that’s up in the air. Maggie and Keats deserve their space. Dad’s on the way to get me. I didn’t feel like driving up alone.”

“Penny, please.” I told her if I could get out of work, I’d take her. I only needed three days tops. I begged her to wait.

I watched in disbelief as she slipped the ring off her finger. “No, I don’t think either of us should wait any longer.” She put the ring in the palm of my hand and closed my fingers around it. “I’m sorry, but we’re just too different.”

My head was shaking at the ridiculous statement she made. I was determined to put the ring back on her finger and tell her to stop being crazy. That’s what this was. It was nuts. “I get it, honey, more than you realize. I’m hurting just like you. He was my son too, but we need each other. The part about me loving you with all my heart hasn’t changed. We’re still getting married. I just talked to Mom about scheduling it for next month.”

“Chet, that’s not going to happen.”

“Then in two months or three months or next year. Hell, that’s not the important part. The important part is we stay together because of how we feel. We make sense. Apart, we’re fucking chaos.”

“I don’t know how I feel anymore. I’m numb. Why can’t you get that through your head?”

“Are you saying you don’t love me anymore?” I knew that was a boldface lie if she said it.

“No, of course not. I guess what I’m saying is I love you enough to let you find some sense of normal again. I can’t be in the spotlight anymore, not after what happened. I don’t want to hear people yell out, ‘Hey, Penny. How did it feel to lose Chet Parker’s baby?’“

“I would beat someone’s ass if they said that to you. In all honesty, no one is that insensitive.”

“Let me go, Chet.”

“Never. I’ll let everything else go instead, but you and I belong together and you know it.”

“You love your career.”

“I love you more.”

“You shouldn’t, not now. I’m too much of a mess. You’ll bounce back. That’s how you are. I won’t be responsible for holding you back.”

“What about your job?”

I assumed she’d go back. She was only on leave. They still held a position for her, but Penny informed me she’d formally resigned. I held back asking too much more. Did she plan on sitting at the edge of the cliff looking out at the Pacific like she did when Jordan died? This version of Penny was liable to slip off the side on purpose. I needed to be with her to protect her and save her from herself, but she wasn’t letting me. She only wanted to push me away. I’d done my best to cater to every need she had, but I was fed up at the moment.

“You know what might have helped? A funeral.”

“I explained how I felt about that.”

“Yeah, you did, but I didn’t get a say so, remember?”

“I never said you couldn’t have a funeral, just that I couldn’t be a part of it.”

“Where is my son?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“A legitimate one.”

“You know Heather helped with those details.”

“I asked Heather and all I know is Frank took the urn and no one ever mentioned another thing about it to me.”

“Fine. The urn is put away at my parents’ home. I’m not ready to see it just yet.”

I tried to understand about the memorial. Mom kept saying we could do a private service with their pastor, but I didn’t feel right until Penny was ready. Apparently, she would never be ready. I could feel the burn all the way up to the tips of my ears. I was about to blow, so I had to get the fuck out of there before I said so many things I was sure to regret.

“This isn’t over. I’m not quitting on us and neither are you.”

She wouldn’t look at me when she said the rest, “I already have. Goodbye Chet.”
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I somehow did my part and we wrapped on the fourth and final Voyagers. I knew the fifth was in the works, but I’d already said no. They all thought I’d change my mind if they waved enough money in my face, but I wouldn’t and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do to sway me. I went back home to an empty condo. Maggie packed up all Penny’s clothes and personal items, but she left her mark. Her feminine touch was everywhere I turned. This would never be my place again. It was our home. I went in the nursery. The room was all packed up finally. There was a note. Maggie wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. She took the special blanket, but left everything else. Penny thought I should donate it all to charity. I backed out of the room after I read those words. I had no idea what to do next. Keeping all the furniture, clothes and toys didn’t seem realistic, but giving them away felt wrong, so I left it just as Maggie had.

I stayed in for the next few days. X stopped by often with booze and crappy food. I let myself and the place go to hell. I hadn’t washed a glass in a week. I’d broken a few, but shoving the broken shards to the side was as much effort that I put into straightening up. My appearance was at the bottom of my priorities. I rarely went out, even my showers were spaced out.

I called Penny. She never answered. I texted like the desperate man that I was at all hours of the day and night. She didn’t reply. I was tempted to toss her engagement ring off the balcony a time or two, but I eventually tucked it away back inside my underwear drawer. I still hoped it wasn’t over, but as the days turned into weeks, I had to face a new reality. It just might be.

One night, X was hanging out. He’d had an epiphany the day before. He said I was on the path to self-destruction, that he’d been there a time or two. I thought more like a dozen was a more accurate number, but kept quiet and let him preach to me. It had been a couple of weeks, so many miserable days but I wasn’t at the end of my rope. Yet.

“Do tell? I’d like to hear your expert opinion on such things.”

“Not funny, bro. Way to support. I have mental health issues. It’s not a joke, it’s in my medical chart. However, I’m not on such a path anymore. If you were a decent friend, you might have noticed I’ve been cutting back on all my excesses?”

I honestly hadn’t paid much attention to him. Half the time, I wasn’t aware if he was coming or going.

“Sloane says . . .”

I cut him off. Any sentence he began with ‘Sloane says’ was going to test my patience. He used that life coach’s sayings a little too much. Maybe she was helping, maybe he was full of shit. Either way, X might need a coach to make it through life, I did not. I only needed Penny. I looked around. She’d kick my ass if she could see how messy I’d let the place get. I told X I was tired and was getting a good night’s rest for a change.

“You’re going to go get her and bring her home, aren’t you?”

“Yep, I can’t live like this another day.”

He told me he was rooting for us and this time, I felt sincerity behind his words. I texted Lupe who I’d been paying but not allowing over. I asked if she could come over for a thorough, deep clean, triple her normal rate. She quickly replied she’d be over after lunch. I would be gone by then.

I did a little cleaning myself. I tossed in a large load of laundry first and smiled at the checklist on the wall. Penny wouldn’t let me forget I’d destroyed a few things of hers just like I’d done to my mother years before. She insisted I could be taught. I took the trash out and downstairs. The kitchen smelled better immediately. I sure missed that crazy black dog that would be begging about now for one last run around the property before bed.

Maggie sent me updates. Frank and Kate would still talk to me as well. At least, I knew Penny was staying off the cliffs and that she and Pepper were fine. Frank said he couldn’t get her to do much, but some days she’d sit with him in his workshop while he made birdhouses.

Was she as miserable as I was? I didn’t want to flat out say I hoped so, but I kinda did. I wanted my Penny to cover her mouth and giggle again. I wanted to be the one to pull her hand away and see her smiling back at me. We’d lost something so precious, but the dream still existed. She and I still had a future.

Wayne called just as I climbed into bed. I’d been avoiding him for the most part because he only lectured me at this point.

“Did you go see Penny?”

“No, but I’m going in the morning.”

“Liar. You’ve said this before. What happened to you? I can’t believe you’re not fighting for her? I never figured you for a quitter.”

“I’m not quitting. She won’t answer me. It’s messed up, but I’m ready now. Let’s hope she is too.”

Wayne said she wasn’t willing to admit that, but he knew Penny wanted to come back. Funny how she answered his calls.

“You got rid of that scraggly beard?”

“Gone.”

“What about the shaggy hair?” I didn’t have time for a haircut but I could make myself look presentable enough. I told him not to worry. I was seeing this through. This separation hadn’t done either of us any good. As soon as I woke up tomorrow, I was making her see the light.
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My morning light was extinguished. Only darkness remained. Penny finally replied. She told me to stop sending her messages that it only prolonged the pain. She continued to highlight our differences again. I wanted to fire back with a million responses. She was lying to me, to herself. The differences, the apparent incompatibility were our strengths not our downfall. Penny was a liar. She was afraid. We were hurting and for some reason, she thought she was helping me not hurt as bad by remaining apart. I was at a loss. I was torn between waiting her out longer to allow her to come to her senses or jumping in my car to speed to Monterey like I’d planned.

