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    CHAPTER ONE: SOFIA 
 
    I’m almost positive I’ve driven into Stepford. 
 
    Every house in Pops’s gated community looks exactly the same. I’m sure I’d get lost from one street to the next if it weren’t for the persistent British woman yelling at me from the map on my phone. I’d end up wandering this labyrinth until the end of time, or at least until a resident found me, suffocated me in paisley Vera Bradley, dyed my hair platinum, and renamed me Karen. They’d adopt me like someone would a dog. 
 
    “I think I’m in the wrong neighborhood.” 
 
    “You’re not in the wrong neighborhood,” Bash says, his voice coming out tinny and far away over my speaker phone. “It’s Blue Pond Plantation, right?” 
 
    My brother asks the question just as I pass an enormous sign in front of the community center and pool: Welcome home to Blue Pond Plantation! A group of moms in bikinis holding oversized Sonic Cokes cross in front of my car, their gaggle of children running ahead with shiny new pool toys and floaties. There’s not a unique face in the bunch. 
 
    “Are we sure Pops didn’t get conned into buying a house in here? He might be spiraling since Mom passed, and he’s always been too trusting. He once texted me to ask if he should send money to a Nigerian prince via PayPal or Venmo.” 
 
    Per usual, my brother ignores the skepticism in my tone. “You’re going to love his new place. It’s got stairs and the people before him left one of those backyard swing sets we always wanted when we were kids. When Gage and I stayed there over Christmas, he basically lived on that thing.” 
 
    The British woman interrupts him, forcefully directing me to take a right. Sure enough, I’m on another identical street, the only differences from house to house being which cross is on display in the yard or which version of “Bless this Mess” is printed on a sign by the front door. 
 
    “It’s not too late to join me for a little while,” I say. “You could take a few days off work and drive up with Gage.” 
 
    “No, I can’t do that,” Bash says firmly. 
 
    “Pray tell why not.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure what I do at work?” Bash says. “But every two weeks the paychecks come in and now I’m too scared to ask. The number is really big, Sofia. What if I’m an assassin?” 
 
    I snort, and take a left, finally spotting my dad’s new house near the end of the lane. “Well, have you killed anyone lately?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Bash says in a serious voice. “The best assassins make it so no one ever really knows for sure.” 
 
    I want to think my brother is joking. But I know Bash, and this line of conversation is scary close to the time he tried to tell me he had a “photogenic memory.” My twin brother is adorable, but a total himbo. 
 
    I hear something shuffling around on his end of the line as I coast my car toward the house number my dad gave me. I settle back in my chair, rubbing at the back of my neck as I look up and down the clean white board and batten front. 
 
    “Look, it’s not like Copper Springs is another country,” Bash tells me. “We grew up, like, ten minutes away. What’s up with you? It’s only a few weeks and once Pops is all settled in his new place, you can go home to Atlanta.” 
 
    I sigh. Bash isn’t crazy to ask all these questions. I’ve been resisting this trip out to help Pops finish up his move to Blue Pond Plantation, and I don’t really have a great reason why. It just feels… weird. 
 
    When Bash and I left home for college (me) and work (Bash) seven years ago, my small town Georgia world was a different place. Mama hadn’t been diagnosed yet, Pops’s meager investments hadn’t finally taken off, and I knew exactly what my life trajectory looked like. I was going to keep my head down at school and graduate in Pre-Med Sciences so I could eventually come back to Ainsley’s Mill Memorial Hospital and become the youngest female surgeon they had on staff. 
 
    But then life hiccuped. 
 
    And my dad and Bash and everyone else keep telling me this is normal, but it’s still hard to wrap my head around things not going exactly the way I planned them. This board and batten house, the HOA, the manicured lawns with the tasteful ornaments… I’m sure it’s all great for Pops, especially since Mama died, but it just feels so damn unexpected. 
 
    It just feels like one more thing that was beyond my control. 
 
    “Shoot!” My car screeches to a stop and I throw it into park. “Hey, Bash, gimme a second.” 
 
    I yank off my seatbelt and get out. The tiniest little terrier puppy is frozen in the street, its eyes wide and watery as it takes in the car that almost ended its life. I scoop him up, stroking his little head and smiling as he gratefully laps at my fingers. A quick glance down one end of the street and then the other reveals no missing dog signs. 
 
    I sigh and hold the little guy up so he’s nose to nose with me. “This is not a sign that I’m supposed to stay here and nurture one more thing.” 
 
    The pup just whines and cocks his head, sending my heart into a million flutters. 
 
    
“Come on then,” I grunt. “You can chill in my dad’s backyard until we find whoever lost you.” 
 
    I get back into my car, the tiny terrier bundling up into a tight ball between my thighs. He looks up at me, grinning in that weird way only dogs can and happily whining as I shut us in. 
 
    “You don’t have to cry about being in Copper Springs,” my brother lectures me, assuming the noise came from me. “Channel your inner Gloria Gaynor: you will survive.” 
 
    “I’m going to be texting you every day,” I tell Bash. I don’t mention the terrier puppy, but I do glance back down at him as I talk. Something in my gut is easing up a little. Stupid, adorable animals making everything slightly more tolerable. This isn’t proof I should have a therapy dog. “You better swear you’ll take my messages, bro. Assassinating all those foreign spies can wait five minutes for you to type your favorite twin sister a reply. I refuse to be lonely here.” 
 
    “Oh my God, I almost forgot to tell you.” 
 
    My chest tightens in response, even though things Bash has forgotten to tell me about in the past run the gamut from milk having expired to his forgetting to turn off the stove before going out. 
 
    “What did you forget to tell me? Did Dad magically decide to move back to Ainsley’s Mill and I’ve driven out here for nothing?” 
 
    Bash blows right past that. “I set you up for a blind date tonight. A proper welcome to Blue Pond Plantation if you can’t have your favorite twin brother around.” 
 
    My stomach turns. “Is it with the dad from the movie Get Out? Who do you even know in Copper Springs, Bash?” 
 
    “Please, it’s an old buddy of mine from when I worked for the insurance company. He moved out to Copper Springs and we’re still in touch.” 
 
    I groan. “No. Nope, no, no way.” 
 
    The terrier in my lap whines again, and this time I tell myself it’s out of support instead of enthusiasm. 
 
    “Tell me you can undo this,” I say. “I don’t do blind dates, and I definitely don’t do them in unfamiliar territory.” 
 
    “This is going to be good for you,” my brother insists. There’s a sound like he’s opening something on the other end of the line. “Hey Sof, do kids like grape jelly or strawberry jelly with chunky peanut butter sandwiches?” 
 
    “… Did you just call it chunky peanut butter? It’s crunchy. Chunky is… don’t ever eat peanut butter that looks chunky, Sebastian. And please don’t feed it to my nephew.” 
 
    There’s a thud, and I tell myself he took my advice and ditched the clearly expired peanut butter in the trash can. 
 
    “See, this is one of those reasons why I question you setting me up with a blind date.” 
 
    “Sofia York, just relax for one night and have fun with the guy. He can show you around Copper Springs, help you get adjusted… maybe help you with something a little bit more, if you know what I mean…” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I groan again. 
 
    “He’s meeting you at the community center at three.” 
 
    I glance at the clock by my dashboard. “Bash, what the hell? It’s 2:55 and I’m dressed in my travel clothes. There are paint splatters on my shirt from when we did your living room. There is a hole in my crotch!” 
 
    The terrier whines again and hops up to lick my wrist. 
 
    “There’s a dog in my lap.” 
 
    “Woah. A dog in your lap? Courting the men of Copper Springs already, are you, Sof?” 
 
    I scowl at my brother’s teasing. 
 
    I yank down my visor and scan my reflection in the mirror. Oh my God—I didn’t even run a brush through my hair this morning. I was planning on helping Pops move furniture and unpack boxes, so I’d settled on a messy bun. I squint, thinking I might still see traces of the dry shampoo I drenched myself in this morning. 
 
    “I can’t go. This is insane.” 
 
    “You’re going to go,” Bash says, and I can almost hear him rolling his eyes over the phone. “That’s the thing about you, Sofia: you can’t leave people hanging. In the womb, you inherited all responsible go-getter genes.” 
 
    “What did that leave you with?” I ask with a pout. 
 
    “All the good looks, obviously. I got the sexy jeans, the kind that make your ass look great and don’t require a belt.” 
 
    “Different type of genes, Bash.” 
 
    “Just shut up and go on the date,” he says. “While we were talking, I just texted Pops that you are turning right around to meet Mark, so he won’t even be expecting you to walk through the front door.” 
 
    “I should have absorbed you in utero.” 
 
    “Welp, you had the chance and wasted it! Mark will be at the community center in five. He’s got short dark hair, he’s tall, and you’re going to sing my praises when he rocks your wo—” 
 
    “Oh my God, bye!” 
 
    I click off the call before my own brother can describe how this stranger is supposed to rock my world and welcome me to Copper Springs. 
 
    I scooch forward in my seat, examining my face in the visor mirror again. Those ladies with the pool floaties and the Sonic drinks might see me walking into their community center and assume I’m a homeless person who has wandered in through the gates. I unravel my hair from its knot and comb my fingers through it, then grab some cherry ChapStick from my purse and apply it, as though it might magically undo a day’s worth of chewing on my cracked lips when I was navigating North Georgia traffic. It’ll have to do. 
 
    “I’m not seriously considering accommodating him, right? Am I really that much of a sucker for making other people happy?” 
 
    I glance down at the dog. He just gives me that toothy grin again before burying his nose in my crotch. 
 
    “Lord. I should have turned my brother down and left you to become a hardened street dog. It could have been good for you.” 
 
    I sigh, already unbuckling and picking the dog up in my commitment to follow through on the date I definitely don’t want. I walk around to Pops’s side gate, let the dog in, then shoot my dad a brief text telling him not to panic when he spots the terrifying six-ounce hound rifling through his backyard. I grind my teeth together, jaw clicking as I head back and get in my car. 
 
    I put the car in reverse and pull out, headed back toward the pool and community center. Stupid, stupid Bash. Someone just got himself removed from my carefully curated Christmas card list. I find a spot near the front gates, throw my car into park, and get out. 
 
    The community center is big. It’s bigger than my dad’s actual house in this neighborhood, and it looks like it could straight-up eat the trailer I grew up in. I walk through the front doors, marveling at the luxe marble flooring and plush recliners and couches set up in front of a TV where the UGA football game is playing. 
 
    I pull out my phone and glance at the screen. Two minutes to spare. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I whirl around. I’m used to always being the early one. 
 
    When I see him, I could swear my vagina bottoms out. 
 
    Even though this guy must be only twenty-five or twenty-six if Bash is keeping company with him, he looks a lot older than my age. Hints of silver streak his dark head of hair, and adorable crow’s feet cinch at the corners of his smoky gray eyes. He’s tall, definitely tall, just like Bash promised. He’s got a wide frame, with the kind of toned, easy muscles that look like he got them from hard labor rather than a day at the gym. And his smile— 
 
    Oh my God, he’s assessing me, too. He makes no small show of raking his eyes up and down my paint-splattered, sloppy outfit. My body tenses. Damn that Bash, he had to set me up and not give me enough warning to throw on a date outfit? This guy looks like he could undress me with that piercing gaze, and even though I’ve never been one to hop in bed on the first date, I kind of wish that Superman here’s laser vision saw lingerie under my t-shirt instead of the brown bra and comfy briefs I know I’m wearing. 
 
    “You must be—” he starts. 
 
    I just nod, my tongue reduced to thick cotton in my mouth. “You’re early.” 
 
    His brow furrows. Even though I know better from my conversation, I get the sense that he feels I’m late. It’s unnerving. “Should we get going, then?” 
 
    Am I really about to do this? 
 
    I’m not that girl. I don’t do spontaneous dates with strangers. I don’t do spontaneous anything. I’ve got two color-coded calendars at home, one for my day-to-day and one for my grad school schedule. Even my period bows to my will, coming every thirty days like clockwork. 
 
    But even as I think all that, I can still picture the tiny little terrier pup hopping onto my thighs and making himself at home. I already let one dog into my lap today after very little resistance, and now I’m faced with an in-the-flesh Henry Cavill type? My willpower is being put to the test. 
 
    I shift from foot to foot, weighing out the afternoon’s possibilities while ignoring the steady pulse that’s picked up between my thighs. It has been a while. 
 
    And then my feet start moving on their own. 
 
    Here I am, following Mark the Possible Serial Killer out of the community center and into his car. He doesn’t go around to open the door for me like some of the Southern gents I remember from high school, but bad date manners can be forgiven with a jawline like his. It’s possible I’d forgive him for being a war criminal if I got to see what’s under those dark jeans. 
 
    I slide into his passenger seat, only vaguely giving any thought as to where he might take me for our date. Mark drives a big old SUV, complete with a car seat and a booster seat I see when I glance behind us. Hot and a single dad? Shit. Who let this guy go? 
 
    Maybe… maybe it wouldn’t be the absolute craziest thing if I had a fun night with Mark and let him show me around town a little. I’m only in Copper Springs for a week and a half, two weeks tops. I can have some fun and then get back to real life. 
 
    I’ve never let myself indulge before. I’ve never let myself just have a little fun, no strings attached. Maybe Bash was onto something. Maybe it would be good for me to warm up to Blue Pond Plantation a little. 
 
    And if Mark here is friends with my brother, then it means he’s probably been briefed on how I don’t have time for relationships. Hell, he’s got at least two kids. He’s probably going into this with a similar mentality, wanting to have some fun and blow off a little steam before getting back to the grind of real life. 
 
    Mark’s calloused hand grips the gear shift as we round out of the neighborhood, and I have the insane urge to slide my fingers into his. 
 
    I’m so sorry for mentally crossing you off the Christmas card list, Bash. You’re getting moved right to the top. If this guy kisses me at any point in the evening, I will personally buy every item on your wish list. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: WES 
 
    This girl has got to be the hottest fucking repairwoman I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    Seriously, riding in my car with her feels a lot like the set-up to a porno. Sure, she’s got all the right character bits to tell the audience she’s a day laborer, with her messy hair, lack of makeup, and paint-splattered clothes. But her body is nuts. She’s all curves in all the right places, and it’s got to be a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen for her company to send her out to a job in Blue Pond wearing jeans that hug her thighs like that. 
 
    And when she smiles over at me and uses both hands to tuck that thick, dark hair behind her ears… I shift in my seat, tugging at my own jeans so if this repair company turns out to be a front, no one can say I propositioned her to come onto me. You know, just in case. 
 
    There’s a car pulled off to the side of the road, where a guy who looks a little like a younger version of me is staring at his phone, face contorted in confusion. I roll down my window, thankful for the opportunity to breathe outside air that doesn’t smell like this chick’s intoxicating coconut shampoo. 
 
    “You lost, pal?” 
 
    “You know where the community center is?” He asks. 
 
    I jerk my thumb in the direction we just came. “All these damn houses look the same,” I say. 
 
    “Hey, thanks.” He waves at both of us before rolling his window back up and driving off. 
 
    When I roll up my window, the girl is cocking her head, her brows pinched together. 
 
    “Do you live in this neighborhood?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” Never gotten that question from the hired help before. Maybe she thought I was an outside party who manages the HOA board, rather than a resident here. I just drive on, holding my breath so I don’t get a high from that coconut shampoo. 
 
    “So, the gazebo is just in the Northwest corner of the neighborhood,” I mutter as I turn my car down Ingram Street and side-eye her. “You are… not what I expected.” 
 
    “I’m not?” She glances down at her body, a darkness flickering across her face like she can’t decide if that’s a good or bad thing. 
 
    She’s got to get that all the time, right? I’ve been on the HOA board for six months now, and scheduling community repairs for the last three. In all that time, I have never come across a repairwoman like this girl. Hell, I don’t think I’ve come across a repairwoman at all. 
 
    I park my car in front of the gazebo, gesturing at the roof that has started to give way after a few unusual Autumn storms. 
 
    “I’ll keep this brief,” I say. I clear my throat and shift again, using all of my willpower to banish the erection swiftly growing in my pants before I open my door and climb out. 
 
    The girl opens her door and follows me down the brick trail that leads to the gazebo. 
 
    “You don’t have to keep this brief,” she says. “You don’t—” 
 
    She stops in her tracks. I have a big gait—my daughters always complain that I walk with the steps of a giant, and that I leave them behind when we walk Mrs. Snodgrass’s dog around the neighborhood—but I slow it down for her, then finally stop when I realize she’s not going to follow me out to the broken gazebo. 
 
    “Look, I know what he probably told you over the phone,” she says. “He probably gave you this whole speech about how I’m not looking for anything that’s going to take up a lot of time or commitment. Over the past few years I’ve gotten kind of a reputation for—” she sighs and runs her hands through that long, dark hair “—keeping things brief. But… well, he thinks maybe this could be good for me to try something new. So let’s try something new, okay? Let’s be kind of crazy. Maybe… maybe that will be good for me.” 
 
    I blink. “It’s just a gazebo. Have you never—” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I think my last time out was a restaurant. So boring, I know.” 
 
    I wave her off. “This won’t be so different. They’re both buildings, right? Structurally similar.” 
 
    She laughs. For the fucking life of me, I can’t piece together what it is I said that could be construed as funny, but when she flashes me that dazzling smile again, I don’t really care if I understand. 
 
    “Follow me,” I grunt, and turn back to the path. I start off toward the gazebo again, grinding my teeth until my jaw hurts. 
 
    She talks more than the repairmen, too. Usually all I get from them is a quick price quote and then I don’t hear back until the job is done. But she’s— 
 
    “So, what do you do?” She asks me. I nearly trip on the bricks. 
 
    We’ve reached the gazebo. I take the steps and shove my hands deep into my pockets before turning back to her. 
 
    “I’m a mechanic,” I say. “You’ve probably heard of our garage, Bianchi and Sons. We’re the only shop in town.” 
 
    She swallows, and her gaze flicks down from my face to my thick arms and calloused hands. 
 
    “Oh my,” she squeaks. “That explains the whole blue collar god thing you’ve got going on.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. 
 
    Okay, that was direct. All jokes aside about this repair company being a front, I think this chick might be coming onto me. My chest tenses at the idea. 
 
    It’s not like I purposely put up a wall to keep any potential dates away. It comes with the territory. After Danielle and I split, I was left with two small daughters and a mountain of Danielle’s credit card debt. I worked my ass off to find the house in Blue Pond Plantation and reno it all by myself, and then I worked my fingers to the bone at Bianchi and Sons so that we could afford to keep it. Dating, women, flirting: I physically don’t have the time. I haven’t had to think about any of that stuff in a while. 
 
    But now here is this gorgeous girl standing in front of me, not even bothering to disguise her interest in me and I haven’t even briefed her on her job yet. I could swear I see a hunger in her eyes, something similar to the ache in me. 
 
    Something that hasn’t been satisfied in a very long time. 
 
    My mind goes back to my shower this morning, the quick rinse I take every day during the brief interval when the girls are full from breakfast and still entranced by PBS Kids. 
 
    I can’t even remember the last time I touched myself in there. When I did, it was probably some sad, desperate late-night tug spent thinking about one of the moms from the school pickup line. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been anything like what I’d do to myself thinking about this girl in front of me. I’d take my fucking time under the hot stream, let the soapy water sluice down my body as I run my hands over my pecs and abs until finally dropping to my straining cock… 
 
    I shift again, tugging at these jeans, which I’m only just realizing might be a size too small. 
 
    Would allowing myself one minor concession in three years be the worst thing in the world? This girl is clearly coming onto you. Aggressively. Maybe you have a little fun, she repairs the gazebo, and you both get to go back to your regular lives with a little red hot memory to get you through the mundane days? 
 
    I gulp. You’re playing with fire here, Wes. You know better than to flirt back with the neighborhood help. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” I shoot back. God, Wes. I gesture at her paint-splattered ensemble. “You look like Bob the Builder’s design muse.” 
 
    Her dark cheeks flush at that, but I note a quirk in the corner of her mouth. She wants to smile up at me. She likes the flirting. My heartbeat quickens until I can feel it pulsing in my fingertips and thudding in my ears. 
 
    “I look terrible,” she groans. “I should have worn something nicer, but I didn’t know about this until the last second.” 
 
    Well, that explains why she showed up fifteen minutes after our set meeting time. But I ignore the apology and step toward the gazebo. 
 
    “Here, let me show you around.” 
 
    I hear her soft footsteps following me up the stairs. 
 
    “We’ve got some bad beams,” I tell her. “Honestly, I’d just fix them myself if it wasn’t for my work and my girls’ schedules. You see them?” 
 
    Her brow pinches together as she steps forward to look where I’m pointing. 
 
    “Those there?” She reaches up to point herself, her sleeve dropping to expose toned, smooth muscle. 
 
    I can’t fucking help myself. I reach forward and grasp her wrist, stepping up behind her to guide her wrist to the correct spot. 
 
    This is becoming an actual porn setup. Surely someone is going to come driving by in her company van, they’ll roll out with cameras, and yell “Gotcha! Are you trying to pay the neighborhood help with sexual favors?” 
 
    But I can’t care. My dick is aching in my jeans for her. And when she takes a half-step back, it rubs up against the small of her back. Her spine stiffens, and she turns to me. 
 
    You’ve fucking done it now, Wes. All those years ignoring your mother’s pleas to get back out there, all those years neglecting the self-care so you could parent your girls… It’s all gonna haunt you now. This has got to count as sexual assault, right? There’s no way a hot young girl like this one was really coming onto you. It was all in your sad, single head. It was— 
 
    But then she’s slipping her wrist out of my hand and turning around, those huge, dark eyes flicking up to meet mine. 
 
    “I swear I don’t usually do this,” she whispers. “You don’t even know my name. We met five minutes ago. But there’s just something I feel for you. Something I want—” 
 
    Her voice cracks. She swallows again, and as I watch the tiny lump pass down her throat and settle at the top of her chest, my cock jerks once more. 
 
    “I think I have something I just need to get out of my system,” she says finally. 
 
    “I need to do that, too.” 
 
    My stomach draws up tight inside of me. Don’t push her; she could still change her mind. Let her make the first move. If she really wanted some horny old man pressing his hard-on against her stomach, she’d make it happen and— 
 
    Her hands find the back of my head, her fingers tangling in the locks. And then she’s pulling me close, and my cock really is pressing up against her tight stomach. When her lips find mine, they’re soft and open. 
 
    I can’t help myself: my tongue darts in, sweeping through her mouth. She groans against me, and she slouches just a little into my grasp. 
 
    I know we’re outside and in my neighborhood. I can’t let this go too far out here. 
 
    “My house,” I choke out as her mouth drops to kiss a hot trail down my throat. “My girls won’t be home from school for at least half an hour. I live—” 
 
    But I lose my words as her tiny hand finds my dick. She cups it through my jeans, giving it a firm squeeze as her mouth returns to mine to taste me again. 
 
    She nods, breathless. “Just the one time.” 
 
    “Just the one time,” I agree, already unsure I can keep that promise. My cock hurts as it strains against my zipper. 
 
    “Do you have condoms at your place?” 
 
    A buzz sounds. She pulls back, frowning as her hand fumbles for a cell phone in her back pocket. 
 
    “Shit,” she says. 
 
    “What?” I grip her elbows tight as she reads the message scrawled across her screen. 
 
    “It’s my dad.” She looks back up at me. 
 
    As quickly as this all started, I feel it fade. I feel her assessing me through the lens of what she knows is normal and right. There’s a flash of sadness in her eyes before they steel. 
 
    “This would have been nice,” she mutters. “So nice.” 
 
    I wince, my sac drawing up tight to my body in anticipation of being left hanging. “But?” 
 
    “My dad says he needs me,” she says. “I have to go. This would have been… I think I would have liked… Well, I guess it wasn’t meant to happen.” 
 
    I hate how disappointed I feel. I’m wracked with the emotion, and I have to clench my jaw to keep myself from throwing her onto one of the gazebo benches and claiming her right now. 
 
    “Um, don’t tell my brother about this.” She turns then, darting through the doorway and tearing off across the grass. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    Don’t tell her brother? And why is she running back to her car when I could have just given her a lift in mine? 
 
    I rub at my still-stiff cock as I watch her go. Fuck. 
 
    Well, at least I still have a half hour until the girls get home. Maybe I can go up to that shower… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: SOFIA 
 
    “Hey, Pops.” 
 
    Per the instructions in his text, I let myself in through the unlocked front door. I’m still sweating from my weird jog through the neighborhood, and my heart is still racing. 
 
    “Baby doll! I’m in the kitchen.” 
 
    There’s a hallway leading from the foyer, and I follow it past a few ancient framed photos of myself, Pops, Mama, and Bash. A framed photo of my nephew, Gage, takes center stage; he’s a year old and fully nude standing in lawn sprinklers. I’m sure when he’s older he’ll appreciate that my father has put his baby junk on display for all his neighbors. 
 
    Past the photos, I round a corner into a well-lit kitchen. I blink in the bright light, not sure if I really believe my eyes. 
 
    “Sheesh,” I mutter, taking in the expensive black stainless steel appliances. I step up to the counters, running my hands over the granite. “This place is fancy!” 
 
    There’s a banging sound, and I look down to realize my father is half-hidden under the sink. He curses a word I can’t quite make out. There’s a yelp from the corner, and I realize he’s brought the terrier in and set him up on the counter. He grins that toothy puppy grin at me again, and I walk over to pick the dog up and let him down to scamper off. 
 
    “I see the dog has made himself at home. Do you recognize him from any of your neighbors’ houses?” 
 
    “Every dog in this neighborhood is purebred or hypoallergenic or both. When I went to let this guy in through the back door, I found him rooting in my turned-over trash can. You really think he belongs to one of my neighbors?” Pops snorts from under the counter. 
 
    The dog has returned to my feet for a moment, rubbing up against me like a cat. I bend down to scratch his ears. “We can’t keep you, Garbage. Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    But the dog just gives another endearing howl-yelp and kicks off for the living room, hopping up onto my father’s recliner like it’s been his spot for years. 
 
    “I’m so sorry to call you back from your date,” Pops says, regaining my attention. “It’s just that I invited a neighbor over for dinner and when I turned on the sink, the water was no good. Can you turn it on for me and tell me if it’s clear?” 
 
    “Of course.” I pick my way over his legs and stand on my tiptoes to reach the sink handle. “Oh my God. Does this handle extend? Pops, you’re living in an HGTV show.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Anything feels like an HGTV show after spending a lifetime with thirty-year-old carpet and trailer windows that aren’t made to open. Try the sink now.” 
 
    I turn the handle. The water runs out crystal clear, and I have an insane urge to dip my head below the faucet and take a drink. 
 
    “Looking good,” I tell him. 
 
    It’s better than looking good. It all just looks so damn nice. My parents always took care of the trailer we lived in growing up, but even with fresh paint or new appliances, it would never feel this clean or new. I put my palm under the water, enjoying the way the stream ripples across the tiny hairs running down my arm toward my elbow. 
 
    My father pushes out from under the sink, rubbing his dirty hands on the front of his work jeans. From under his thick black mustache, there’s a rare twitch of a smile as he watches me playing with the water. 
 
    “Good. We won’t poison the neighbors now.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you could bottle this stuff and sell it,” I muse. “Compared to the water we had growing up, this junk may very well run straight to your house from the Fountain of Youth.” 
 
    Pops hip-bumps me away from the sink, takes a pump of soap from a dispenser, and starts washing his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry I took you from your date, doll. Bash gave me strict instructions to tell you this Mark boy is a college graduate, he’s looking to commit, and he is a Pisces. Whatever that means.” He turns off the water and dries his hands on a towel beside the sink. When he turns to look at me, he puts his hands on his hips. “I shouldn’t have called you away. You never do things for fun.” 
 
    The back of my neck burns at that. Instantly, I’m transported back to that gazebo with the hot single dad. And just as quick, there’s a twinge of guilt in my gut at letting myself lose focus. 
 
    Pops and Bash might get on my case for being a stick in the mud, but being called away from that date was probably for the best. It isn’t like me to come onto the cute guy, whether it’s for one red-hot afternoon or a lifetime of commitment. I have other priorities. Speaking of which, my gaze flicks across the kitchen again. 
 
    “This place is insane,” I say to him, stepping around the countertop so I can examine a funky light fixture positioned above the dining room table. “When I’m done with med school and I finally have some cash, a home is gonna be my first investment. No less than three bedrooms, a second living room just for sitting and not for watching TV, and a bathroom with—” 
 
    “The kind of shower that isn’t attached to a bathtub?” Pops provides. 
 
    My eyes go wide. “Shut up. Do you have one of those?” 
 
    He grins. “You can thank the neighbor who’s coming to dinner tonight. When he moved his family into the neighborhood, he watched the home prices until they dropped low enough for me to afford a move. We picked up this place at a great price and renovated ourselves. He spent way too long on that bathroom, but baby doll… It has two sinks.” 
 
    “I see you, Richie Rich.” I grin. “And I think we might owe this guy. Since when do you have time for friends?” 
 
    “Best friends,” Pops corrects me. “We took a bro’s weekend to Statesboro a few weekends ago and drink beers every Friday night after his girls are picked up. It’s all very official.” 
 
    “You got matching t-shirts?” 
 
    “Obviously. Besties for life.” 
 
    I chuckle.  “… Do you think I can I go take a shower in that bathroom now?” 
 
    “It’s in my room upstairs. Towels are still in the box on my bed.” 
 
    I kiss my father on the cheek and skip out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Be quick!” He calls. “Since you’re back early from your date, you can stick around and have dinner with us. He’ll be over in thirty minutes.” 
 
    I smile and wave one hand behind me in assurance. 
 
    Dang. A sink with clear water and the faucet that extends. Fancy light fixtures that put form over function. A bathroom with a shower that isn’t attached to a tub. I know it wouldn’t be much to other people, but to me, it feels like I’ve stepped into a mansion. 
 
    Pops worked so hard when we were growing up. He owned a modest furniture store, and he was there every day, fixing pieces by hand and running sales. I have a sudden vivid memory of sitting in the corner of his store with Bash after Mama dropped us off before her shift at the grocery store. We sat, sucking on cheap lollipops, as we watched Pops strip an old chair and recover it. 
 
    It wasn’t easy work. In fact, it looked backbreaking. I remember how my dad’s hairline collected sweat, how his muscles strained, how his brow pinched tight between his eyes as he concentrated. 
 