I finally made up my mind. I swung open the front door of the condo with determination. Her hand was up in the air like she was about to knock instead of ringing the bell. I guess she never forgot the gate code. I kinda wish she had because I never would have let her up.

Grace.

“Hey, stranger. The rumors aren’t true, I see. You look perfectly fine to me. X exaggerates. I should’ve known. You look amazing Chet. Can I come in?”

No was on the tip of my tongue, but I stepped back and I let Grace walk inside my home and back into my life. I sat my phone and keys on the counter.

“Going somewhere? Did I catch you at a bad time?”

I lied. I looked back at the door. I should make a run for it, but instead I offered to make her coffee. Grace surveyed the room. “You redecorated.”

I barely, “uh hummed.”

She was a bit sarcastic and said I should get my money back. She had to know. Everyone knew Penny lived with me. Grace was insulting Penny’s tastes. I knew it, but I still didn’t say anything. In fact, I barely said ten words as the next few hours came and went. We sat down in the living room. Grace brought up the fact I was the only hold out for the new film. Everyone else had signed contracts. She fussed at me about skipping the cast party.

“I haven’t been in a party mood. I figured everyone would understand.”

Grace scooted in closer. She put her hands on me. “Oh, sweetie. Of course, I understand. I’ve been so worried about you. I’ve wanted to stop off at least a dozen times. Life is so unfair. You didn’t deserve this. Tell me how I can help.”

I wanted to take her hands off me, but something about human contact felt comforting. I continued to allow her to hold my hand and pat my cheek. She even progressed to combing her fingers through my longer hair.

“Thanks, Grace, but there’s not much anyone can do. I need time.”

“Yes, of course. Time heals all wounds.”

I questioned in my thoughts, did it?

“Friends are good medicine. I missed you, Chet. Can we still be friends? You shouldn’t be alone so much. I can’t believe how that selfish woman abandoned you.”

I firmly grabbed her wrist to remove her hand from my hair as she made that last comment. “Don’t. Don’t ever talk about Penny to me.”

She apologized. Grace threw both her arms around me and held me close. “I still care . . . so much. I’m so so sorry. I’ll never leave you, Chet.” She pulled back, perhaps to study my reaction to this renewed intimacy between us. We were too close. It felt so awkward. I wanted her to leave, but I didn’t move. “We were good together, weren’t we?”

“I feel so alone.”

“I know you do, but you don’t have to be alone. You aren’t now.” That was the last thing she said before she collided her mouth against mine. It was all wrong: wrong lips, strange taste, peculiar touch, but I didn’t stop her. I submitted. The little voice that told me to slam the door in her face had finally subsided. I let her lead me down the hall like a lost puppy. She paused at my bedroom.

“No, not in there.”

Grace turned to the door across the hall. “No.” I said a little more forceful to her for almost entering my son’s room.

Grace stopped, “Then where, Chet? Show me what isn’t off limits.”

I was off limits. My heart only belonged to Penny, but I took her into the office. I walked over to my favorite chair. She climbed over me without hesitation. Grace took the lead. I said it again. “I’m tired of being alone.”

She kissed all over my face and promised I didn’t have to be. The rest was purely mechanical. I didn’t participate emotionally. Grace took from me as if she thought I was giving, but I wasn’t. I’d become a shell of who I used to be and even though a beautiful woman draped herself all over me, I was still completely and utterly alone.
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I stayed at Mum and Dad’s a little over a month. Maggie lured me back to her place. It was easy to say yes when Keats got on the phone and begged as well. My parents had been great, but Mum and I weren’t meant to cohabitate after I’d grown up and left home. I feared we grated on each other’s nerves a little too often. I worried that being back in LA would make it too difficult to stay away from Chet.

It seemed distance and time didn’t make being away from Chet any easier. I missed him; I still stayed away. I hadn’t wavered that it was the right thing to do.

Maggie wanted me to go back to work. I should, but I didn’t. I stayed home while Maggie and Keats worked everyday. They’d been married for months and Maggie still hadn’t put everything away. I used my idle time to help around their house. I even completed Maggie’s thank you cards from their mountain of wedding gifts. I cooked and baked. Keats said he was finally putting on weight like a married man should.
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A few weeks went by. Maggie left me alone most nights, but one evening she came in my room to invite me out to dinner.

“Thanks for asking, but you two enjoy some alone time. It’s your date night. I’ll just stay in and read or maybe stream a movie.”

“You mean, stalk Chet online, see what he’s up to with that blonde bimbo from his movie.”

“I do no such thing. Chet’s hanging out with Grace again?” I faked my surprise because I knew damn well they’d been photographed together for weeks. The only satisfaction I got out of seeing those photos was that he always looked miserable. Grace was grinning ear to ear and clinging to him like a pesky monkey, but Chet looked distant. He looked lost.

“Quit, Poppy. This is a no bullshit zone. You miss him. Leaving him was the biggest mistake of your life. Call him.”

“No, that would be a colossal blunder on my part. He finally stopped trying to contact me. He’s moved on.”

“Do you pay attention to the rubbish that comes out of your mouth? Seriously, ‘moved on,’ my arse. Keats sees him regularly. He’s a mess. You know what he’s doing with Grace, angel of mercy, err . . . malevolence, I mean?”

Actually, thinking about what he was doing with Grace had been the last thing I wanted to dwell on. Maggie clarified. “He’s using her. He’s trying to get your attention. Admit it, he has it, doesn’t he?”

“No. Chet is a piece of my past. I will always care for him and hope that he is well. It’s nothing more, nothing less.”

She shook her head at me and called me a few names relating to my stubbornness. “Get a shower and put on a damn dress. You’re going. It’s not negotiable. It’s not date night. We’re meeting up with Simon.”

“Simon? What are you up to? That’s a horrid idea.”

“Nonsense, you two got on nicely. He’s moving soon. He wants to spend time with Keats and I need someone to talk to when they get into all that legal jargon they babble on about.”

I asked what she meant by moving and Maggie said Simon had landed a prime position in London. He was relocating in a few short months.

“London?”

“Yes. Our favorite city across the pond. Is there any other London?”

I thought there might be if I remembered my geography correctly, but I knew what she meant the entire time. Thinking of England made me homesick for Nan and Pops. I missed our cottage, I missed the garden, I missed the tranquility I had there. I missed Chet, but I couldn’t go back. I shook those thoughts. I shouldn’t let my mind wander so much. I reluctantly agreed to go. My sister was right. Last night’s photos were of Chet and another woman I didn’t know. Unfortunately, I had been stalking him more than I should. I guess he and Grace were back to being non-exclusive. I had to take my mind off things so dinner might do the trick. Also, I was somewhat curious about Simon’s new job if I was being honest.
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I politely kicked Maggie under the table. She kept texting at dinner and it was rude. No one else seemed to notice. I know we joked about the guys and their boring lawyer conversations, but at least I pretended to be interested. Simon seemed pleased to see me again. He gave me a friendly hug when he met us at the restaurant. He also gave me his condolences for my loss and asked how I was holding up. I told as best as could be expected. I’d forgotten how nice of a smile he had. He was a bit on the boring side, but he was a pleasant man. I didn’t mind this dinner out as much as I originally dreaded.

Once dinner was over, we all chatted a little outside on the sidewalk. Maggie and Keats were wanting to head down a few blocks to a local bar for a few drinks. That wasn’t really my thing and Simon said he had an early deposition the following morning. He volunteered to give me a lift back to Maggie’s. I was about to take him up on his offer when I caught sight of disaster approaching.

Chet was with a gang of friends. I knew many of the faces, but the three women vying for a piece of him were all strangers to me. I’d never laid eyes on them. I wish I hadn’t seen them now. I glanced Maggie’s way. First, her eyes widened, then she quickly averted them in every other direction to avoid me. Busted. This was a setup. What the hell was she thinking? She wasn’t, obviously.