    He was building us a future. He was building up to a life in this quaint little HOA community, even if the place felt like a foreign country when I was driving in. 
 
    And I was going to take all that hard work and bring it one step further. I want this house—hell, I want a better house—by the time I’m thirty-five. Pops and Bash can give me a hard time about not having any fun, but at least I have a clear purpose. 
 
    I take the steps two at a time until I get to the second story. It’s just as nice up here as it was downstairs. Plush carpet runs beneath my dirty tennis shoes. Pops’ bedroom door is open to my left, and I spy a huge open window and an exposed brick accent wall. 
 
    I slip off my shoes at his door, grab a towel from the box on the bed, and pad over to his bathroom. I close the door behind me before I pull my shirt up over my head and shimmy down the waistband of my jeans. The clothes cling to my body in the Georgia humidity, and I toss them into a crumpled heap in the corner of the floor so they won’t infect the beauty of this remodeled bathroom. 
 
    For a moment, I stand in the mirror, taking in my reflection. Shit. I look like I’ve been travelling all day. My stomach goes tight as I think again about that single dad back at the gazebo… 
 
    I swallow down a lump that’s formed in my throat and run my fingers through my stringy, tangled black hair. It’s for the best that I looked this way and that Pops called me away and that I’m only spending two weeks here. That date was cute, but I let things move way too fast in a moment of excitement. 
 
    I shake my head—seriously—to clear it, and pull back the shower door to flip on the water. I close my eyes and breathe deep as I strip off my bra and panties. I extend both hands under the warm water the same way I did at Pops’s sink back in the kitchen. A shiver rips down my spine, and I feel my tits perk up in anticipation of the shower. 
 
    I’m basically living in a hovel back in the city so I can save up for med school. It’s a shared apartment with roommates I don’t really know. Standing at the edge of this shower now is a major luxury. 
 
    I step into the stream, audibly gasping as the warm water hammers on the sensitive skin of my chest. I reach forward and grab my father’s body wash, opening it up to get a lather going in my palms. 
 
    All at once, I’m overwhelmed with the scent of man. I wipe my eyes with the back of one arm and glance down at the bottle. This body wash is something in black and red, with a scent hilariously called “Male Thunder.” My lips quirk into a smile. It doesn’t look like it’s been opened before; I wonder if Pops was gifted this from the neighbor coming over for dinner, just as he was gifted the help with renovations and real estate. It doesn’t look like anything my straight-laced father would have bought for himself. 
 
    It smells like… 
 
    My knees buckle. It smells a little like my date this afternoon. 
 
    Christ, now that I’m standing under this blazing hot water and my breasts are out and soaped up, there’s an exciting new heat taking hold between my legs. I reach down, one finger absently circling over my clit. With my spare hand, I brace against the shower wall. 
 
    Pops wasn’t wrong to call me from my date. Despite his or my brother’s best intentions, it was never going to go anywhere. Nothing ever does with me, and I’m at peace with that. I’ve got my goals, and a relationship is not on the priority list. 
 
    But God, was it fun to indulge for a moment. It was so electric to touch his hair, and feel his plump lips pressing against my own, and to smell those intoxicating notes of green tea and shea butter. 
 
    At some point, my hands have found my breasts, and they squeeze and tug at my pointed nipples. 
 
    I wonder how far I would have let things go if Pops hadn’t brought me back to reality. Would I have really followed that guy over to his house and taken things to the next level? Do I have it in me to have a one-night stand and not get attached? 
 
    And what about him? 
 
    One hand drops back down between my legs, stroking in my wet warmth. 
 
    Christ, would he have given me everything he had in case it was the only time we got to enjoy each other? Would he have jumped in without hesitation, unable to spare even a moment before he tore my clothes off? 
 
    Would he drag my hands down to his waist, compel me to unzip his pants and find his thick, throbbing— 
 
    I clasp my hand over my mouth, realizing I just let loose a loud moan. For a moment, I’m totally silent, straining my ears to make sure my old man hasn’t bounded up the stairs to see if I’m alright. 
 
    When no one throws open the bathroom door after a minute or two, I collapse into a strangled sort of chuckle. My breasts are still heaving, and one leg is still propped on a shower shelf where I had started to enjoy myself. I would have looked a fucking sight if some paramedics or something had come busting in with my concerned father. 
 
    Get it together, Sofia. Christ. 
 
    *** 
 
    The doorbell rings. 
 
    “Sofia!” Pops calls from downstairs. “Can you let him in?” 
 
    “On it!” I holler back. 
 
    I squeeze a few more drops of water out of my hair and glance in the mirror. I don’t look fabulous or anything, but I look a hell of a lot better than I did in the Bob the Builder chic design Date Mark joked about earlier. 
 
    When I’m out of Pops’s bedroom, I take the stairs two at a time again. The doorbell rings once more, and I can see a fuzzy outline of a man and two kids through the clouded glass. 
 
    “Coming!” I yell. I finally arrive at the front door and fiddle with the lock. “Sorry, I was finishing up in the shower and my dad is—” 
 
    I stop short. 
 
    I am beyond paralyzed. I think I just died. It’s true what they say about your life flashing before your eyes when you pass, because in the split second since I whipped open this door, I have replayed every moment back in that gazebo. I can still imagine how I reached down and touched my date’s hard on. I can feel his lips on mine. Worst of all, I can see myself as I did just a few minutes ago in my father’s mirror, hair unwashed and clothes splattered in paint and what looked suspiciously like a mustard stain from lunch painted across my left boob. 
 
    “Mark?” 
 
    “Wha—” He shakes his head and blinks stupidly. “The… repair chick?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Wait, what the fu—” 
 
    “Um, tiny ears!” 
 
    Something has changed in his face as he looks down at his two young daughters standing on either side of him. They’ve got identical blonde hair and big, blue doe eyes, and the taller one is smirking. She extends a tiny hand to me, palm flat. 
 
    “You were gonna say a swear,” she announces. “That’s one dollar, please.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, Kennedy,” her father tells her. He puts a protective hand on her shoulder, pulling her back behind him a bit like he needs to put some distance between me and the girls. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What am I doing here?” I repeat blankly. 
 
    “Cooper Family!” My father pushes past me, extending his hand for Mark to shake. “Get your butts in here. Girls, I have the Disney channel pulled up on the TV in the living room.” 
 
    The older one’s eyes get even wider than when she held out her palm for me. “Dad doesn’t let us watch Disney at his house. Brynn, we gotta run before he stops us!” 
 
    “And if you’re very well-behaved… there might be a furry friend waiting to play with you, too.” 
 
    Kennedy’s eyes widen a truly obscene amount. “A puppy dog?” 
 
    The two girls tear off in giggles as Mark shakes my dad’s hand. 
 
    “Alright, Sofia, you can thank this gentleman here for the fancy sink and shower and lights.” Pops guides both of us by the smalls of our backs and pushes us toward the kitchen. I glance over at Gazebo Guy and, by the looks of his awkward gait and stiff shoulders, he’s just as freaked as I am. “Wes and his girls moved into the trailer next to mine a few years ago, and I thought he was crazy when he said we could buy the worst houses in Blue Pond and fix them up. I still think it would have been a crazy idea for an old dude to do on his own, but with Wes’s tools and muscles—” 
 
    Wait. 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    Pops definitely didn’t just call this guy Mark. My stomach twists into a pretzel. Did he say Wes? 
 
    “Will the girls eat Arroz Con Pollo?” Pops asks as he finally pushes past us into the kitchen. “When Sofia and her brother were Brynn’s age, all they would eat was peanut butter and jelly, but my Mama left behind this incredible family recipe.” 
 
    “They’ll eat it,” Mark—shit, Wes—squeaks out. He stands at the edge of the kitchen, hands shoved deep into his pockets as we have a whole-ass eye conversation behind my father’s back. 
 
    What’s going on? I mouth. He shrugs his shoulders, his cheeks losing another ounce of color. 
 
    Pops swings around and holds out a silver metal bowl. “Would one of you mind getting the ice from the basement?” 
 
    “I’ll get it.” 
 
    Wes and I speak in unison, then shoot each other identical expressions of surprise. 
 
    “I’ll help your daughter,” Wes says. He clears his throat a little, and when he speaks again, his voice comes out sounding a lot more like the careful, confident guy I remember from the gazebo. “It’s Sofia, you said?” 
 
    “Sofia,” I manage with a quick nod. I snatch the ice bowl from my dad’s hands and tear off for the stairs I saw that must lead to the basement. Wes follows behind me, mumbling something to my father about not letting the girls ask for treats while he’s downstairs. 
 
    As soon as we get through the door and it shuts behind us, I whirl around and push him in the chest. Wes loses his balance on the steps, shuffling back and only just catching himself on the railing. 
 
    “I’m so confused. I thought your dad said his daughter was a student, not working in home repair.” 
 
    “I’m not in home repair,” I hiss. “I—” 
 
    My heart gives a double beat. Shit, I’m about to have to confess the root of our misunderstanding. 
 
    “I thought you were a blind date my brother had set me up with,” I say with a sigh. “Oh my God, I touched it…” 
 
    Wes’s face turns bright red, and his hands clasp over his crotch like he might somehow shield me from it now. 
 
    “You were wearing paint clothes!” He says, shaking his head. “You were going on a blind date with your hair like—” 
 
    He pantomimes a beehive on the top of his head, something huge and tangled and gnarly. My face falls and I can’t help but swat him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I spent the day travelling,” I tell him. “I wanted to be comfortable when I helped my dad unpack at his new house. My brother didn’t tell me about the blind date until right when it was time and—” Something dawns on me, and my eyes go wide “—and you’re the one who kissed the supposed hired help! You’re the one who mentioned going back to his house. Do you pull that one with all the HOA’s workers, Wes? Do you spy a bit of plumber crack when someone’s working on your toilet and just lose your mind?” 
 
    Wes’s hands have gone over his eyes, like he’s overcome with the situation. He shifts from side to side. 
 
    “I just… I thought…” His hands fall to his side, and then an accusing finger comes pointing at my chest. “You kissed me first!” 
 
    My knees have gotten weak. I sit down on the stairs, placing the empty ice bucket beside me as I think. A moment later, I hear Wes sitting down behind me. 
 
    “How old are you?” I ask. “When Pops talked about you, I assumed you were, like, his old man best friend? I was preparing for you to offer me crumbling butterscotch candy or ask me what I wanted to be when I grow up.” 
 
    “I’m thirty-eight,” he says with a sigh. “Not that your dad is very old himself. Herc and I met back in Hillcrest Trailer Park a few years ago and hit it off. It was when his wife had just died and my wife had…” 
 
    He clears his throat. When I brave a glance back at him, something has hardened up in his expression. 
 
    “Well, we bonded,” he continues. His eyes meet mine again, and the corner of his mouth twitches into a bare smile. “If you’d like, I can still ask you what you want to be when you grow up. I kind of already did in my accusing you of being a day laborer.” 
 
    I laugh out loud despite my better instincts. His smile widens and we both sit quietly on the steps for a moment, just thinking things over. 
 
    And there’s a hell of a lot to think over. 
 
    My stomach still coils in on itself as I consider what a monumental mistake I made in assuming Wes was my blind date. He must have thought I was so forward. 
 
    Maybe I had just wanted him to be Mark. I had seen him in that community center, and there’d been a fire in my chest that I hadn’t felt in so long. I’d seen that dark head of hair and those sooty lashes and those strong, capable arms, and I had willed the universe into letting this mystery man be my blind date when he stepped forward and said hello. 
 
    My breath hitches. He’s thirty-eight. That’s a full thirteen years older than me, which explains the handsome gray streaks in his hair and the two adorable little girls who were tagging along for dinner. 
 
    And he’s my father’s self-described best friend. 
 
    Pops never had much time for friends when we were growing up. He was always at the shop or with us. When he was home, he was watching a few precious minutes of football on the TV or catching up on a power nap while Mama cooked dinner. 
 
    He’s where I got my work ethic from. My focus. But now Pops has earned this fancy new life, and he has time for an actual friend who helps him find a house and works renovations with him and casually comes over for dinner like they’ve done it a million times before? 
 
    There’s a twinge in my chest. Whatever I felt back in that gazebo… it’s over now. I can’t be with the older man, and I certainly can’t complicate a good thing my dad has going on. It hasn’t been that long since Mama passed. He needs this. 
 
    And more than any of this… I already know that what happened back in the gazebo was only ever meant to be a one-time thing. Maybe one day I’ll have my own friends or my own… well, maybe I’ll earn what my father has. Maybe I’ll even have earned more. But that’s the future, not now. Now is for focusing on getting into med school and making rent on time and earning the life I always wanted. 
 
    I glance over at Wes. He looks just about as uncomfortable as I feel. 
 
    “So, you live in this neighborhood?” I ask. “I’m going to have to, like, see you getting your mail in your boxers and stuff?” 
 
    His eyes narrow. “I don’t get my mail in my boxers. And we don’t have to see much of each other. I work during the day and I’ve got my girls on weeknight evenings.” 
 
    “Your girls,” I repeat, remembering the tiny, cute faces that had flanked either side of him in my dad’s doorway. “How old are they?” 
 
    “Six and three,” he says, clasping his hands and trapping them between his knees. “And way too fuckin’ young to get caught in the middle of this neighborhood drama. They get enough of that with their mom.” 
 
    “Is she back at Hillcrest Trailer Park?” I ask, remembering how Wes said he met my father. 
 
    He absently rubs at the stubble on his jawline, his eyes far away. “Nah, she left us to that when she ditched us for her manager at work. Now she lives in the swanky part of Copper Springs.” 
 
    “And you live here. In Tier Two Stepford.” 
 
    His lips twitch into a wry smile. “Hey, I worked fucking hard for this. I bought my house from the bank sight unseen and worked for six months to get it looking liveable. The mortgage still feels like a lot and I still feel like a social pariah when I show up at HOA meetings wearing my work coveralls and sporting dirty hands. But I earned Tier Two Stepford, and I’m choosing to be proud of it.” 
 
    A ripple of goosebumps shoots across the back of my shoulders at that. 
 
    Damn it, if Wes wasn’t who he was, and I wasn’t who I was… maybe I would consider breaking my rules for him. Maybe he’d be the kind of guy I’d allow a first date, and I’d reward with a second. We seem to have a few values in common. 
 
    And it helps that he’s easy on the eyes. He looks up at me from under those long eyelashes again, and I swear my heart skips a beat. 
 
    “I take it you must have seen the Blue Pond Mommy’s Book Club if you’re calling our neighborhood Stepford.” 
 
    “Are they the ones with all the children and—” 
 
    “The Sonic Cokes, yeah.” He nods and chuckles. “They switch the Cokes out for Merlot once the sun sets, then sit out on their porch and pass judgement over all who dare walk the streets at night. They only ever go inside for reality TV premiers.” 
 
    I grimace. “Are any books ever actually read?” 
 
    “Do they still print TV Guide?” Wes asks. 
 
    “I really don’t know.” 
 
    “The safest answer is no, then. No books are actually read.” 
 
    We smile at each other in the dark of the stairwell. The shadows hook over his broad nose, making him look vaguely like a Jack-o'-lantern. It’s endearing, really. 
 
    There’s another twinge in my chest. 
 