I grabbed Simon’s arm. “We should go, like right now.”

He looked confused. I don’t think it registered Chet was heading our way. He must have said something to his harem and they all stayed back, but Chet crossed the side street to get to me. He did not look happy. I knew the scenario would turn ugly if I didn’t get Simon to pick up the pace and take me to where he parked his car.

We turned our backs on Chet and started walking away. “Hey. Hold up. What the fuck is this?”

Chet was already too loud and I was certain from the first word out of his mouth, he was also drunk.

He didn’t think twice before grabbing Simon’s arm. “Get your fucking hands off my fiancée.”

Keats stepped in between them. “Chet. Slow down. We’re just finishing up a nice dinner and Simon’s giving Penny a ride home.”

“The hell he is. I said get away from her.”

I was so humiliated. Simon looked alarmed, but he didn’t seem too afraid of Chet. He hadn’t stepped away from me. I looked down to see his right fist clinched. I swear, the thought of these two men getting into a street brawl over me was the worst thing I could imagine at the moment. I had to diffuse the situation quickly.

I thought Chet looked worse than he was acting. I was overcome with concern on top of my anger. I asked everyone if we could have a moment. I walked over to the side of the building. I tried to forget about all the eyes that were on us at the moment, but Chet had already caused a scene. I was sure someone was recording us at this point.

“What is wrong with you?”

He propped one hand close to my head on the brick and leaned into me. His proximity intimidated me and made my heart race.

“I think that’s obvious, my fiancée is on a date with another man.” He looked over his shoulder and raised his voice. “A presumptive little prick that better think twice about taking advantage of a grief-stricken woman.”

I swatted his chest like he was used to when I needed him to behave. “Stop that. People are staring and I’m not your fiancée. We broke up.”

“Wrong. We didn’t do any sort of thing. That was all you, baby. I never agreed to any break-up.” He slurred his words.

“You’re drunk.”

“Maybe, but I’m sober enough to protect what’s mine.”

“I’m not yours . . . not anymore.”

Chet took his other hand and traced the lines of my face like he’d done hundreds of times before. This time was different. My voice stuck in my throat and a tremble moved through my body. It had been months since I felt his touch.

“You sure about that?”

“Stop touching me. Won’t your triplets get jealous?”

He threw his head back and laughed. “They aren’t even related.”

“Could have fooled me: all skinny, blonde, clueless, and top heavy. They don’t wear proper clothes either. Maybe a rich wanker should buy them something to cover up.” I hated sounding like a jealous shrew.

“They’re acquaintances. We’re not dating.”

“I hardly care who you date, but Grace might.”

He lost the smirk. Chet moved closer into my personal space. “Grace and I are over.”

“Oh, then she’s like me.”

“No, not at all. No one’s like you, Penny. Come home with me.”

“Are you insane?”

“Yes. Crazy without you. Come back home.”

“I live with Maggie and Keats now.” He got even closer. “Please, back up. You smell like ghastly perfume and whiskey.”

“Can’t stand it, you wish I was covered in your lavender fragrance.” He put his mouth next to my ear. “I do too, but so help me God, if you go off with that lawyer douche, I’m going to go jail. Is that what you want, Penny? You want me to get arrested?”

“Of course not. It was just dinner.”

“So you’re not seeing him?”

“That’s none of your business.” I pushed him away.

“Does he know?”

“Know what?”

“About your problem.” The next few seconds were a bit of blur. I wasn’t sure it actually happened. Chet broke my heart with his callous words, “So he hasn’t gotten close enough to make you runaway crying? That’s good to know.”

I slapped him so hard, I thought my hand was surely broken. How dare he say that to me? He knew how sensitive I was about my most shameful shortcoming.

Maggie was there seconds later. “Get away from her Chet. You’re a liar. This isn’t what we discussed. Go home and sleep it off.”

“Penny, wait. I’m sorry. Please, let me explain. Are you okay?” He had the red outline of my hand on his cheek, but he was concerned about me. His concern wasn’t appreciated any longer, nor needed. I’d been saying it for a long time, but I’d never convinced myself it was true until this moment. Chet and I were over. It took a long lecture from Keats, but Chet finally left us.

Simon still wanted to take me home. Maggie said she and Keats weren’t going out for drinks, but I insisted. I needed a little time alone. Simon asked if I wanted to talk about it and I said no. I asked him more about his job hoping to deflect the attention off me. We compared stories about London. He wasn’t nearly as boring as I’d thought the first time we had dinner. He walked me to the front door like a gentleman.

“Penny, I think it’s pretty obvious, I always liked you. I know you’re in a unique place in your life and I’m about to move, but I’d still like to get to know you a little better.”

I was stunned since he’d just witnessed how much of a my mess my life was.

“Please, dinner, coffee, a movie, whatever you’re up for?”

“Simon, I’m so sorry about the way Chet acted.”

“Totally not your fault. In fact, if I lost a gem like you, I might clearly lose my mind as well. He’s a jerk, there’s no denying that. I’ve thought so since the wedding, but I feel sorry for him a tiny bit.”

I almost snorted, “Tiny?”

He held his fingers close together with barely a sliver of space between them. “The tiniest.”

“Fair enough. You really want to hang out again?”

“Yes.”

“You have my number?”

“It’s saved under all hope is lost, but I’m thinking of changing it to, maybe.”

Simon did the impossible. He had me laughing. I was actually smiling and laughing at his jokes and I wasn’t faking it.

“Sure. I’ll go out with you.”

“I guess I’d be pressing my luck if I asked to kiss you goodnight.”

I wasn’t expecting that, but this whole evening had been one unexpectant thing after the next. “Press it. I might surprise you.”

He leaned forward and gave me a sweet kiss. It wasn’t horrible by any means, but I regretted it the second another man’s mouth touched mine. I told him I looked forward to hearing from him. I ran inside and cried my eyes out on the pillow until Maggie sneaked in and climbed on the bed beside me.

“There there, Poppy. Let it all out. Who would have ever believed you’d end up the screwed up sister?”

“Shut up. I’m not screwed up. It’s just a tumultuous time. Chet’s the one that has a screw loose and I guarantee that slap is going viral by tomorrow. I’m so embarrassed.”

“Oh honey, social media works way faster than that. The slap is already out there from more than one angle.”

I pulled the pillow over my face and sobbed some more. I finally remembered what I’d been meaning to say to her. “It was Chet the whole time. That’s who you were texting at dinner. Why did you think telling him where I was so he could rub his triple tarts in my face was a good idea?”

“How did I know he’d bring other women along? I merely suggested a place he might run into you. I had no idea he was already sauced and prepared to make an arse of himself in front of the entire world. I thought if he saw you with Simon, he would snap out of it. I guess the plan backfired. The fact is, the two of you need to talk and whatever that street altercation was is not what I had in mind. You still need to talk and straighten this mess out.”

“That’s impossible. We’re over.”

“You’re both madly in love with each other.”

“I told you he’d moved on. Tonight proved it. He looked good too, other than the jealous, drunk, tired arsehole facade.”

Maggie asked who I was looking at because Chet Parker looked like shit when he crashed our conversation on the sidewalk. I tried to stop her from saying anymore, but Maggie put her finger over my mouth. “No, you will listen to me. No interruptions. I know I’m the flighty one and you’re the smart one, but I have something important I need to get off my chest. Poppy, losing Donny was the worst blow any of us could fathom. I know you’re hurting and it’s the deepest cut you could sustain.” We both burst into tears at the mention of his name. It still happened every time. “But you need to accept, you aren’t the only one in pain. You don’t have a patent on misery.”

I knew Chet and all our families grieved Donny. “Mags, we’re all hurting, but you don’t understand no matter how hard you try to put yourself in my place. You’re not a mother.”