    “We can’t ever tell Pops about this,” I breathe. My eyes flick up to meet Wes’s. He just nods, his mouth pressing into a firm line. “You and I never met before. Agreed?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He sighs as he pushes off the step to stand back up. He offers me a hand, and I hold my breath as I reach out to take it. When I’m up, he leans back down and retrieves the ice bucket. 
 
    “This was the world’s longest trip for ice,” he mutters as he passes the bucket back to me. 
 
    All I can manage is a squeak in response. His fingers are still lingering on the bowl, just barely touching mine. 
 
    Stupid Blue Pond Plantation. I knew this place was straight out of a horror movie. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: WES 
 
    “I’m going to be a doctor,” Kennedy announces as I unlock the front door. 
 
    “What kind of doctor?” I ask. The lock gives way, and we push inside. I flick on the living room light. 
 
    The house is in disarray, as usual. The fort the girls set up when they got home from school is now tilting sideways, where one of the blankets in the roof has slipped out from under the heavy books they placed at the corners. The crackers from Brynn’s half-eaten Lunchable snack are sitting in careful stacks in front of the TV, and the juice she’d been drinking has turned onto its side and spilled something dark all over the entertainment center. Mega Bloks are scattered across every conceivable surface, and the girls and I have to pick a path through to get to the kitchen and put away the leftovers Herc sent home with us. 
 
    But everyone is alive. Everyone is alive, and fed, and we had a genuinely good dinner with a favorite friend of mine… all awkwardness with the Not a Repair Woman daughter aside. I have to remind myself of the small victories sometimes. 
 
    “I’m going to be a doctor for babies,” Kennedy clarifies for me as she pulls open the fridge. I ditch the Tupperware at the side and pull out a beer for myself and some juice for the girls. “I like babies. And Sofia said if I read all my schoolbooks and do all my homework, I can go to med school one day. I’ll have so much money and I’ll hold all the babies and I’ll get to tell the parents just what to do.” 
 
    “Like give the babies pumpkin candies at dinner!” Brynn chimes in, eyeballing the kitchen cabinet to my left. 
 
    Damn kid has been obsessed with Halloween candy since the weather changed, and it’s only September now. I caved and bought her a bag of pumpkin candy corn, and she’s been coveting the stuff like it’s crack. Her mother is going to give me so much shit if she comes back from her next dental appointment with a cavity. 
 
    “Or like later bedtimes,” Kennedy says knowingly. She side-eyes me, and I know that she, too, is volleying to get what she wants. “Because then the kids will have more fun and be happier at school and it’ll be so great.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to be a pilot.” 
 
    Kennedy smacks a hand to her forehead. “Don’t you listen to anything, daddy? I’m dressing up as Amelia Earhart the pilot for Histor’cal Figures Day at school. I’m gonna be the best one. But in real life, I’m going to be a doctor for babies. Try to keep up.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to be an animal doctor?” I ask as I take down two cups and fill them with apple juice. I turn, handing them to each girl before grabbing my beer and twisting off the top. “You’re always asking me for a dog and if you were a vet, you’d get to see dogs every day. And you could tell their owners just what to do, like give them extra treats or play with them at the dog park.” 
 
    Kennedy takes a long sip of her juice, then hands me back the half-empty cup. Her eyes go wide. “Or I can just be president,” she decides. “Then I can tell all the parents everywhere about late bedtime.” 
 
    I smirk behind my beer. Heaven help us all if Kennedy Cooper becomes president. 
 
    She shakes her head then and crosses her arms. “No, I like being a doctor. Sofia is going to be a doctor, and she was very beautiful and cool.” 
 
    “Both vital prerequisites for becoming a medical professional,” I mumble. 
 
    My daughter just plows on, ignoring me. I have a sudden flashback to an old argument with her mother, when Danielle was too busy listing off her grievances with me to notice I’d gotten up and left the room. Kennedy isn’t much like her mom—neither of my girls are—but every now and then I’ll notice she’s picked up a habit or two from the weekends she spends back in Ainsley’s Mill. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kennedy is still chittering on about Sofia. My chest tightens, and I knock back the rest of my beer. 
 
    Another woman I’m at odds with. I still don’t know how the hell I made it through that dinner. 
 
    “Alright, doc, until that late bedtime is officially prescribed, I’m going to have to insist you get your teeth brushed and your storybook picked out for the evening.” 
 
    I ditch the beer in the trash and scoop up Brynn as I usher Kennedy out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Do I have to brush my teeth?” Brynn positions one hand under my chin and one at the top of my head so she can drag my ear to her mouth. I can’t help but smile; the constant whisper thing she’s been doing lately has been making her mom and daycare nuts, but I’ve kind of been enjoying how she pulls me close to tell me things. 
 
    I turn quickly, catching her off guard as I plant a kiss square on her little lips. “You have to brush your teeth. No stank breath for my kids.” 
 
    She erupts into giggles, her button nose crinkling up. 
 
    “What about just our top teeth?” Kennedy tries bargaining. “Sofia said dentists don’t have to do all the same school and ‘ternships as doctors, so I think they must not be as important.” 
 
    I snort. “Solid, not at all offensive reasoning. You’re still brushing the bottom teeth, though.” 
 
    She turns back to me as we reach their bathroom, scowling. “Sofia said—” 
 
    “You two really took to Sofia, huh?” I set Brynn on the counter and gather their toothbrushes, carefully applying two thin strips as I grind my teeth together. 
 
    Kennedy snatches her toothbrush from me and starts scrubbing aggressive circles into the front of her teeth. Her mouth still overflowing with foam, she sends me another cross look. 
 
    “When I’m president,” she mutters, toothpaste dribbling down her chin. “I’m gonna have a whole list of stuff to do. Later bedtimes, no tooth brushing—” 
 
    “I want an Elsa doll,” Brynn chimes in with a whisper. 
 
    Kennedy nods. “And an Elsa doll for Brynn.” 
 
    “Why stop at president? Sounds like you’d be down for being crowned queen.” 
 
    Kennedy’s face lights up. “Queen!” 
 
    Well, son of a gun. Decades from now, historians might look back on this as the moment Wes Cooper unwittingly sent his eldest daughter on the path to tyrannical forced monarchy. 
 
    I hold up Brynn’s toothbrush and gesture. “Open up, little lady.” 
 
    Brynn does as she’s told while Kennedy nudges me aside so she can get to the stool at our sink. She climbs up, spitting a spray that paints our mirror. I wince: more cleanup on my list for later. There’s always more cleanup. 
 
    “Alright, tell me about your castle, queen.” 
 
    I ask the question casually as I scrub at Brynn’s canines, knowing full-well my kid will answer with an improvised monologue. 
 
    It’s better than hearing her go on about Sofia again. She’s been talking about Sofia since the minute we left Herc’s house. 
 
    They loved her. She didn’t do anything special for them, just smiled in the right places and spoke to them while Herc and I talked football and what cars I’d seen come through my garage this week. But that was enough. 
 
    The bar isn’t exactly very high. Kennedy might brag about her late bedtime with Danielle, but I know for a fact that they stay up because Danielle can’t be bothered to go through the whole nighttime routine. I’m holding the girls’ hands more than I probably ought to with the toothbrushing and stuff; they do all this on their own at their mom’s house, even little Brynn. 
 
    Heaven forbid they get an extra cookie at my house or one of them comes down with a slight headache. Then I get the phone call about how I’m failing as a father and maybe we should reconsider the custody arrangement—not that Danielle really wants that, since the way things are now allows her to go on dates with the new guy and pick up extra shifts at the club or just take some time not being a mom. She just lives to lecture me. She loves to remind me of all the ways I come up short. 
 
    “Ouch, Dad.” 
 
    Brynn’s voice is barely a whisper, even when she’s in pain. I look down and realize I’ve scrubbed at her tiny front teeth until her gums are bright pink. 
 
    “Sorry, darlin’.” I wince and pull her close, then pick her up and hold her over the sink to rinse and spit. 
 
    “Dad.” Kennedy is standing behind me. When I turn around, she has her fists planted on her hips and her lips pursed. “You weren’t listening when I told you about the water slide in my castle. It was very important stuff.” 
 
    I fight back a smirk. “I’m sure. Alright Royal Family, it’s time for a Royal Tuck-In. Off to your rooms. Pajamas on.” 
 
    The girls skip on ahead to their room and I wait in the hall. Kennedy started requesting privacy recently, and that’s one more thing I’ve added to the list of Stuff to Get Right So Danielle Can’t Come For Me. I wait by the door, arms crossed as I let my head drop back against the wall. 
 
    I successfully got them off Sofia and ready for bed. Small victories, Wes. Take them where you can get them. 
 
    Now I need to get my own fuckin’ mind off Sofia. 
 
    Throughout dinner, we kept accidentally making eye contact. Thank God these girls have made me a master of diversions and I got Herculano talking about the Georgia Bulldogs, otherwise I’m sure he would have noticed how both of us looked like we were gonna pop blood vessels. 
 
    Lord, I still can’t believe she’s his daughter. I knew Herc had kids since he talks about them nonstop, and I even knew Sofia was coming to help him get settled in the new house, but I never thought… 
 
    It’s just been a while since I’ve been out with a woman. That’s what I keep telling myself. What I did with her in the gazebo, and what I did by myself at home in that half hour before the girls got back from school, it was all because I’d been missing that intimacy. I get so wrapped up in taking care of the house and the kids and proving that I can do this thing alone, that everything else kind of takes a seat on the back burner. I was just so hopped up on hormones, that’s all it was. 
 
    A shriek from the bedroom gets my attention. 
 
    “Shit! Girls?” I rocket back there, rounding through the doorway in record time. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Brynn’s lower lip quivers before her mouth finally falls open. She lets out a loud wail, so different from her usual hushed whispers. “My Lamby!” 
 
    I drop to my knees and take her shoulders in my hands, even as Kennedy’s palm shoots out in front of my face. 
 
    “That’ll be a dollar to my swear jar, please.” 
 
    I wave her off. “Kennedy Marie, now is not the time. What’s wrong with Lamby?” 
 
    Brynn gives a loud sniff and wipes at her nose with the back of her arm. “She’s at Mom’s house.” 
 
    My body stiffens, and it takes everything I have not to groan. Not again. Come on. 
 
    “I can grab Lamby tomorrow morning,” I say gently, pulling Brynn into my lap and running my fingers through her soft blonde curls. “Can you sleep with one of your other babies tonight?” 
 
    Brynn’s wails grow louder, even though she’s shoved her wet face into the front of my shirt. In a rare act of selflessness, Kennedy drops down on her knees beside us and starts rubbing her sister’s back. 
 
    “You can sleep with my bunny tonight?” She offers. “I’m big and I’ll be okay without her.” 
 
    My heart surges and I reach out an arm to pull Kennedy into the hug. “Well, Brynn? Would Kennedy’s bunny work?” 
 
    Brynn just shakes her head, still sniffling. 
 
    “Dad.” Kennedy hisses my name into my ear, her hot breath leaving my skin uncomfortably warm and wet. “Dad, you should sing the thing.” 
 
    “Kennedy, my singing the thing has the potential to make any bad situation worse. You’re too young to know what tone deaf means, but—” 
 
    “Sing. The thing.” Her little brow pinches, and she jerks her head in her sister’s direction. Brynn is blinking up at me, the tears finally at bay for a moment. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I’ll sing the thing. Get in bed, ladies. Brynn, I’ll grab some extra babies from your closet, and I’ll call your mom once I close your door.” 
 
    She nods and gives another loud sniff before climbing off my lap and into bed. I walk over to their closet, retrieving some fluffy animals from a top basket before heading over to the twin beds positioned next to one another. 
 
    “Y’all sure?” I ask the girls seriously as I sit on the edge of the bed between them. “I could read you a story. I could promise to buy you new babies in the morning.” 
 
    “Do the thing,” Kennedy insists, waving her hands enthusiastically. 
 
    I stand back up with a sigh, positioning my arms out like I’ve seen the dad do in Brynn’s favorite cartoon show. 
 
    “Here we go Looby Loo,” I warble as I step from side to side and kick. “Here we go Looby Light…” 
 
    Kennedy is already cackling at my terrible voice and dance moves as Brynn settles into her pillow with a content smile. It’s only a temporary distraction, but damn if it doesn’t work. 
 
    When I’m done with the ridiculous song and dance, I walk to each of them and give cheek kisses. Kennedy insists on holding both my cheeks and going nose to nose as she tells me she loves me. Brynn holds back one last sniffle as I hug her tight. 
 
    I flip on their star nightlight and flip off their overhead light before leaving their room. I sigh as I pull my cell out of my pocket and scroll through to Danielle’s number. As the phone rings, I walk back to the kitchen to retrieve another beer. 
 
    “Wesley.” 
 
    How is it that even the way she says my name sounds condescending? She never once called me Wesley when we were married. 
 
    “Brynn forgot her—” 
 
    “Yes, Lamby is sitting on the couch next to me.” 
 
    There’s a stab in my side. She already knew, and she waited for me to make this call so she could lecture me on responsible parenting. 
 
    “Can you bring it over tonight?” I ask, twisting the top off a new beer. 
 
    “Not possible,” she says. “Kev is takin’ me out tonight in Alpharetta. You’ll have to come get Lamby yourself in the mornin’.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair as I grit my teeth, holding back everything I’d like to say in response. “Can’t you swing by on your way out of town? Brynn is going to be so upset. I got her to calm down with a song, but we both know she’s going to wake up around midnight crying for Lamby.” 
 
    “Well, next time I’m sure you’ll remember to check her bag for the doll.” 
 
    Her voice is laced with venom. 
 
    I sigh and squeeze my eyes shut. I replay all the conversations I’ve had with Dr. Ames over the past two years, every reminder I’ve had to not let Danielle get to me when she plays these games. 
 
    “I’ll come by tomorrow on the way to school drop off,” I say. “I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wesley,” Danielle trills. “I’ll see—” 
 
    I hang up the call before I can hear anymore, and set my cell on my counter. 
 
    I know it’s childish to hang up on my ex. I know it’s probably pretty damn stupid to still feel so much resentment for her at all. 
 
    I’m just so damn tired. 
 
    I’m running at full speed. Some nights when the girls get into bed, I actually collapse on the hallway floor outside their bedroom. I’ve been known to wake up to their six am alarm, still wearing the clothes from the night before. 
 
    Running a home is a two person job. Cleanliness takes a backseat at my house because I’m also working full time and shuffling Kennedy to ballet and making lunches and grocery shopping and… 
 
    Oh my God, just thinking through the to-do list is exhausting. 
 
    But I can’t fuck any of this up. I can’t give Danielle an inch or she gets to turn to every last person in town and say, “See? Told you Wes Cooper wasn’t a good father.” 
 
    She has Kevin, the dud she was sleeping with before we finally called off our marriage. Between the two of them, I think they’ve got maybe two workable brain cells, but that doesn’t matter in a town like Copper Springs. People still look at them walking down Main and they see a family. They see a support system for the girls, and a solid foundation to rely on. 
 
    When they see me, all they see is the struggle. Everyone is waiting for me to mess up. Everyone is watching me with that pity in their eyes and wondering when I’ll call things off and give the girls over to Danielle full time. 
 
    I take a long pull from my beer, then place the cool glass against my forehead. Another night, another evening when I’m too tired to even jerk off in bed. 
 
    My eyes pop open at that. I already did jerk off today. It was the first time in a long time. And it was done thinking about the wrong fuckin’ girl. 
 
    Lord, Sofia was so hot back in that gazebo. I’d seen her in the community center and even though she was fifteen minutes later than the time I’d agreed on with the reno company, I think I’d told myself fate had dropped her into my lap. Like she was some kind of cosmic justice for all the shit I go through just trying to keep my life stitched together. 
 
    But she’s basically just a kid. And she’s Herc’s daughter. 
 
    And I do not need some woman on the line to make this house into a real home. I did the commitment thing once, and there’s a reason I don’t date now. 
 
    I’ve got to get her out of my head. I finish my beer and open the fridge for yet another. I’ll pass out in my own bed tonight, and when the sun rises tomorrow, it’ll be a chance to start over. I can keep my distance from Sofia York and all will be well. 
 
    See Danielle? Single dads know how to pull some smart shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: SOFIA 
 
    My check engine light is taunting me. 
 
    “Better to fix something before it breaks, than—” 
 
    “Pay more later,” I provide, filling in the rest of one of my father’s go-to sayings. “Yeah, yeah. I know.” 
 
    My hands grip the steering wheel just a little tighter, knuckles whitening. Pops shifts in the passenger seat next to me, unbuckling his seatbelt to get out. 
 
    “Is it a matter of money? I can lend you the funds if you want to take the car in to—” 
 
    My teeth grind together. “It’s not a matter of money. I’ll take the car in to Bianchi and Sons.” 
 
    He reaches over and taps my hand. “Go now, they’ll just be opening. Wes can help you and you’ll get the car back before you remember it’s missing.” 
 
    Ah, yes, because that’s exactly what I need after dinner the other night. I need to fork over the one thing that’s mine in Copper Springs to the one person I’ve been trying to avoid. I clear my throat and turn back to Pops, who is sipping the mocha we just picked up with one eyebrow raised as he watches me. 
 
    “Should I take it somewhere else in town?” I ask. “I don’t want him to feel obligated to give me some kind of discount.” 
 
    “Copper Springs isn’t big enough for a Target, Sofia. Do you think we’re big enough for a chain of auto body shops? You could drive the car back to Ainsley’s Mill, but with that check engine light I’d still insist that it’s better to fix something before it breaks than to—” 
 
    I sigh. “Did Wes say at dinner that his shop is only a few blocks away? I’ll drop the car and walk back home.” 
 
    Maybe I’ll beat him in to work and never have to see him at all. Hell, while I’m putting out good thoughts into the universe, I also wish I never made the critical error of kissing my father’s best friend when I mistook him for my blind date. 
 
    I turn off the car and unbuckle my own seatbelt. 
 
    “I’ll just come inside to use the bathroom real quick, and then I’ll be on my way. Promise.” 
 
    Pops eyeballs me as he follows me out of the car and over to the house. I know he can sense I’m putting this off, but I don’t allow myself to glance back at him and give him an opening to ask what’s up. I jog over to the front door, let myself in, and leap up the stairs to the guest bedroom where I’ve been staying. 
 
    When I get inside, I go right to my closet. I’ve got a plan. An entire adulthood of utilitarian practices has prepared me for this moment. 
 
    Fuck the lingering Second Summer, I select a turtleneck I packed in case nights got cold and pull it over my head. I jog over to the mirror on my vanity and pull my hair back into a severe bun. It’s so tight, the veins on my forehead are bulging. 
 
    When I’m done, I head across the hall to the bathroom. I turn on the water and scrub at my wrists, ridding myself of the perfume I’d spritzed on after my shower. Swiping a square of tissue from the toilet paper roll, I blot the pink lipstick from my lips. 
 
    All finished, I take a moment to stare into the mirror. 
 
    I look like a flat-chested Sims character. 
 
    Like the word “beige” grew legs and took on a human form. 
 
    If ever there are true test-tube babies created from scratch, they’ll probably grow up to look just like I do now. Devoid of any personality or human characteristics. 
 
    I have successfully scrubbed any and all sex appeal off my body. I know that Wes and I agreed we were on the same page when it came to keeping our distance, but I’m not taking any chances. This look is an essential part of my keeping our shared moment in the gazebo feeling like a fragment from a fever dream. 
 
    I nod at my reflection and set my jaw. Time to take the damn car in to Bianchi and Sons. 
 
    *** 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 
    Is it Friday the 13th? Did my sad monochromatic outfit break that mirror in the bathroom? What have I done to have such bad freakin’ luck? 
 
    Of course Wes is at the front desk when I walk into Bianchi and Sons. He’s talking to a short girl with a platinum bob and bright red lipstick. They both look up as the bell above the door tinkles. 
 
    I swallow and step forward. I’m already choosing my words carefully, stripping them down of any flirtatious edge. 
 
    “Mr. Cooper,” I say. “My father told me I should bring my car in this morning. The check engine light is on.” 
 
    I drop my keys on the counter and take a step back, clasping my hands tight in front of my stomach. The girl with the bobbed hair looks between me and Wes, and a slow, amused smile spreads across her face. 
 
    “There is weird fuckin’ energy in this room.” She turns to her coworker and puts a hand on her hip. “Wes, are you screwing this chick?” 
 
    I choke on my spit as Wes’s eyes double in size. 
 
    “Scarlett, the hell…” 
 
    “I’m his neighbor’s daughter,” I blurt in explanation. “We’ve only met one time. What would make you think I would ever want—” 
 
    I gesture up and down his body, obviously chiseled even covered up by dirty blue coveralls, and shrug my shoulders like the whole thing does nothing for me. 
 
    His brows furrows and his cheeks redden. “Please, Sofia, you’re dressed like a nun’s wet dream. You could do a lot worse than the guy next door. And you certainly seemed enthusiastic when—” 
 
    Scarlett whips her head to look at him, one eyebrow raising. 
 
    “Please!” I balk. “We only shared one kiss, and it was all very PG. It was basically a scene from a Disney movie.” 
 
    “Yeah, if Prince Charming ever asked Cinderella if she wanted to come back to his place because he was the one with the condoms.” 
 
    My cheeks are on fire. Scarlett is cackling beside us. 
 
    “I knew there was weird energy when you walked in!” She looks me up and down again, her smile only widening as she notes my blocky brown shoes, my loose-fitting jeans, and distinct lack of makeup. “Is this, like, an attempt to keep my horny brother at bay? Clearly, you two aren’t on the verge of making out again. Is this some kind of message? What the hell happened between you guys?” 
 
    My stomach tightens. She’s Wes’s sister, and this is the way I’m meeting her. 
 
    And what’s worse, she’s onto my plan. 
 
    Scarlett shakes her head as she plops into a cracked and faded rolling chair behind the desk. She props her feet up on the counter, crossing her arms as she continues to grin. 
 
    “If you really wanted to turn him off, you should have come in here dressed all in Lilly Pulitzer. His ex-wife was crazy about that brand. That look would’ve yeeted his dick right back up into his body.” 
 
    “Oh my God…” Wes mutters, raising one hand to cover his eyes. 
 
    “I’m Scarlett Cooper,” the girl announces, sticking out her hand for me to shake but never getting up from her chair. I walk over and shake it. “Pray tell, who are you?” 
 
    “Sofia York.” I take a deep breath. “Daughter of Wes’s next-door neighbor and—” 
 
    “And the rest is none of my little sister’s business,” Wes interjects. 
 
    Scarlett slaps a hand to her chest. “You wound me! I already guessed you guys hooked up. Just give me the details before I start guessing what sordid events happened and make you both horny all over again.” 
 
    Warmth washes over my body, and my hands clench and release. 
 
    “I, um, think we should talk about taxes instead,” I try. “NPR, maybe? The rise and fall of the Roman Empire?” 
 
    Scarlett just tuts. “Please, there is no line of conversation dry enough to squash the sexual tension I feel in this room.” 
 
    “Don’t you have work?” Wes grinds out. 
 
    “You’re standing at my desk.” She grins. 
 
    Wes scrubs at his eyes with the palms of his hands before putting his hands on his hips. “Take five or I swear to all things holy I will tell our mother about how I caught you and Dom last week in her—” 
 
    Scarlett rockets out of her chair and jabs a finger at her brother’s chest. She’s so short and he’s so tall. It looks downright comical. But there’s a fierceness to her shrewd face that gives the impression she knows how to hold her own with Wes. 
 
    “You don’t play fair,” she tells him, before pushing through the swinging door to the garage and leaving us alone. 
 
    Wes turns to me and picks up my keys. His eyes only meet mine for half a second before flicking down at the desk again. He pulls open a drawer, producing a clipboard onto which he hooks my keys. 
 
    “What’s the issue?” He asks. 
 
    “The issue…” I start, feeling that overwhelming warmth wash across the back of my neck again. “The issue is… Look, we first kissed hardly knowing anything about each other. It was all raw, intense sexual chemistry, and I just thought that if I could eliminate some of that by—” 
 
    “With the car,” he interrupts. He looks up at me again, face contorted in the strangest way. His shoulders have gone stiff, and he holds a pen to the clipboard with a death grip. “I meant, what’s the issue with your car?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    I want to melt into a beige-colored puddle and die. The tiny little reception area is spinning around me, and I have to put a hand out to hold the counter and balance. 
 
    “I can’t do anything right around you, can I?” I say finally, utterly miserable. 
 
    Wes sighs and sets down the clipboard. He crosses his arms, and even though I’m still flooded with embarrassment, it takes everything I have not to stare at the way his muscles tighten and flex against his coveralls in this position. 
 
    “You know,” he says, clearing his throat. “It seems like this Second Summer might finally break this week. I felt a breeze when I was walking the girls to the bus stop this morning. Maybe we’ll get a real fall after all.” 
 
    I blink. What the hell is talking about? 
 
    “Also, Georgia politics are getting nasty,” he says. “Wanna tell me what political party you are? Maybe there’s a shot we stand on opposite sides of the line and we can learn to hate each other for our ideology?” 
 
    The corner of my mouth quirks up. Is he… is he talking about boring shit to bring the conversation back to asexuality for me? 
 
    “This is the last year I’m okay to stay on my dad’s health insurance plan,” I chime in. “I would love to give you a breakdown of my coverage.” 
 
    He smiles back, and my stomach flips over in response. Stupid fucking organs not getting the message from my far more logical brain. 
 
    “Hmm…” He thinks for a second, scratching at the thick stubble on his chin. “Do you like sports?” 
 
    “Definitely not. Do you keep up with local news?” 
 
    He chuckles. “I have two children under age six. All I watch is PBS Kids or that goddamn Peppa Pig.” 
 
    He shoves his hands in his pockets as he looks over at me, sizing me up. There’s a beat of silence between us. 
 
    “I’ve run out of all the boring topics I know,” he says. “I never once thought I lived an interesting life as a blue collar single dad, but here we are.” 
 
    “Well, did it work?” I ask. “We good?” 
 
    He sighs and rolls his neck. “Sofia, I kissed you when you were wearing paint-splattered clothes, there were holes in your jeans, and your hair was in a tangled halo around your head. Did you really think there was any way you could make me repulsed by you?” 
 
    My stomach goes tight, and my thighs clench together. There’s a stupid pulsing between my legs that won’t go away. 
 
    “You’re not flirting with me, right?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Not flirting with you,” he says. “Nothing is going to happen between us. I’m just… pointing out a truth.” 
 
    There’s another beat of silence between us. The stupid pulsing between my legs has only grown stronger, and I shift from one foot to the other, hating how the slick, rhythmic sensation intensifies with the barest amount of friction. 
 
    “Um, my check engine light is on,” I tell him. “My dad wanted me to drop the car here. He says you’re the best in town.” 
 
    Wes’s mouth twitches into a smile again. “We’re the only ones in town. If he said we’re the best, it’s to butter me up for my friends and family discount.” 
 
    “Did it work?” I ask. “I’m a broke graduate student.” 
 
    He purses his lips. “It worked. For Herc.” 
 
    I nod. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Year, make, and model?” Wes asks as he positions his pen over the clipboard again. 
 
    I give him the details about my car, keeping it all to the point. I choose every word carefully and, when he’s done taking my information, I say thanks and hightail it to the exit faster than I’ve ever walked before. 
 
    When I push out into that unrelenting, stagnant heat, I’m gasping for air. The pulsing between my legs has gotten unbearable, overwhelming the rest of my senses with a steady beat that resonates in my vision and leaves my nipples perked and tight under this oversized sweater. 
 
    So ridding myself of sex appeal wasn’t exactly a winning strategy. I need a new plan. I need to keep my head down and stay the hell away from Wes Cooper and his girls. 
 
    I need to send my dad to come pick up my car when it’s ready, is what I really need to do. I’m not sure I can endure this electrifying pull in my stomach again and live to tell that tale. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: WES 
 
    “Honey, it’s time to wake up!” 
 
    All the breath is knocked from my body as a massive, heavy form pins me to my mattress. I feel a bearded kiss on the back of my neck, and then the form wrestles me over and forces me to be Little Spoon to their Big Spoon. 
 
    “I hate you,” I mutter, shoulders jerking as I try to squirm away. “Girls! We’ve talked about letting Uncle Dom and Aunt Scarlett into the house without my permission.” 
 
    My brother-in-law cackles as he lets me go and rolls off my bed. He walks around to my side of the bed, crossing his arms and grinning as he watches me scratch at my bedhead and fumble for a discarded undershirt on my nightstand. 
 
    “Don’t blame the girls too much,” Dom tells me. “Scar and I brought popsicles and hotdog stuff over to bribe them. We’re swimming in your new pool. Get up and get your shorts on.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I manage, my hand finding my phone and flipping it up so I can see the time on the screen. 
 
    8 a.m. Leave it to my sister and my oldest friend to interrupt the one rare holiday morning when my girls didn’t come running in to ask me for pancakes or milk or Peppa Pig. 
 
    “You’re dead to me,” I mutter as I roll over and draw the pillow up over my head. “This is the girls’ Fall break. I deserve to sleep in!” 
 
    In a moment, my comforter is being yanked back and there are hands at my ankles. I bark as Dom rips me from my bed and onto the hardwood floor. 
 
    “I’m up. Oh my God, I’m up!” I wave at him grumpily, my vision still blurred from sleep and my movements uncoordinated and slow. 
 
    Dom tosses a pair of swim trunks at me. “We’re hopping in, bro. Get your shorts on and come on out. Scar is getting the girls ready.” 
 
    He lets himself out of my room and shuts the door behind him. I sit on my floor for a moment, still vaguely unsure if this is all part of a strange nightmare. 
 
    Finally, I find the strength to get up and stumble to the bathroom. I look even worse than I feel. My hair is matted distinctly in one direction, my eyes are ringed in purple, and there’s a handprint on my cheek from where I must have slept on my arm. 
 
    A hazy memory from last night comes floating back to my brain. I stayed up late putting together Brynn’s new big girl bed so she can sleep in it tonight. I’d let Jeopardy play on the TV in the background, muttering the answers to myself while I battled uncooperating screws. It took forever. No wonder I’m tired. 
 
    Still, it’ll all be worth it when Brynn sees the adorable white headboard and new blue Baby Shark comforter I got her. I smile a little at the thought as I undress and pull on my swim trunks. 
 