Maggie said something totally unexpected after a brief pause, “I almost was once, a very long time ago.”

I tried to make sense of what my sister had just said. I must have heard wrong. I wiped my eyes and looked at her straight on. “Huh?”

“Remember Maxwell Floyd?”

The Floyd’s lived in Jordan’s neighborhood. Mr. Floyd was a judge and Maggie had a ridiculous crush on their youngest boy, Max but he was a senior and barely gave her the time of day. I was shocked when she finally landed him but seemed to toss him aside rather quickly. Those were Maggie’s fickle days. She didn’t stay with one boy too long.

“I was fifteen. I thought I loved him.”

“Oh, Maggie. He was your first, wasn’t he?”

“If you want to call me in the back seat of his car, trapped underneath him, crying and begging him to please stop, my first; then yes, he was my first.”

I covered my mouth. I wasn’t aware I was holding my breath until I gasped for some air. Maggie and I were distant with each other those teenage years because I was consumed with caring for Jordan.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you were in a world of pain and I didn’t want to add to it. And I was ashamed.”

“You shouldn’t have been. It wasn’t your fault. Daddy would have killed him with his bare hands. The judge’s son? He got away with it. That’s terrible. I’m so sorry that happened to you.” I’d almost forgotten her mother comment, but it came back to me. “You got pregnant?”

“Yep. One hard knock on top of another. I was so alone. I told him and he threatened me. Called me a slut, said he’d spread it all over the school that it wasn’t his. I was petrified. I’d never been with anyone else and he knew, but it would be his word against mine.”

“What happened to the baby? Did you?”

“Nature, I suppose. Fate, maybe God knew what a terrible mum I’d make at 15. I lost it on our bathroom floor one afternoon when you all were at the hospital. I didn’t want it. I’m sorry to say, but I still felt bad. I mean when it happened, I was sad about it too. I never made much sense, did I?”

We held each other and cried. I apologized for being so wrapped up in my own life I missed the signs. I would’ve done anything to protect my little sister. “Do Mum and Dad know?”

“No and let’s keep it that way. I’ve moved on and our family has had enough sorrow.”

“Did you tell Keats?”

“I tell Keats everything.”

“Keats is a good man.”

“He is. I don’t deserve him.”

“Yes, you do. You’re both perfect for one another.”

“But the thing is, Poppy. I’m imperfect and Keats still loves me.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but Maggie says she was a dumb kid and didn’t realize at the time she got a terrible infection after the miscarriage. Mum thought she had the flu and it would run it’s course so she never saw a doctor.

“Dr. Brown says I have scar tissue. I might not be able to have children now. We’re not sure, but I stopped taking the pill after we married. It’s been almost ten months and no luck. Keats wanted a family. He hated being an only child. I kept it to myself, but I really wanted to have kids the same age as yours. We were going to explore some testing but then after you lost the baby, we postponed it all. I wanted to be here for you. Trying felt insensitive.”

“You have been here, every step of the way. I’m sure it’ll work out. There’s so many advances with fertility treatments if you even need them. Some couples just take a while. If you and Keats are ready, don’t let what happen to me delay your plans. Start the testing. Please, for me.”

“We’ll discuss it another day. Let’s get back on topic. I didn’t tell you all this without a good reason. You know what you said about Keats and I. That’s how I feel about you and Chet. You belong together. Please, Poppy don’t let your pain and regret separate you forever from the man you love. Pick up the phone tomorrow and tell him you still love him. He never asked you to be perfect. You’re the only one on earth that puts that demand on yourself.”

I knew she meant well, but I just couldn’t. “It hurts too much. I see him and all I can think is how I was going to give him a son, but I lost him. His touch only reminds me how close we were. Then I remember how we created a life together, but that life was taken from us. I don’t know how to move past all the pain. I’m afraid I never will.”

“I know, but are you going to stay alone forever because you’re afraid to keep loving Chet?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Simon asked me out.”

“Really? That’s odd. I wouldn’t think he would after what happened tonight.”

“Well, he did and he kissed me too.”

“No way. You allowed that? I’m stunned.”

“Yes, I had to try.”

“And?”

“It was a kiss.”

“You hated it.”

“No, I didn’t hate it.”

“But it wasn’t Chet. Babe, you cannot lead Simon on. That’s not like you.”

“I don’t plan on leading anyone on. It was just nice to be in a different situation. It was nice to smile again and for a second not to hurt so much that I am screaming on the inside.”

“But he’s not Chet.” That was an obvious statement I didn’t respond to.

I told Maggie we both needed some sleep. I hugged her a long time. I apologized again for the times I let her down. She held my face in her hands. “You. Have. Never. Let. Me. Down.”

“Ditto.”

I tried to fall asleep but there was so much to think about. Maggie was right. Everyone hurt, some more than others. She was a survivor and so were Mum and Dad, but was I? I kept hearing Maggie repeat that Simon wasn’t Chet. He definitely wasn’t anything like him. Maybe that’s exactly what I needed.
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I finished up my fourth and final meeting with Gage, Steins and some studio execs. Voyagers number five was in the early planning stages. I declined again. This time they accepted my answer. It just so happened I didn’t even have to shoot another scene. There was enough prior footage to incorporate my death in the first twenty seconds. I signed the confidentiality agreements. I was officially done with that stage of my career. It felt final. It was a relief.

Gage shook his head at me when I started to leave. “You are one stubborn bastard.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“That’s it?”

“I didn’t end my association with you unless this is you giving me the boot. I’ll make more movies. I hope.”

“No, I’m still representing you. Are you getting your life straightened out? Remember, every damn person and their ten-year-old has a camera. Never forget that fact, Chet.” Gage wasn’t happy with me the night I got drunk and backed Penny into a wall. I was my own worst critic. I deserved the slap heard around the Internet.

I told him I was. I’d been reading dozens of scripts. None captured my interest quite yet. I banished all the parasites from my life. I wasn’t seeing anyone but true friends and no more random chicks. Drinking was not a part of my day-to-day life. I spent a lot of time in the gym to blow off steam. The rest of the time I had a pen in hand writing lyrics or a guitar on my lap.

I wanted her back, but I had to get my head on straight before I saw her again. Penny deserved the version of me she fell in love with. I’d strayed, but I was back on the path. We had been separated almost six months and not a morning passed that I didn’t roll over and reach for her. My mind played tricks on me when I slept. So many times, I dreamed we were a real family. All three of us. I missed our son. I missed Penny. We could still be a family. Donny’s memory was part of us.

I had one hurdle, but I never considered it a huge one. Penny was hanging around with lawyer boy quite a bit. He was soon to fly far far away, so I didn’t sweat him too much. I figured Penny only saw him to spite me because I knew she didn’t have feelings for him.
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As usual, I could get a little too sure of myself at times. Maggie gave me regular updates, so I didn’t think anything about her name appearing on my phone.

“Hey, Mags. I was just thinking, we should set up the meeting for real this time.” We’d been trying to get the four of us together again. She’d said when I was ready, she’d make it happen.

Maggie immediately clued me in she was frantic. I couldn’t understand her. “I said, she’s leaving. She didn’t tell me until the last minute because she knew I’d try to stop her. Please, Chet. You’re the only one that can stop her. Mum and Dad failed as badly as I did.”

“Leaving? Where?” I’d go stop her, but I had no idea where she was going.

“LAX. She’s already taken a car.”

“Where the hell is she flying?”

“London.”

“To visit your grandparents?”

“I’m sure she will but that’s not why she’s leaving.”

“Spit it out, Maggie.”

“Simon left three days ago. I thought that was the end of them.” It damn well should be was the first thing I thought. “He gave her a plane ticket and a ring and told her to think about it. She did. Apparently, all of three days and she’s joining him. Chet, are you still there? Did you hear me? Poppy is going to marry Simon and live in England.”

“I heard you.” I still didn’t believe it.