    I head out of my room and go down the hall. Dom and Scar have left the back door cracked for me, and I can see through the glass that they’ve all already jumped in without me. 
 
    My heart catches for a beat as I stand there and watch. 
 
    Dom and Scar are great with my kids. Scarlett has always been an incredible aunt, and Dom took to them from the second she started dating him. If something ever happened to me, I’d want them with the girls. It would be a real battle against Danielle, but I’d still prefer Dom and Scar. 
 
    Dom has Kennedy on his shoulders and Scar has Brynn. They’re staging a chicken fight, splashing and laughing until finally Dom slips under the water and Kennedy falls back off his shoulders. They look like a real family out there. Mom, Dad, kids. 
 
    Look, I get it. I know families don’t have to look like the whole Leave It to Beaver get-up. There are families with two moms or two dads, or families with no children at all, or families that have chosen each other instead of being born related. Consciously, I know all that. 
 
    Still, sometimes I think about the girls having a mom and a dad and it makes my chest constrict. I feel this insane pull to prove something, to show that I can be just as good on my own as I would be with a partner. I can do this. The world might look at the mom and dad thing and think that’s what’s expected and that’s what’s normal, but I’ll prove them wrong. I’m going to be the best damn single dad there ever was. 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    Brynn has spotted me through the glass. She’s waving at me, and she whispers something to Scar that I can’t hear from here. I wave and start toward the back door. 
 
    I let myself out. It’s already hot as hell out here, the humidity pushing down all around me. I wipe my brow with one arm as I set my phone on the tiny wrought-iron table under the porch cover. 
 
    I couldn’t really say why, but at the last second, I glance up. My eyes land on Herc’s second-story window, where I know his guest bedroom is. There’s a figure standing there, brushing long, dark hair. 
 
    I feel strangely exposed. It’s not just the fact that I’m standing here in my swim trunks without my shirt on, though that certainly doesn’t help. I feel like I’ve been caught, like I’ve been called out for daydreaming about my shortcomings. 
 
    My gaze flicks back down to the pool, and I pretend I never saw her up there. 
 
    I run and jump into the water, my girls collapsing into giggles as I cannonball in. 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, this is her house, huh?” 
 
    Dom looks Herc’s house up and down, like its blind-covered windows or board siding might hold riveting secrets. My shoulders tense and I hold the case of beers just a little closer to my chest. 
 
    “Frikkin’ Scarlett,” I mutter. “She can’t keep anything to herself.” 
 
    Dom shrugs. “Surely you’ve learned by now that there are no secrets in the Bianchi/Cooper home. I mean, you’ve already seen my naked ass when you walked in on me and Scar with the—” 
 
    I wince. “Please, God, don’t remind me. Do I even want to know what you two were doing with that peanut butter?” 
 
    “Creative things, my boy. So, did you hook up with this guy’s daughter or what?” 
 
    “I did not—” I lower my voice and glance around, half-worried Herc might throw open the front door right then. “—I did not hook up with her. It was one kiss, and it was because of a terrible case of mistaken identity.” 
 
    “You scared your best buddy is gonna beat the shit out of you if he finds out you were macking on his kid?” 
 
    “Lord.” I roll my eyes. “Herc isn’t the kind to beat up on me for getting with his daughter, but it still feels… wrong. She’s so much younger than me, and Herc is easily my best friend from the trailer park and in this neighborhood. This beers and football thing used to be a regular weekend tradition before Sofia came into town, and I don’t want to screw that up.” 
 
    As if on cue, the front door swings open. Herc is standing there adorned in a Kiss the Cook apron, grill tongs in hand. 
 
    “Wes! You’re missing kick off!” 
 
    He guides us inside, throwing an arm around Dom’s shoulders, although they’ve never met before now. “Dominic, I’ve heard all about you. Get your ass in here and tell me what exactly it is you do to a woman with peanut butter and a sex toy—” 
 
    Dom eyeballs me over Herc’s shoulder, grinning rakishly. “Sounds like you talk as much as your sister, Cooper.” 
 
    I just sigh and trail them in, shutting the front door behind me. 
 
    It’s amazing how Herc and I can have almost identical houses, but they still feel so different. Thanks to reno’ing together and the HOA bylaws, we have the exact same floor plan and similar decorative touches. But where my home has walls smeared with the girls’ lunch and a floor you can barely walk over without tripping on a Barbie Dreamhouse, Herc’s place feels so much more refined. 
 
    He’s only older than me by a few years, but our lifestyles couldn’t be more different. I sometimes wonder what his and Marilyn’s trailer was like when their kids were little, back when they were young, dumb teenage parents just trying to survive. Did he ever struggle the same way I do? 
 
    At the reminder of Herc’s children, I glance down a side hallway and over toward the stairs that lead up to the second floor. Is Sofia still home? 
 
    “Wes, you brought beer? Pop ‘em in the fridge.” 
 
    When Herc calls from the kitchen, I take a deep breath and head over to join him and Dom. 
 
    He’s already got the Georgia game on full volume. Our identical kitchens are separated from the living room only by a thin countertop, where Herc has set up hot wings, chips, dip, and a veggie tray. Dom is already helping himself, guarding his plate the way he has since we were kids and he was growing up with two hungry brothers. 
 
    “Think our defense can pull it out this year?” Herc asks us as he turns on the sink and fills a pitcher with water. He walks over to the pantry and collects a carton of powdered lemonade. 
 
    Dom shakes his head, his mouth still stuffed full of hot wings. “I’m not optimistic. Murray is weak, and he’s got no help. Wes, what do you think?” 
 
    My gaze is fixed on the TV, but I’m not watching the game. The staircase that leads upstairs is reflected in the dark parts of the screen, and my eyes have zeroed in on any signs of movement. I shake my head, hating that I can’t just relax and enjoy a good college game day the way I used to. 
 
    “I haven’t been following much this year,” I admit. “The girls have been keeping me busy.” 
 
    “Where are the girls?” Herc asks. “You should have brought them over. I’ve got that playroom—” 
 
    “My sister is watching them back at my house,” I explain. “Brynn still takes a nap and Kennedy seemed pretty wiped out from swimming, too.” 
 
    “You’re going to come back to your place and all your expensive beer and good snacks will be wiped out,” Dom says with a snort. 
 
    “That’s a price I’m willing to pay for one afternoon off from responsibilities,” I say with a wry smile. 
 
    Herc shakes his head. “Should I bother with saying the cliched line about how you’re going to miss this?” 
 
    I grab a beer off the counter, twist off the top, and walk around to take the stool next to Dom. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I say. “Believe me, I think about that way too much as it is. The other day we were in Walmart and Kennedy asked me how old she has to be to wear a training bra. I almost passed out.” 
 
    Herc laughs at that. “Wait until she has her first sleepover or wants to buy makeup or has her first crush. That is the deep end, my friend.” 
 
    My chest tightens. Unbidden, an image of a young Sofia mooning over some boy next door comes to my mind. And then I picture her as she is now, smiling down at her cell phone as some Tinder jerk texts her knock-off Shakespeare. My teeth grind together. 
 
    “You alright, Wes? That beer going down okay?” When I look up, Dom is watching me. One eyebrow is raised, and he doesn’t bother hiding his amusement. 
 
    “Pass me some of those hot wings,” I say. “The hotter the better.” 
 
    “So Dom,” Herc starts as he passes me the platter. “You work with Wes at the shop, right? Did you get to meet my girl the other day? She brought her car in for the check engine light. Wes said there are more issues, though, so you probably won’t see her come back for it for another week.” 
 
    Dom side-eyes me right as I’m taking my first red-hot bite. I choke a little on the acidic sauce. 
 
    How is it I can luck out in not seeing Sofia since we got here, but somehow we still keep managing to talk about her? 
 
    “I didn’t meet her,” Dom says. “But my wife did. We’ll have to get Scar and your daughter together sometime while she’s still in town. Scar would love showing her around town.” 
 
    Herc lights up. “That’s a fantastic idea. My son, Bash, loves the area, but he spent his high school years playing football and travelling to Copper Springs for games. Sofia was always a homebody, and she still is. I can’t seem to convince her to leave my house for a minute. Even now, she’s upstairs doing some remote work for her apartment complex.” 
 
    “Scar’ll remedy that real quick,” Dom says, nodding his head. “She can take her out to Lucky Lucy’s Bar for karaoke night, maybe out to coffee at the bookshop down the street from the garage.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Herc says. He reaches over to the platter in front of me and plucks up a red hot wing. He takes a bite as he uses his other hand to reach for a glass full of lemonade. “Sofia needs friends. She needs to live a life outside of her work and—” 
 
    He pauses, a funny look on his face. 
 
    “Too hot?” I ask, looking down at the wing I’m chewing like we somehow might have gotten different sauces. 
 
    Herc doesn’t respond. But the lemonade glass slips from his fist, crashing to the floor in a spray of juice and broken glass. 
 
    “What the fuck.” Dom is up in an instant and I’m right behind him. 
 
    We run over to Herc and prop him up on both sides. He’s still got that odd look on his face as he clutches his left arm. 
 
    “I think…” He grinds out the words like it hurts just to speak. “I think I’m having a heart attack.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Pops!” 
 
    I turn around. Sofia is at the bottom of the stairs, her face at least three shades whiter than usual. She runs over to us, taking her dad’s face in both hands. 
 
    “One of you call 911,” she demands. “Wes, Pops has chest pain medication in the cabinet above the sink. Get it.” 
 
    I rush over, throwing open the cabinet with a bang as I hear Dom talk to the 911 operator. I run the bottle back to Sofia, who unscrews the top with shaking hands and produces two tiny pills. With her free hand, she grabs Dom’s half-drunk lemonade and holds it to her dad’s lips. After what feels like a million years, he’s got the pills in his mouth and he’s swallowing. A weight on my own chest is lifted, if only for one relieving moment. 
 
    Herc is still clutching his arm as Sofia turns to me. Her eyes are wide and dark. 
 
    “Help me get him outside for the ambulance.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: SOFIA 
 
    The hospital in Copper Springs is different from the one we used to take Mama to in Atlanta. 
 
    It’s older, with cramped hallways and lights that occasionally flicker, but it’s more personal. The walls in Pops’s room aren’t a stark, clean white, but a softer brown with pink curtains that frame a small window overlooking Miner’s Stream. A cute, round nurse named Tabby keeps popping in. Her accent is as thick as I’ve ever heard, and just about every word that comes out of her mouth is either “y’all” or “bless.” 
 
    It’s all almost enough to make me feel safe here. To make me feel optimistic that this time I’ll come out of the hospital with the parent I went in with. 
 
    “Y’all should rest,” Tabby is saying now as she flits around the room. My father is sleeping, but she pokes at him and fidgets with a machine hooked up to his arm. “Bless your hearts, this is as hard on y’all as it is on him. He’s sleepin’ now, bless him, and can’t answer y’all’s questions anyway. Y’all should go home or head to the vendin’ machine downstairs or just take a walk. Bless y’all, you both look like ya been beat up. Get on y’all’s way now, ya hear?” 
 
    I glance over at Wes. He’s still standing at the foot of Pops’s bed, the same spot he’s been standing in since we first got here. He left his girls with Dom and Scarlett and drove me in his car behind the ambulance. We haven’t said a word to each other. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell Nurse Tabby. “Promise. Besides, my brother and his son are due to get here any minute, and I want to be here to greet them.” 
 
    Tabby eyeballs me and then Wes, like she’s petitioning him to force me out. I get the sense Nurse Tabby nurses in all aspects of her life, not just at the hospital. Wes just shrugs, glancing quickly back at me before he drops his gaze to my father asleep on the hospital bed. 
 
    Luckily, there’s a knock at the doorway. We all look up. 
 
    Bash is standing at the door, his son tucked behind his legs. They’re holding just about a million balloons. My heart immediately gives a double beat when I see them, and I run to both of them, crushing them in a tight hug. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I say. “I’m sorry if you had to take off work.” 
 
    Bash waves me off. “I’d cross the Specific Ocean for that old man, you know that.” 
 
    An unexpected laugh slips past my lips. It’s my first smile since the incident in the kitchen. God, it feels good to have my brother around. 
 
    He looks half-put together, like I caught him right in the middle of something. His dark hair is even messier than usual, and his flannel button down has a skipped button. When his eyes lock with mine again, I’m overcome with the sense of how much this is freaking him out, too. This must really seem serious to outsiders who weren’t at Pops’s house if even my playful, goofy brother looks a little off-kilter. 
 
    I peer around Bash, only just realizing that his young son is probably just as freaked out as the rest of us, if not more so. I run my hands through Gage’s head of dark, thick curls and tug one lock. 
 
    “Hey,” I whisper. “Nurse Tabby says there’s a vending machine down the hall. Want five bucks to go buy something sugary?” 
 
    He presses his lips together, but nods and extends his hand. I fish around in my pocket until I find my wallet, then produce a fiver to give him. Gage disappears, and Bash slips into the room as Nurse Tabby steps out. 
 
    “Oh. Hello.” 
 
    Bash is looking at Wes. 
 
    “I’m Wes,” he says, extending a hand to my brother. “I’m the neighbor. I was there when… well, I just thought I’d help Sofia sort all this stuff out. Besides, she didn’t have her own car because it’s in the shop.” 
 
    “Shit.” I wince. “Somehow, even though you drove me here, I forgot about my car being in the shop. Nurse Tabby was talking about follow-up cardiac function studies, EKGs, all sorts of stuff.” 
 
    I glance over at Bash. My brother’s fingers are twitching, and I can tell it’s killing him not to press the buttons on Pops’s machine to see what they do. 
 
    “Bash, do you think you and Gage can stick around—” 
 
    He looks back over at me, regret stamped across his face. “Angel is having her new baby any day now,” he says. “I’m on call to get Gage over there and to watch their pets, but if you really need someone, I’m sure I can talk to a neighbor or one of his friend’s parents or something. I mean, obviously.” 
 
    I sigh, rubbing at the back of my neck. Angel is Gage’s mom, and she and Bash are still on great terms since she got pregnant our senior year. I’d forgotten about her pregnancy, or about what a big deal that’s got to be for a kid that’s been an only child for seven years. 
 
    “Okay, what about Aunt Wendy?” 
 
    Bash shakes his head. “There’s no way she can spend so much time away from Uncle Tom. They’ve been going through that shit with the—” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Damn it.” 
 
    “Braden? Or one of his brothers? Do you think they could drive down from North Carolina, give you a lift, take shifts with you or whatever?” 
 
    “That’s asking a lot of a cousin.” I sigh. “Heck, by the time they get here, my car might be fixed. Maybe Uncle Ares? He’s in Macon.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    We both turn. My stomach draws in tight at the sound of the person I’d forgotten was in the room. 
 
    Wes shrugs. “Look, Herc has been there for me through a lot of shit. I’m not about to let him take the terrible Copper Springs transportation system to get to weekly appointments, and I’m definitely not about to let his daughter flounder while he’s in trouble. If something happened to me, even if my girls were grown… well, I wouldn’t want them to deal with this alone, either. I’ll take you to any appointments, Sofia. I can do whatever you need.” 
 
    My stomach knots even tighter as he holds my gaze. Even though neither of us are about to say anything in front of my brother—or, God forbid, in front of my sleeping father, who could wake up at any second—I can sense a continuation of the conversation we keep having. It was a whole lot easier to avoid Wes Cooper when he wasn’t volunteering to drive me and my dad to the hospital every other day. 
 
    “Very cool, neighbor guy.” Bash says, reaching out his hand again to shake Wes’s. 
 
    “You sure about that?” I press. “It’s a major time commitment and you have work and the HOA and your girls.” 
 
    “My work is flexible, the HOA’s worst problem is repair men who don’t show up, and my girls spend all day at school and weekends with their mom. I’m free to help.” 
 
    Bash turns around then, scanning the doorway. 
 
    “Hey, was that vending machine close?” he asks me. “Shouldn’t Gage be back by now?” 
 
    “It was just down the hall. Right past the nurse's station.” 
 
    “Fuckkk,” Bash says, starting toward the door. “We both commented on how neat the lights looked on those machines by their computers. Somebody make sure this machine isn’t keeping Pops alive; there’s a chance the whole wing loses power.” 
 
    My brother darts out of the room. And just like that, I’m left alone with Wes again. Wes, the very cool neighbor guy who just made it so much harder to stick to my carefully laid plans to avoid him. 
 
    I shift from one foot to the other, suddenly extremely aware that I came running downstairs to help my dad in my sweatpants and a raggedy hoodie. Homeless Chic is shaping up to be this guy’s dream girl aesthetic, and I don’t like taking chances. 
 
    “Listen, we’d really be okay if you have other obligations,” I tell him. 
 
    “We’re big kids, Sofia,” he says. “I’m sure we can handle ourselves. Besides, I owe your father all the help I can give him.” 
 
    “You found his house listing and helped him reno,” I say back, sitting down on the edge of Pops’s bed. “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “God, not nearly.” 
 
    Wes steps over to look out the window. He runs his hands through the front of his hair, and his shirt lifts the tiniest bit, exposing a delicious slice of tanned, hardened back. My stomach flips for the thousandth time, and I avert my gaze to the thin, patterned comforter. 
 
    “He saw me through my whole divorce,” Wes says. “Starting with the fighting, then the separation, all the way through to the terrible paperwork. For at least six months straight, he would come to my trailer when the girls were in bed and have a beer with me. For the longest time, I assumed he was divorced, too, because he helped to handle everything so well.” 
 
    My lips twitch. “I’d been wondering how you ended up single.” 
 
    I am the dumbest bitch of all the dumb bitches. You are flirting, Sofia. You should go drown yourself in Bash’s Specific Ocean. 
 
    Wes turns back to me, hands shoving down in his pockets again. He’s wearing a crooked little half smile. “It’s my understanding that divorce is pretty unattractive, but maybe I still should have lied and told you my wife mysteriously disappeared or something. That would keep you and me good and separated, don’t you think?” 
 
    I laugh. “So, the girls stay with their mom on weekends? That’s a pretty sweet arrangement for you. Is she, like, some high powered business-woman or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” he says with a sigh. “She’s the mom who likes to lord everything I’m doing wrong over me, but can’t be bothered to take the kids for more than two nights at a time. All the power, none of the responsibility.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine you’re doing too much she can lord over you. Your daughter’s hair was French braided at the pool today—” 
 
    I cut myself off, feeling my cheeks turn red. Wes smirks. 
 
    “You can thank my sister for today’s braid,” he says, brushing right past my admission that I was watching him from my window. “Although it should be noted that I do know how to do a kickass French braid. It’s one dad skill I’m particularly proud of.” 
 
    “I never could learn how to French braid. But my brother Bash there? He knew how. Always did it for me, but made me swear never to tell his friends or any of my friends.” 
 
    Wes glances at the doorway. The room is still quiet, with no signs of my brother or nephew bounding back down the hallway to rejoin us. 
 
    “You’re twins, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You seem nothing alike.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about boy/girl fraternal twins. He’s got a penis and I’ve got a—” 
 
    Wes laughs. “Okay, okay. You got me there. I just mean, he seems really laid back and you seem…” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Am I about to be offended?” 
 
    “I’ll stop talking now.” Wes’s cheeks turn an endearing shade of pink. 
 
    I shake my head, laughing it off. “No, I understand. We’ve never been anything alike. Which is probably why Sebastian is still my number one go-to person after spending an entire childhood torturing one another. He knows what I need when I get anxious and weird and stiff. I know what he needs when he accidentally calls a porcupine a concubine.” 
 
    Wes smirks at that. “… Has he ever actually said that?” 
 
    “At least twice that I can recall.” 
 
    Wes laughs again. I like the sound of it, so low and easy. He crosses his arms and takes a step away from the window in my direction. A ripple of goosebumps creeps down my spine. 
 
    “Any guesses how two kids raised exactly the same way end up so different?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    But even as I say it, a memory flits through the back of my mind. Teenage Bash, admitting to me at one drunken party freshman year that he’d lost his virginity to Angel in a back room. 
 
    I think it was then that what I’d long suspected had been confirmed. That Bash was going to take the fun path, and I was going to take the serious path. 
 
    “My parents were seventeen when they had us,” I tell Wes. “Does Pops ever talk about that?” 
 
    Wes nods. “Yeah, sometimes.” 
 
    “My brother became a dad at eighteen,” I continue. “I guess that speaks to all those statistics on young parents, right? The cycle continues and all that?” 
 
    His brow furrows, but he says nothing. I take a deep breath. 
 
    “Ever since I was little, I remember how hard my parents worked to not just be one of the statistics. Dad had a furniture store for forever, and he practically lived at that place. I used to love coming to the shop when I was a kid, just watching him sweat over a recliner or whatever. He’d turn on 80s rock and we’d jam out together. He was proving something. Even if no one was watching but me, he was showing that he was going to make something of himself. For his family.” 
 
    Wes’s mouth pulls into another soft smile. “I like that about him.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I whisper. I glance down at my dad now, still sleeping and white under his hospital sheets. I swallow down a lump in my throat. “My brother is a great guy, but he chose his path. He dicked around in high school and eventually Angel got pregnant. And while I wouldn’t change having Gage in my life for anything, I think we both always knew that the more serious route was going to fall to me. That if anyone was going to prove that my parents succeeded, it was going to be me. I always felt that. Pops never had to say it—I wouldn’t want him to, really—but I always knew my role. I’m supposed to make something of myself. I’m supposed to work hard and keep my head down and prove that the York family made it out okay.” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence between us. I’m starting to get weirdly used to these. 
 
    “That’s a lot for one kid to feel,” Wes says. 
 
    I shrug and pull my hoodie tighter around my arms. “I like who I am. I’m proud of who I am.” 
 
    There are footsteps in the hall. We both look up as Gage and Bash round the corner, identical cans of Coke in hand. 
 
    “Well, should we grab some lunch before I have to get Gage back to his mom?” Bash asks. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and I’m ravished.” 
 
    I snort again and glance at Wes. To my surprise, he’s still watching me, his brow pinched tight in the middle. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: WES 
 
    When I glance in the rearview mirror, I can’t help but smirk. Sofia is squished between a car seat and a booster, with my girls on either side of her. To her credit, she hasn’t made a word of complaint as Kennedy hands her the same book to read over and over and Brynn sneezes—loudly—making no effort to cover her nose and mouth. 
 
    “Sorry about the space,” I say. 
 
    In the passenger seat, Herc waves off my apology. “These rides into the city are just the excuse we need to get to know one another. Road trip games, anyone?” 
 
    I chuckle. “It’s only a half hour drive to the clinic.” 
 
    “Let’s play Never Have I Ever!” Herc announces. 
 
    Sofia and I meet eyes in the rearview mirror. I could swear her cheeks turn the lightest shade of pink. But then she’s turning back to Brynn, booping my daughter’s nose and sending her into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “Alright girlies in the back, hold up ten fingers,” Herc instructs. “And each time someone hasn’t done something you have done, a finger goes down.” 
 
    “You should all prepare to be very shocked by the life experiences my three-year-old might own up to.” 
 
    Herc laughs at that. “Never have I ever… broken a bone.” 
 
    “That was a low blow,” I tell him, holding up my right hand so the car can see I’ve lost a finger. “It was your couch we were moving when I tripped and broke my shinbone.” 
 
    “Dad cried,” Kennedy whispers to Sofia. This time it’s her I shoot a look at in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Ahem, Sofia?” Herc calls, turning to look to the backseat. 
 
    “I only put down one finger for all my breaks, right?” She asks. 
 
    “How many bones have you broken?” I ask. 
 
    “Um… two toes, a finger, and an arm. All separate incidents.” 
 
    “Holy heck!” Kennedy says, collapsing into new giggles. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Dr. Newberry would have thought we were abusing the kid, except that even at those young ages she knew the fancy name for every bone that was broken, and she got two of those injuries at Debate Club altercations.” 
 
    I burst into laughter, eyes leaving the road so I can crane around and look back at Sofia. Her cheeks are crimson now. “Debate Club altercations?” 
 
    “I’m… a little competitive,” she confesses. “After the first incident with Devi Patel, I was able to propose a scenario for Mrs. Snodgrass that convinced her of our mutual guilt. I wasn’t so lucky after the second fight.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow in the rearview mirror, still chuckling to myself. 
 
    “You’re up, Wes.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord…” I chew the inside of my cheek, trying to think up a G-rated question. “Never have I ever climbed a tree.” 
 
    Kennedy shrieks in frustration. “Not fair! You’ve got all’gies. And we have such big trees at Mom’s house!” 
 
    I suppress my smirk, glad for once of Danielle’s improved situation. 
 
    Herc drops a finger, and so does Sofia behind me. I watch in the mirror as she helps Brynn to lower a finger, too. 
 
    “Kennedy’s turn,” I announce. 
 
    Kennedy lets loose a theatrical groan, and I hear her head slump against the car window. “Good grief,” she complains. “I’ve done so many things.” 
 
    “Have you ever… stayed up all night long?” 
 
    Kennedy gasps. “No! Dad, put your stinkin’ finger down!” 
 
    I reach blindly behind my seat to bop my daughter on the top of her head. “Not fair. I’ve got three decades of night times on you.” 
 
    Herc drops a finger beside me. “Netflix dropped a new season of my favorite show two nights ago.” 
 
    “I came down to the kitchen for water and found him buried under Mama’s old quilts,” Sofia provides with a laugh. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask her, glancing back to meet her eye in the mirror again. 
 
    She holds my gaze for only a second, before those dark eyes flick down to fix on her hands. 
 
    “I’m boring,” she says. “I don’t think I’ve ever stayed up a whole night, not even to study for exams.” 
 
    “Now wait just a moment,” Herc interrupts, holding up a hand. “I have a distinct memory of you and Bash begging to go to some midnight vampire movie premiere. He liked the pasty girl, and you liked the British boy with the big hair…” 
 
    My eyes widen at least two sizes. “Oh my God. You were a total Twi-hard.” 
 
    Sofia looks like she swallowed a frog. “In my defense, both Kristen Stewart and Robert Pattinson have gone on to become celebrated actors.” 
 
    “That’s why you went to the premiere, then? For the incomparable acting?” I smirk. 
 
    Sofia’s lips press into a tight line. 
 
    “Please don’t make me confess my greatest shame in front of your daughters,” she squeaks out. Herc just cackles next to me. 
 
    “I’ve got to potty,” Brynn announces beside her in her usual whisper voice. If I wasn’t so accustomed to her quiet tone, I might not take her seriously. But as it stands, I see her little feet stamping in my mirror and know I’ve got about two minutes until we’re scanning the side of the highway for thick foliage. 
 
    “Anybody else?” I ask as I swing toward the nearest exit. 
 
    “I could go,” Herc says with a shrug. 
 
    “Me, too,” Kennedy announces. 
 
    “I’ll just stay in the car,” Sofia says. “I don’t have to go and I don’t think any of you want a repeat show of how I squished into this seat in the first place.” 
 
    My shoulders stiffen at the memory of how she’d had to crawl over my center console to shove herself between the girls’ seats. I’d walked up to the car right before she’d made her transition to the back, and gotten a full view of her backseat. My dick twitches in my jeans at the thought. 
 
    “I’ve got to go, too,” I say. 
 
    “You just went at home,” Kennedy corrects me. 
 
    “He pee-peed all through Sesame Street,” Brynn giggles. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been drinking—” 
 
    My hand grasps for my usual thermos of coffee in my cupholder, only to find it empty. Damn it, that’s right—it’s the fucking afternoon and I haven’t had a cup of coffee since before I took the girls to school. 
 
    I glance back at Sofia, and can see that she’s doing her best not to meet my eye again. 
 
    “Well, I’ll need to take Brynn,” I start. 
 
    “Dad,” Kennedy starts in her best imitation of her mother. “I’m in charge of Brynn in the bathroom now that she’s three. You said so yourself.” 
 
    I swing the car into a McDonald’s and find a spot near the front doors. I grind my teeth together, fingers flexing on the gear shift as I throw the thing in park. 
 
    Herc throws open his door and heads around to help Brynn out of her seat. Kennedy is already unbuckling herself, and another quick glance back reveals Sofia squirming in her tight middle seat. 
 
    When the doors slam shut, we’re quiet for a moment. Please, God, let my girls pee quick. I immediately have a vision of Kennedy laying out toilet paper across the ring of the toilet, the way I taught her to do during potty training as an OCD first-time parent. It could be a while. 
 
    “Um, never have I ever wanted so badly to kill whoever invented the game Never Have I Ever?” 
 
    I brace myself as I unbuckle to turn around and face Sofia. When I look back, she’s blushing like crazy. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I tell her. “Your old man is…” 
 
    “I know how he is,” she says with a dry laugh. “And I always loved his road trip games growing up. I just never knew he’d use one to tell the hot guy next door how my first kiss was with a Robert Pattinson poster.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a delightful detail he hadn’t gotten to yet.” My mouth tugs into a smile, which she begrudgingly returns. She shrugs. 
 
    “See, it was only a matter of time until he revealed that, too. Figured I might as well own up to the shame on my own terms.” 
 
    “Solid reasoning.” 
 
    There’s a beat in the conversation. I’m weirdly getting used to these with Sofia. That’s probably a sign that we’ve been having entirely too many conversations alone. I swallow down a lump that’s formed in my throat. 
 
    “You know, the poster I had in my room growing up was Britney Spears,” I confess. “And I definitely entered a mail-in contest to win a date with her once.” 
 
    Shit. Why am I saying this stuff? 
 
    But then I meet her eye again, and I see some kind of strange relief flooding her face. There’s a surge in my chest in response. I want to ease the discomfort between us. I want to get back to what I felt back in the gazebo. 
 
    “Well, did you win?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No way. But I ran home from school for two straight weeks to check the mail before my sister could. There’s no way Scar would have let me forget I’d entered that contest. She probably would have bought out ad space in the local paper to tell everyone.” 
 
    “Thank goodness Bash shared my Twilight shame,” she responds. “We both had solid blackmail on each other. Which was a really good thing, because I caught him with his girlfriend more than once and he always found the receipts for my expensive Starbucks addiction. It got me through early morning zero hour at school, and Pops would have freaked if he knew I was dropping that much money on sweet caffeine.” 
 
    I smirk. “Guess siblings don’t change, regardless of what decade they tortured each other in high school.” 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    There’s another beat between us. 
 