“She’s off her rocker. We need to have her committed, don’t we? You have connections. Do something. Can you buy a judge or a doctor? You have to stop her.”

“Give me the details. I’ll do my best.”

“Chet, you have to do better than your best. I can’t lose my sister.”
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I had to face the reality that we all might have lost her for good.

A few paps caught sight of me upon arrival. It was nothing new for them to camp out like vultures. Sometimes, they feigned concern, hoping to get a scoop on some news. They were all asking questions. It seemed Penny had been spotted as well. Maybe I wasn’t too late.

“You and Penny, Chet? You’re back together? Taking a trip?” I didn’t respond as I kept on walking.

“Yes? No? Come on Chet. Let us know. We’re rooting for you.” I managed a thumbs up. I had no idea what was about to happen, but I had the slightest hope.

I knew a spot inside the airport where I thought she might be if she hadn’t gone through security. Even though she and I hadn’t flown together, we’d discussed our many flights out of LAX before. I stopped by the cafe, but she wasn’t anywhere in sight. Finding her in an airport full of people might be an impossible feat. I wandered for a time and had almost given up, but finally my luck shifted. I saw a head of hair I could spot from the moon. I knew those curls. I spotted her near a trashcan, wiping her mouth and tossing her cup and napkin away. She had gone for the coffee and pastry I told her was my favorite. I was on her mind. I knew it.

I ran. I’d lost valuable time searching the airport.

She never saw my approach. “Told you those pastries were the bomb. Did you have the raspberry one?”

She jumped. “Chet, you scared the life out of me. I thought you were a weirdo.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time you thought that.”

She backed up a few steps. “Let me guess, Maggie called you?”

“Nope, I was just passing through.”

“Really? That’s an unbelievable coincidence. Where are you flying too?”

“No place. I hang out here sometimes.”

“You do not. No one hangs out in the airport. Stop lying. Maggie sent you.”

“Penny, come on. What’s going on? Why are you running again?”

“I’m not. I’m loads better. I’ve always wanted to take this leap. You knew that. We fought about it once.”

“I remember all our fights like they were yesterday. Admit it, fighting with me is better than your best day with Simple Simon.”

Penny tucked her left hand inside her right to hide her ring from me with the mention of his name.

“You’re rude.”

“Yep, but you love me in spite of it.”

She tried to look away. I stopped her. “Don’t lie to me, Penny. Not after what we’ve been through.”

“I thought you finally accepted things.”

“No, I accepted nothing, least of all this farce of an engagement. You won’t go through with it.”

“You don’t know me anymore. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Penny, you’re still the woman I fell in love with. I know you and you know me. Don’t go. I’m sorry about that night. I’m sorry about the other women.”

“I’m sorry about lots too, but we can’t keep hurting one another. It’s not right.”

“Fine. Stay in LA and we’ll be sorry together.” She almost laughed. “You know what I mean. We’ll be sorry, but great again, like we always were.”

“I promised Simon.”

I threw my head back and laughed loudly. She eventually covered my mouth with her hand, but that was her first mistake. I didn’t let go. I kissed every finger, but one. “That’s one ugly engagement ring you’ve got there.” She jerked her fingers back.

“How dare you?”

“I know. I’m rude, but don’t go. We can start over.”

“No, we can’t. We can’t go back or pretend it didn’t happen.”

“Did I say that? I know we can’t forget. I’m used to the pain. It feels familiar now, makes me feel closer to him.”

The tears appeared in her eyes, so she swiped at them. “Me too.”

“Finally, we agree on something again. Don’t go to England to marry a man you don’t love just to prove a point. Stay, Penny. I am in this busy airport begging you to give us another chance. I will get on my hands and knees if I have to.”

She grabbed my arm and told me not to. A few people already passed us by and did a double take.

“I love you.” Penny didn’t pull away when I put my arms around her. “I’ve always loved you, only you. Stay with me.”

She was softly crying against my shirt. “I want to say yes.”

“Then say it.” She lifted up enough to look me in the eyes. “I still love you, Chet. I always will, but you have a life here and I need a change. I need to find myself again. I need to find a way to live instead of feeling half dead all the time.”

“I’ll help.”

“You can’t. I can’t be dependent on you for my happiness.”

“Why Simon?”

“He’s nice and patient and he doesn’t expect things from me.”

I rolled my eyes. Penny stood up on her toes to kiss my cheek, but I turned my head and kissed her lips. She kissed me back. There was no denying that. I didn’t want it to end. I wanted that kiss to be the realization she didn’t want to live without me, but Penny backed away.

“Take care of yourself, Chet. Thanks for giving me my best moments.”

I wanted to run after her and cause a scene. She probably half expected it, but I couldn’t move. I had to let her go. She had plenty of chances to change her mind. At least, I knew without a doubt we still loved each other and probably always would. I walked slow with my head hung low. It was the only body language the photographers needed to see to understand what happened.

“It’s a no,” the first one said.

“Sorry, Chet.”

A couple of fans ran up. I wanted to keep walking, but I stopped and did my best to fake a smile for their photos. Life would have to go on. I had to adjust to a new normal. I laughed at the stupid pun that popped in my head when I made it back to my car. I’m officially penniless and it sure as hell sucked to be broke.
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I wiped my brow. The wind whipped my hair loose again and sweaty frizzies blocked my vision. It was a warm summer day, but the breeze felt nice in contrast to the hot sun beating down on me. I’d come out to the garden to pull weeds and pick a few flowers to make a small arrangement for the dinner table. Nan was making her special roast beef with a host of sides and it wasn’t even a holiday. She insisted we celebrate my one-year anniversary this week. My time here was winding down. I had to go back to LA soon for several reasons.

Just as I clipped the last stem, I heard the distant bark of a dog. Nan would be furious if her neighbor to the south let their yappy Pekingese out again. That dog was tiny but mighty when it came to digging holes in her garden. I listened again and realized no way was that a tiny dog. It was a deep bark that could only be made by a large dog. I tried to think who had a dog like that nearby. The barking got closer and more demanding, it almost sounded a bit hyper. I recalled a certain spastic mutt near and dear to my heart that barked that way. I missed that crazy furbaby so bad my mind was playing tricks on me.

I spun around despite the impossibility. No, it couldn’t be. There’s no way. The black Lab ran full speed ahead down the path. At this rate, we were both sure topple down the hill if I didn’t slow her down.

“Pepper. Stop! Pepper, slow down.” She remembered my assertive tone meant business. I had no idea how this was happening, but that was my dog. Pepper jumped on me and I fell to the ground with her, soiling my lovely sundress in the process.

“You’re crazy, you know that? How did you ever make it back to me across the pond? Did you swim? Huh, girl?” Pepper drenched me in doggie kisses and blocked my view for a moment, but I knew fairly certain there was only one person who would bring my dog all the way to England.

Chet called her off me.

“Pepper. Chill girl. Let your Mummy up off the ground.” I thought it might be a dream for a second, but when Chet reached out his hand and pulled me up, his touch was unforgettable. I knew he was real.

“What are you doing here?”

“Oh wow, accent is heavier. I like it. Kinda sultry.”

I felt myself blush. Despite all that we’d been through, he still had such an effect on me. I shook my head in disbelief.

“I thought you might miss Pepper.”

I did, but it was such a hassle to get her over here, not to mention the expense and that I’d practically ran off without a formal plan. I was relieved when Maggie offered to keep her until I figured things out.

“Chet, are you crazy? You flew Pepper here for a visit?”

“I must be. I probably paid as much to get her here as I did for my first-class ticket. The tab was steep with all the regulations and vet bills, plus the microchip. This isn’t a lapdog no matter what she thinks. The list goes on, but like I said she missed you and I figured you missed her too.”

“Thank you.” I patted Pepper’s head. She’d already located a stick, so Chet tossed it for her. Nan and Pops walked out and asked what was going on. Chet wiped his hands on his jeans and went over to meet them.

“Oh, so it’s Penny’s lad from America. What a surprise? And we happen to be having a special dinner tonight too. You picked a good day to stop off.”

Nan didn’t fool me. She wasn’t surprised in the least and no one ‘stops off’ on another continent. No wonder she’d been acting like this was Christmas week. I kept telling her we didn’t need to celebrate my living with them. I certainly didn’t understand why I had to clean the guest cottage the day before but she practically insisted on it.

My grandparents left us to reacquaint ourselves. I put my hands on my hips. “You.”

“What?” He feigned innocence.

“You planned this surprise behind my back and my entire family is in on it. I talked to Mags last night and she never hinted.”

“What can I say? Your family adores me. I’m a lovable guy. You look amazing, by the way. Mom and Dad send their love. They just got back from Maui from a second honeymoon, proof even years of miscommunication can be resolved when two people really love each other.” I couldn’t help but laugh at his subtle commentary.

“I know they did. I saw the pictures. I’m still in contact. Teddy wrote me a letter recently. He was so proud of making the All-American team this year. He took a cutie to the prom too. He writes longer letters than most women do, I think. It’s adorable.”

“Yeah, the girls practically camp out on the lawn. Mom says it’s worse than when I lived there.”

“Oh. Jealous much?”

“Not hardly, but he’s something else. He’s probably packed on twenty pounds of muscle this year, no more baby fat. He’s a beast, could kick my ass up and down that long dirt path where my driver dropped me off, but that’s just between us. I’ll never admit that to him.”

“So someone dropped you off here in the middle of nowhere with a crazy ass dog and only the shirt on your back?”

“Yep.”

He and I both started to say something at once. He told me to go first. “I was just going to say, I’m happy about Wayne and Aubrey. Oh, and Heather too. She seems serious with that new doctor.”

“Yeah, he’s okay, but he’s a bit strange.”

“How so?”

“He thinks Heather is a queen or something. They’re annoying. Wayne’s wedding is less than six months away.”

“I know. I’m a bridesmaid.”

“Always a bridesmaid, never a bride. Remember when I caught you faking it?”

“Remember when I thought you were an arrogant arse?”

He chuckled. “Let’s be real. You still do.”

I nodded. He was right. It took a hell of a lot of confidence to come this far after being dismissed the way I’d left him at the airport, alone and confused with his heart in his hands. I swear I cried the whole way over, I hated myself so much.

Chet looked down at my clasped hands in front of me, “That hand of yours looks way better not weighed down with a gaudy engagement ring. What happened there?”

“As if you don’t know. I’m sure Maggie told you.”

“Refresh my memory. I want to hear it from you.”

I told Chet the truth. I flew to England to meet up with Simon. He’d already seen the video. Was nothing sacred? We were recorded in LAX during that last goodbye kiss. I’d already made my decision. I gave him the ring back. He took it without much of a fuss. He said he expected it since I’d never kissed him the way I kissed Chet. I offered to pay back the money for the plane ticket, but Simon insisted it was a gift. He even bought my train ticket to go to Nan’s. I’d had lunch with him a couple of times when I went into London. He was dating a woman from his firm. I think she was French and I was truly happy for him. Simon was a good guy and his friendship had truly helped me during those difficult months.

I was certain Maggie told Chet as soon as she hung up with me that night I arrived. She screamed in my ear to get my arse back to California immediately, but I told her I needed the time away regardless of my relationship status.

“So there you have it, I called it off as soon as I landed.”

“I know.”

“But you waited a year.”

“You needed me to. If I would’ve flown here or called, it would’ve been more of the same. You needed space and you needed time.”

“So you gave it to me.”

“Exactly, but guess what?”

“What?”

“Time’s up.”

He bent down on one knee in front of me and reached for my hand. I was stunned.

He pulled out my ring from his pocket. I let him slip it onto my finger. This was crazy. He was a crazy man and I loved him just as much as the first time he put this ring on me.

“Penelope Elaine Kopernik, don’t make me store this ring back in my man-thong again. Tell me you’ll accept it for good this time and that you’ll marry me. It doesn’t have to be right away. I’m flexible but I’m done merely existing without you. I wanna live again. There’s only one solution. I need you and you need me, so will you?”

After all my attempts at denial and the many times I’d pushed him away, it was a miracle he wanted anything to do with me.

How could I say no to a miracle? I’d always prayed for one and it was finally happening. I tugged his hand. He stood in front of me. “Yes. Of course, I will marry you, but only if you get one thing through your thick head.”

“What’s that’s.”

“I will never ever run from you as long as I live. I mean it. You don’t have to fear that. I’ve missed you every single minute we weren’t together. I thought I was doing you a favor by unburdening you of me.”

He shook his head. “You were never a burden.” I jumped and Chet caught me, like always. His lips were exactly like I’d remembered. They met with mine with passion and fervor. I felt dizzy. I’d missed his kiss. It would be the last time I deprived myself from them. I meant my declaration. I would never run again. Of course, life would still be unpredictable and I couldn’t protect myself from all hurt and sorrow. Chet and I would have plenty of rough patches like all couples, but I knew together we’d get through it. We were proving just that in these first minutes of reunion.

Chet broke the kiss so he could spin me in circles. “I knew you’d say yes.”

“Did you now?”

“Yep. Hey, I think I saw movement at the window. Seems like we might have an audience. Can we go someplace private or are you comfortable with your grandparents witnessing some highly inappropriate behavior from me?”

“You’re in luck, I know just the place, but first, I have to show you something important. Walk with me a little.”

I grabbed his hand as we walked down the hill along the cobblestone path I’d helped my Pops construct many years ago when I was a child. We came to a stop when we approached the sacred part of my garden. Chet held tight to my hand.

“It’s for Donny. I’ve worked tirelessly making it the grandest garden on the grounds this year. I wanted a place to come to, a place where I felt at peace. Pops made the bench. Come closer so you can see the plaque.” Chet read it aloud. We had it inscribed with Donny’s full name and the day he was born sleeping.

“Penny, this is beautiful. It’s a perfect way to remember him.” He leaned down to kiss my forehead.

“I’m so sorry about the memorial. You wanted one and I deprived you of saying a proper goodbye.”

“Honey, there was no right or wrong way to handle what happened. We were all barely coping with our tragedy. It almost destroyed us. I’m not angry.”

“That’s because you’ve always been too patient with me, but I want you to know, Mum had the urn shipped here. I wanted to scatter the ashes in this space since I consider this his remembrance garden. I haven’t done it though because it never felt right without you here. Perhaps, after you’ve rested and we’ve talked some more, maybe we could finally have our own private ceremony.”

“I’d like that. How you holding up? Truth, Penny. You don’t ever have to pretend with me.”

“I still cry, sometimes all day off and on. He would have already celebrated his first birthday.”

“I know. I didn’t speak to a soul the day he was born or the day he was due.”

“Me either. Nan understands. She was there for Mum when Frankie passed. She knows the days I need to talk and get things off my chest, but she understands when I won’t speak, so she makes me a cup of tea and leaves me alone. This year was tough, but I’ve done a lot of healing. I didn’t think that was possible for a long time. It’s a slow, drawn-out process.” I finally told him about my journal. “I started writing in a book even before I left the hospital.” He nodded, said he remembered seeing me with it. “Well, the beginning isn’t much more than messages to Donny. ‘I love you. I miss you. Why us?’ Eventually, I found myself writing to you. I wrote everyday, Chet. I want you to read the passages. I think it will help you understand where my mind was and that no matter what I said or how far I drifted from you, you were always in my heart. My love for you never wavered.”

“I’d love to see it. Thank you for keeping a tangible reminder. The journal sounds incredible. There is something I should tell you too. I kept his things. I couldn’t part with them. All the boxes are at Mom’s.” He took a deep breath and said my name like only he could, “Penny.”

I looked up to him. Chet never could hide anything from me. I saw all his love mixed with his pain and loss. We still had so much hurt between us. That wasn’t going away. At least now, I found comfort there. I could face it head on and not run away as long as I knew he loved me. Chet was choked up. We were both overcome with emotion. Hearing that he kept Donny’s things made me happy. “He will always be a part of us, nothing can change that, but I’d like to try again, only when you’re ready. I guess what I mean is do you think you will ever be ready?”

“Yes, I still want children with you, Chet. I wasn’t sure at first, one of the many reasons I pushed you away. I knew how happy you were about becoming a father and I hurt so badly that when I got anywhere near you, I couldn’t bear to see that loss reflected in your eyes. I could barely handle my own pain, but seeing yours on top of that completely shredded me. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough.”

“You’re the strongest woman I’ll ever know. Don’t sell yourself short.”

We headed back to the house. I told him I should at least check on Nan. I felt bad she worked in the kitchen all day by herself. Chet had to get his luggage. He left it at the gate so he did arrive with more than the shirt on his back. We got Pepper settled inside. She was excited about meeting new people and exploring new surroundings.

I told Nan I needed to help Chet get settled in the guest cottage. She pulled me aside and told me to take my time. Dinner was still a couple of hours away. She did an exaggerated wink right in front of Chet. I was slightly embarrassed when Pops cleared his throat and changed the subject.

I tried to explain to Chet as we walked further down the path, this was not the accommodations he was used to. The tiny cottage had running water and electricity but that was it. There were no frills or other luxuries. Nan wanted it torn down decades ago, but Pops had it fixed up primarily for Maggie and I to have a playhouse when we were small. I kept quiet it might have been the only time in my life, I used to make fairy tales up in my mind. I wanted to be a princess and I pretended this was the castle my prince built for me.

When we made it to the door, Chet swept me off my feet before we walked inside. Maybe there was some truth to fairy tales, dreams and happily-ever-afters. He would always be my Romeo. He had to crouch to make it inside without knocking his head off. “Are people in England shorter or something?”

I laughed. “I’m not sure, maybe the original caretaker that constructed it was a tiny man.”

“Seriously though, I thought the hobbit houses were in New Zealand.”

He was being dramatic as usual. The cottage was only a little off scale. He let me down so I could give him the tour. “One room plus a tiny bathroom and the stove is for cooking and heat, but you don’t need to worry about either while you’re here.” I wasn’t sure how long he intended to stay. He answered before I asked.

“I’m staying as long as you need me. I sold the condo to X.”

“You did? How is he these days?”

“He’s living with his life coach.” We had a good laugh about that. Maybe there was hope for Xavier if his life partner was certified personality specialist.

“You’re not upset about the condo, are you?”

“No, I loved our time there. We’ll always have our memories. Those can’t be sold.”

“Agreed. Listen. I need to get this off my chest. You and I made some great memories. You’re right about that, but my old place housed some dark ones for me as well. I need you to know I might have been seen with a lot of women those couple of months, but I wasn’t fucking around with any of them. The truth is . . . only one time with Grace. I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. It happened. If it makes you feel any better, it sucked. I’m pretty sure she even said, ‘Damn, Chet that really sucked’ and all that remained was some version of a strained friendship for a little while until we called it quits.”

I appreciated his honesty. It wasn’t like I had any right to hold that against him. “Well, then I guess I should admit, nothing remotely physical ever happened between Simon and I even though I was technically his fiancée for 24 hours.”

“I know.”

“You did?”

“Of course, I asked Maggie. I was fully prepared to act a fool if he touched you.”

“So you’re still my one and only.”

Chet leaned in and kissed me again. There was a renewed longing I hadn’t felt in a very long time. The fears and apprehensions were banished forever. I knew we would be completely undisturbed for as long as we needed. Eventually, I had to take a breath.

He traced my face with his fingers. “I meant what I said about taking our time, but the place Mom fixed up for our wedding is still in perfect condition. I would take you back tomorrow and marry you the next day if you want. I mean that. Besides, I can’t imagine Wayne getting married before me. That’s not right on a cosmic level.” I reminded him that he still owed Wayne a Suzanne meeting. That was the deal if we ever tied the knot. Chet dreaded the conversation to facilitate the meeting because it was embarrassing, but he promised to give it his best shot. It would be a wedding gift, perhaps. Even though Wayne calmed down now that he had Aubrey, he was never going to completely get over that crush.

“How about next month?”

“Nice compromise. I can handle marrying you a month from now. Where do you want to live?”

“With you.”

He grabbed me and planted a sloppy kiss on my mouth. Chet spoke against my lips, kissing me in between his words. “That- goes- without- saying.”

“It all depends on your work, I guess. I’m flexible. I’ve done some tutoring here, but that’s about it. I really like the peace and quiet I’ve had this year, but of course I miss home. I guess I’m half English and half Cali girl after all.”

“Penny, I would live in this tiny cottage with you even though I’m sure I’d end up with scoliosis. However, I would also buy you the biggest house in LA. I doubt we’d ever use one tenth of it, but I’ll give you anything your heart desires if you’re ready to move back. I’m more inclined to say, we have two places, one here, one maybe on the outskirts of Los Angeles.”

We decided to play all that by ear. Chet told me he might take a role that started filming toward the end of the year. “It’s a small independent film. I’m trying new things, plus I have a demo I can’t wait for you to hear. I want your input before I release it. I want your input about all my decisions from here on out.”

“Are you missing Voyagers at all?”

“Hell no. They’re all in Argentina again.” I’d been reading all the speculation about Chet and what happened to his character. People knew he wasn’t filming this one. “I wish them all the best. They can make a dozen of those films if they want, but it was time to do something else.” He said he needed new challenges.

“I have one for you. I challenge you to fit in the shower and clean up. I hated to say it before but you smell funky, like a mixture of medicine and feet.”

“Oh yeah. You think I stink? We’ll take a look at yourself. You’re filthy.”

I looked down to see the dirt and paw prints where Pepper left her mark.

Chet said he had a good excuse for his strange odor. He had Pepper’s paperwork checked over in a vet clinic. “And as for the feet, I rode next to a portly gentleman on the plane. He took his shoes off. He kept bumping his nasty feet against me the entire way. Damp, old man socks, babe and he snored right in my ear half the flight. I probably have his drool on my shoulder.”

“Eww, gross. Say no more. Go, shower now or we cannot go any further with this reunion.”

“I’ll go but you’re coming with me. I like my reunion sex free of dirt and dog slobber. You’re just as gross.”

I told him that was impossible. We’d have to go separately. The shower would barely fit him, but Chet refused to take my word for it. He said where there’s a will there’s a way.

We fit. Together, he and I always made the impossible work.
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I finished up my last song. All twelve spectators gave me a raucous round of applause. Penny set these little shows up a few months back. I tried to get the nerve up to release my first album in the US even though I’d recorded three now. She thought I needed experience playing in front of a live audience. I wasn’t sure that doing sets in front of a small crowd of Englishmen in a family-owned pub in Cotswold would prepare me for adding singer/songwriter to my resume, but God love her, my wife was the bomb.

“Thank you, ladies and gents for coming out this evening. Could you please give it up once more for my beautiful wife in the back and my pretty princess, Kaitlyn?”

The men hooped and hollered even louder for Penny and Katie Rose. They all knew the drill. Drinks were on me when they came out to hear me play, so that’s why I always assumed they were so thrilled with my singing. However, I’d had a few compliment me lately, they weren’t kidding. They liked my singing even better than they liked my acting. Ouch. I think they were complimenting me.

“Daddy!” was the best music to my ears. Kaitlyn ran full speed ahead into my arms. “Your songs were the bestest tonight.” She said I was even better than last time. My little girl told me that every time her mother brought her along to listen.

I gave Penny a hug with my free arm. “The word is out. I can feel it in my bones. I swear next week we’ll have at least 20 drunks in here if we have one.”

She punched me in the stomach. “Shut up. These old men love you and the barmaids practically drool the whole time you’re up there. Wait and see, you release your album and you’ll be playing for 20,000 easy, probably more.”

“I don’t know. I kinda like the obscureness here. I’m not ready to give it up.”

Penny assured me, in our little corner of the world where we spent at least half the year, she doubted we ever would. “This community sees you as one of their own. They’ll always treat you like a regular guy. We have this sanctuary for life.”

She had me there. We also had a huge ass house surrounded by a moat. I exaggerated. I wanted a moat but Penny made me settle for a stone fence. As much as I loved folding myself up and being enclosed in a tiny space with barely enough oxygen for the two of us, the guest cottage was not feasible in the long run. I acquired some adjacent property. It cost me a small fortune, but was worth it to build our dream home. We had another place close to Mom and Dad’s, but I considered England our primary home now even though we split our time almost 50/50. I tried to convince Penny’s grandparents to let me upgrade their house, but they refused. They were comfortable with what they’d always had since the first day Penny’s grandfather carried her over the threshold. I could totally relate to that sentiment.

Penny winced when she got out of the car. “You okay?”

“It was just a twinge.”

I rubbed her taut abdomen. “It’s happening tonight, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think so. I just saw Willow. She said maybe another week.”

“Yeah, but she also said maybe in an hour. I was there. I heard her.”

Of course, when we found out we were expecting a honeymoon baby, I researched every doctor in the nation. Penny was closely monitored with Kaitlyn. She refused to give up Dr. Brown, but we also consulted with a specialist that wrote a book on umbilical cord accidents. We were both nervous wrecks most of that pregnancy, but we had a vibrant three-year-old daughter now. She sported a mop of wild hair like her mother’s and dark eyes like mine. She was the best of both of us my mother always said. I loved her more than I thought possible.

I was uneasy when Penny wanted to have this next baby in England. I had researched the hospitals in London when she sprang it on me she’d found a midwife. My first inclination was hell no, but she had made up her mind. That meant I might as well butt my head into our stone wall. The outcome would still be the same. I’d only end up with a headache arguing with her. She wanted to do what I thought sounded like far out childbirth. Turns out natural waterbirth wasn’t so odd. I said she should at least have a certified nurse midwife. She managed to find the most hippy midwife in the UK. I checked and re-checked whether this woman was legit. Willow was a fiery, redhead that had every credential possible and a perfect track record, but she was still a trip, part hippie-gypsy but with loads of medical knowledge. Last checkup, she informed me I was delivering our son, because it was important the first touch come from the father.

I told her I didn’t even look when Kaitlyn was born and she was out of her mind. Penny pinched me for being rude. “Then close your eyes and feel because you’re doing it. That’s final.”

Needless to say, I was scared out of my mind about this impending birth. Penny was the most peaceful and relaxed she’d ever been. She took leisurely walks and meditated in the garden daily. I had to put my fears aside and trust she knew her body and that Willow knew how to deliver babies because I was clueless.

We got Katie ready for bed, but Penny had a funny look. She suggested I pack up our daughter for an impromptu sleepover with Nan. Katie bounced off the walls upon hearing that news. Poor great-grandparents. She would certainly wear them out tonight.

I made it back to find Penny leaning over a chair and swaying her hips. “Willow better be on the way.”

“She is. She’s less than twenty minutes. I just hung up with her.”

“It’s not too late to get in the car and find a hospital, you know.”

Penny assured me she was fine. This is what she wanted. “The movement eases the pain some. Want to help?”

I cocked a curious eyebrow. “What do you have in mind?” If I remembered the afternoon correctly, we already did some kickass movements that just might have jump-started this labor.

Penny extended her hand. “Dance with me, Chet. I might have to stop occasionally, but I feel like dancing this baby out. Come to think of it, this all started with a dance dedication.”

I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a tender kiss. “You’re partially right, but to tell you the truth, it started for me when I first laid eyes on you. You were an enchanting beauty with too much hair, a whole lot of sass and you didn’t like me for some reason. I mean, what’s not to like? Then you ripped the bottom off a cupcake and made that the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. I said to myself, I have to marry this girl.”

“And so you did.”

“Yes. Funny how you made that sound so easy when clearly it was a lot harder than that.”

We both knew all too well, the journey to get here was a long, difficult uphill climb. We danced around the kitchen for a few minutes until Penny had to stop.

Four hours later, Lane Theodore slipped into my open hands, screaming at the top of his lungs so half the countryside knew he’d arrived.

His cries were beautiful music to my ears just like his sister’s before him.
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Two weeks passed. We had the entire crew at our home, even Wayne and Aubrey. Those grandmothers weren’t missing another day without seeing their new grandson. Frank ended up being the most emotional one when he met his grandson for the first time. I put my arm around the man that still intimidated me but I’d grown to love.

“Told you I’d take care of her.”

He held Penny’s hand and leaned in to kiss Lane. “That you did, son. I never doubted you.”

Maggie wanted a few photos. She’d been taking a photography class as a hobby, and she’d gotten pretty good at it. Keats had their two girls running in circles with Katie. Maggie and Keats had their fair share of disappointments, but their third attempt at IVF worked and they got a two-fer, twin girls. I sent Keats a bottle of scotch when we got the news they were both girls.

We took a few pictures around the house when Penny suggested we go over to the garden.

We had a seat on Donny’s bench. I held Kaitlyn on my knee and Penny adjusted Lane in her arms so he could be front and center. We wished more than anything, this photo had three children, but fate had other plans. We had faith there were reasons beyond our comprehension why this was the case, but our firstborn son’s life would always have meaning and purpose. We truly believed that. A breeze blew through and I reached over to move the hair from Penny’s face. She smiled with tears in her eyes.

“This is all I ever need from you, Chet.”

“Good to know.” I kissed her with our kids in the mix. Maggie announced that was the best one yet.

I was still famous, no way to undo that at this point. I never wanted to change who I was anyway, especially if I pursued my music career which was a new dream I was finally fulfilling. However, it wasn’t my career that defined me, it was just a piece of the whole picture. Hearing my wife tell me sitting next to her with our kids in our arms was all she needed meant everything.

Lots of people recognized me at first glance. Actually, I’m sure it was millions by now, but what counted most was that one woman really knew me. A Penny was worth way more than I ever thought possible.
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First off, I would like thank my family for putting up with me since this dream of becoming a writer took over. Yes, Mom is crazy, but I’m not doing anything crazy when I hide out on the sofa writing stories. I never meant to make any of you feel ignored. My family is my biggest motivation. I love you all dearly with my whole heart and hope I make you proud.

Next in line is the team. The team listened to me and were my personal cheer squad. They read through minimally edited bits and sometimes waited months and weeks to know what happened next. I’m so appreciative to have a group of ladies I trust to give honest advice and much appreciated pats on the back. I adore all of you: Virna, the goddess of Diva, Dani Morgan, TJ, Michelle Spencer, Samantha Jane, and Hala Fikry.

#TeamPenny for the win!

Special thanks to my editors at WLK Media. Michelle and Mary Ann, I appreciate your hard work during a busy holiday season.

A book is judged by its cover. I’m so pleased I found the prettiest cover model on the planet. Model credit: Tristen C. (@pl0xmast3r)

My gorgeous friend and talented artist across the pond, Artwork by Samantha Jane did wonders with the images. The cover tells a portion of the story before the first word is read.
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TC Rybicki loves to write, writes to live some days. She enjoys a simple life in Texas with her husband and a brood of kiddos. TC adores her dogs, cats, beardies and a turtle named Tiny. When she isn’t writing, she is taking care of the family, cooking or walking for fresh air to hash out plot bunnies. Her own story is unique and tragic with a happy ending in the works. Her writing reflects the experiences she’s endured. The muse speaks to her almost night and day so a book or two is always in the works.

Connect with TC through social media or her website.

Website

Facebook

Instagram

Twitter
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