    But this time it’s definitely comfortable. This time, we smile softly at each other. 
 
    And I feel that thing again. I feel that inexplicable draw to her, that urge to reach out and touch her. 
 
    I’m old enough to know that a physical connection isn’t something you can base a relationship on. It’s not something you can base a life on. But what we have… it goes beyond the insane physicality. I feel something pulling me to Sofia that is difficult to put into words, difficult to pin down and understand. 
 
    “Sofia, I—” 
 
    The car door swings open and Kennedy deposits Brynn into her car seat. 
 
    “Um, did you wash her hands?” I ask. 
 
    Kennedy slaps her own hand to her forehead. “Shoot. Knew I forgot something.” 
 
    I wince and glance over at Sofia, who is holding back a laugh. 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: WES 
 
    “Uncle Dom would do it.” Kennedy is pouting, her arms crossed as she sends me her best fat lip expression. 
 
    “Do I look like Uncle Dom?” 
 
    “No.” Brynn giggles in her tiny voice. “He’s so big and hairy.” 
 
    I splash some water at Kennedy’s feet, making her laugh and jump back. “Get in here and join us, woman. Normally, I’d cave when you make that cute bossy face, but I strained my back working on a sedan today. You’ve got five more minutes before we have to go change for your mom to pick you up.” 
 
    “Just throw me once,” Kennedy tries to bargain. “I’ll think light thoughts.” 
 
    I snort. “Get. In. Here.” 
 
    Kennedy makes a big show of rolling her eyes. Suddenly, she makes a run for the edge of the pool and hurtles herself in, splashing me and Brynn. Brynn giggles and giggles, clinging to my chest and climbing up my body as Kennedy splash-swims our direction. 
 
    “What happened to those swim lessons I paid for last summer?” I say, laughing. “Monkey, star, rocket, and all that?” 
 
    “I am a mermaid,” Kennedy announces, holding her head just above water as her body continues to flail under the surface. “Besides, I swim better than you.” 
 
    I balk. “Excuse me??” 
 
    And then, ignoring the minor ache in my back I’d used as my excuse, I let Brynn go to float on her own in her swim jacket, grab Kennedy under the armpits, and toss her up into the air the way she’s been begging for me to do all evening. Her face is pure joy as she flails through the air before splatting like a starfish into the deep end. 
 
    I cringe, knowing that’s got to hurt her bare belly. But in a moment she’s popping right back up, hair dripping and mouth still split into a wild grin as she begs me to do it again. 
 
    “I think it’s time to get out,” I say with a laugh. “Come on, girls. You know the drill.” 
 
    Kennedy makes a show of groaning as she slumps her way through the shallow end and over to the ladder. Brynn paddles over to my arm and clings to me as I walk us both to the pool’s edge. I lift her up out of the water, suppressing an amused laugh as she shakes herself off like a dog. 
 
    “Into the house and into your clothes, ladies,” I instruct. “I’ll be right behind you once I clean up out here.” 
 
    Kennedy and Brynn let themselves through the sliding glass door, and I’m alone at the pool ladder. I climb out, glancing up only for a moment at Herc’s second-story window. The curtains are drawn loosely together, and all the lights in the house are off. 
 
    There’s an odd pang in my chest at that, and I instantly chastise myself. What was I hoping for? That Sofia might be watching me from the window again? I’m already playing dangerously here with offering to drive her and her dad to their appointments. I don’t need to be encouraging anything. 
 
    I watch through the screen door as the girls disappear into their shared room. I grab the marshmallow cereal treats we brought out after dinner, and the speakers I’d set up by the pool so Kennedy could blast her Kidz Bop. When the doorbell sounds, my head rolls back and I groan. I thought I had a few more minutes left with the girls. 
 
    My towel is draped over the back of a pool chair, and I yank it off, dry my legs, and tie it around my waist. I slip through the back door as the doorbell sounds again. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I grunt. 
 
    There are giggles from down the hall, and it sounds like the girls have somehow retrieved one of the noisy toys I keep on the top shelf of their closet. I pull open the front door to find Danielle decked in her usual overwhelming amount of floral print, oversized sunglasses perched on the top of her blonde head despite the hour, texting on her phone. She glances up at me only briefly before finishing her text and finally slipping the phone into her bra. 
 
    “Are they ready? My car is running.” 
 
    “We were in the pool,” I tell her. “They’re changing in their room now.” 
 
    Danielle sighs and rolls the joints in her neck. “You didn’t feed them sugar this late, did you? Are they going to be up all night at my house asking to watch TV?” 
 
    My mind flicks back to the marshmallow cereal treats I ditched on the outside table. Please don’t rat me out to your mother, girls. 
 
    “They should be pretty worn out from the pool,” I say. “We had a full day. I’m sure Kennedy is going to be so pumped to tell you all about how Uncle Dom took us fishing and Brynn has this new coloring book we found at the dollar store.” 
 
    Danielle’s phone buzzes again, and she says nothing to me before pulling it out of her bra and furiously texting again. There’s a tug on the back of my towel. 
 
    “Daddy,” Brynn whispers. “Daddy, I can’t find Lamby.” 
 
    “Good Lord.” 
 
    I look back up. Of course, Danielle is giving me her full attention now. A lump forms in my throat as I pick Brynn up and cuddle her close. 
 
    “Shoot, Brynny. Did you check your bed?” 
 
    “Yep, she did. And my bed. And the closet. And your bed, too.” Kennedy comes trudging out of her room with her and her sister’s shared travel bag thrown over one shoulder. She’s still dripping a trail down the hallway, and I make a mental note to change my sheets from where wet bodies have been searching for Lamby. 
 
    “She needs Lamby to sleep,” Danielle says. 
 
    “I know that,” I answer with a sigh. I brush a lock of Brynn’s delicate blonde hair back and tuck it behind her ear. “Okay, I’m going on a mission, Brynny girl. I’m going to find Lamby while you go home and get ready for bed with your mom. I’ll bring it to her house and you’ll have her before you close your eyes. Deal?” 
 
    “That’s a big promise,” Danielle says flatly, even as Brynn sniffs and nods her head. 
 
    I pull my daughter close, planting a kiss on her tiny forehead. I reach back and grab Kennedy, too, pulling her tight to my legs even as she squirms against me. 
 
    “No dance parties after the lights go out. And no whispers once your mom shuts the door. I told her we went swimming tonight, so you ought to be pretty tired out.” 
 
    “What about the marshmallow cereal bars?” Kennedy asks. “Mom says those are full of sugar.” 
 
    My face falls. Kennedy Marie, why you gotta do me so dirty? 
 
    “M-hmm…” is all Danielle says as she takes Brynn from my arms and starts toward her car. 
 
    “I love you, girls!” I call after them. I walk a few steps out of my doorway, every part of me wanting to go open the SUV door for Danielle to get Brynn in and double check the seatbelt on Kennedy’s booster seat as I watch her wiggle in. But that would only cause more tension with Danielle, and even small interactions like the one tonight take any of that extra energy out of me. 
 
    Instead, I settle for awkwardly waving in the low light, my stomach twisting as I watch the car doors shut. I hate this part. I always hate this part. 
 
    In another moment, they’re pulling away, and I’m left alone again. Another weekend all to myself. It’s a good thing and a bad thing, and it always feels me leaving… off. I turn back inside and shut the front door behind me. 
 
    Shit, I forgot about Lamby. I run my hands through my still-dripping hair, racking my brain to remember where we might have lost the faded fuzzy sheep. 
 
    Brynn took her to the grocery store when we went shopping for the treat ingredients this afternoon. I remember that because I’d protested since she might get dirty inside the store. But I’m pretty sure she came out with the doll because there was an incident in the car when Lamby got chucked at Kennedy’s head. 
 
    We were in for the night after that, just getting ready to get in the pool. Is she in the house, then? Maybe the girls didn’t check in their beds as well as they thought. 
 
    Something in the back of my brain lights up. Wait, I forgot to buy vanilla extract! I ran the girls over to Herc’s house and they hopped inside while Herc and I were scrounging through his fridge to see if he had any. I found them in the playroom and even though they were only there for two minutes, I wonder if Lamby was dropped… 
 
    Herc was on his way out for the night to play cards with some old work buddies. And when I was in the pool and stole that glance up at the second-story window, all the lights were off. Sofia must not be home either. I have a spare key and Herc has told me a million times that I’m welcome to swing by for whatever I need. Maybe I can dash over, find the doll, and be out before I have to confront Sofia. 
 
    I’m gonna go for it. I’ll be quick: after all, we have the same house layout and I know exactly what I’m looking for. 
 
    I ditch my towel over the back of a counter bar stool and don’t even bother to change out of my swimsuit before slipping on my slides. The spare key is in our mail bowl, and I grab it and slip it into my pocket. I let myself out through the front door, keeping my head trained down like I might have air pods in when I pass the Blue Pond Moms’s Book Club on Cat Davies’s front porch. 
 
    When I get to Herc’s house, I give the front windows another quick glance. Still no lights. I’m in the clear. I slide my key into the lock and walk inside. 
 
    Okay, the playroom. I take off my shoes and leave them at the doorway so I don’t track anything into Herc’s hall, then start off toward my girls’ favorite room. Brynn usually likes setting Lamby up so she can “watch” whatever they’re doing. I’ll probably find her on a table or chair and then I can be on my way. I can— 
 
    I freeze and look up. The floor upstairs has creaked above me. 
 
    Which, maybe, shouldn’t freak me out. Sofia could be home alone after all, just watching a movie in bed or something. 
 
    Except that right after I hear it creak, I hear another sound. 
 
    A low, needy whimper. 
 
    I can’t move. I can’t breathe. But my cock is at full attention, stiffening up in my swim trunks. The muscles in my arms have tensed, and my fists clench and release. I grind my teeth together, positively tortured by the delicious sound I hear again floating down the staircase. 
 
    I should fucking go. Even with the spare key, I feel like I’m breaking and entering. And to hear Sofia up there doing something so private… I need to turn tail and book it back home. 
 
    A gasp sounds, followed by a sharp cry. My dick twitches. I don’t remember doing it, but at some point my hand has found my shaft and I stroke it through my shorts now. Go home, Cooper. 
 
    But then there’s another strangled little cry and I find myself striding over to the stairs. I’m taking them two at a time, telling myself I’m just checking to make sure Sofia is okay up there. Telling myself that maybe she got hurt, or she needs me or— 
 
    Her door is open as I round the corner, even though the light is still off. She’s in her bed, her shorts and panties tossed aside on the floor so she can spread her legs on top of her comforter. 
 
    I’m given a delicious show of her shadowed pink lips spread by a fat purple vibrator tucked in all the way to the hilt. As she strokes it out and in, the moonlight outside highlights how it glistens with her juices. She’s slippery, and I can actually hear a soft, wet sound as she caresses herself. It’s obscene. When she pulls out the vibrator and circles her swollen clit, another breath hisses out from between her teeth, and her head rolls back. 
 
    Sofia’s free hand is knotted in her hair and her mouth is parted as she fucks herself, expertly touching all the places that make her shoulders shake and her knees knock together. It’s more than I can bear. In this moment, I can’t begin to understand why we decided to hold back. I can’t understand why I would ever leave this angel alone, why I might ever allow someone else to touch her, taste her, even just look at her. 
 
    I’m thoroughly ripped with a sense of possession. Any instinct to be the good guy, to leave when I had the chance, has abandoned me. My cockhead is weeping through my shorts, and I use my free hand to cup my fat balls heavy with cum. This is too much. I can’t stand watching for much longer. 
 
    When that free hand leaves her long dark hair to slide under her shirt and cup her breast, I can’t help but groan in response, my hand fisting my stiff cock through my shorts. 
 
    And that’s when her eyes pop open. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: SOFIA 
 
    “Oh my God!” 
 
    My knees slam together and I toss my vibrator aside. The shame that tears through me makes me sick to my stomach. 
 
    I almost never take the time to touch myself, and yet here I am, twice in the same week. I’d been prepping to get into bed and fall asleep to some Netflix on my laptop when I’d seen him down there in the pool. 
 
    His smile was so fucking easy. And the way he laughed—Christ, it had sent my legs clenching together. I’d felt like some kind of pervert watching him with his daughters out there, throwing them around and making them giggle. But at the same time, seeing him in his element that way had done things to me. 
 
    And then when they’d gone inside, he’d gotten out of the pool. The water had left his shorts clinging to his body, and I’d been able to see every thick, straining muscle and every tempting bulge. Even from my vantage point on the second story, I could see how the moonlight caught the tiny drops running miniature rivers through the scant dark hair on his chest. When he’d raised his arms and run his fingers through his hair before shaking the water out of his locks, I knew I was done for. 
 
    I’d stayed at the window for far too long, one hand pressed to the warm glass as the other hand fumbled in my nightstand drawer for my vibrator. I’d fallen into bed, ripped off my shorts and panties in a fucking frenzy. But what had satiated me in the past, what had gotten me through occasional temptations or distractions, couldn’t fulfill me now. My vibrator felt too narrow, too stiff, too controlled. I’d writhed on my comforter, desperate to hit just the right angle that might make me feel like Wes was really fucking me. 
 
    And then I’d opened my eyes. And it was like I’d somehow willed him into existence. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I gasp. I scramble off my bed, raking up my clothes while I try to cover my privates. “Oh my God, Wes, please don’t—” 
 
    But then he’s striding over to me, his eyes dark and hooded. He presses one massive hand to my shoulder, forcing me to sit back on the bed. 
 
    “Were you… thinking of me?” He grinds out the words, his jaw stiff as he says them. He holds my gaze, never letting me falter. “Were you watching me from the window?” 
 
    My knees buckle together and I drop my head, ignoring his compulsion to hold his gaze. “Wes, it was one moment of weakness. Usually I’m so much more controlled than this. I pride myself on—” 
 
    “Were you watching me?” 
 
    This time he takes my chin in his hand, turning my head so I can’t look away. In the quiet, our breathing is ragged and synced. I try to control my breath, to change it, but it feels impossible. 
 
    He tilts my chin more, looking for something in me I can’t guess. Then he lowers his mouth to my ear, and I can feel those ragged breaths hot on the delicate skin beneath the lobe. 
 
    “Did you wonder what it might be like if we gave in just once? If you spread those legs and let me sink my cock in?” 
 
    My head is swimming. I can’t help myself—I reach up and curl my fingers around his wrist. 
 
    “Y-yes,” I breathe. “Just once. I swear.” 
 
    Something akin to surprise registers in those dark eyes, and I briefly wonder if he asked the questions not expecting me to break. 
 
    “Just once,” he grunts. And then he’s pushing my knees apart and stepping between them. “I like the idea of just once. I like the idea of getting this out of our systems.” 
 
    This is wrong. I have so many no-way reasons, and some logical part of my brain knows that they’re valid and I put them in place to protect myself. But right now, all I can think about is the musky chlorine scent of him and the thickness of his thighs and the rough texture of his thumb on my chin. 
 
    “Sofia.” 
 
    His husky voice draws me back to look at his face again. His hand leaves my chin to find my fingers on the bed, and he guides the tips to the damp end of his bulge in his swim trunks. My thighs twitch, so desperate for friction and so frustrated that his legs keep them apart. 
 
    “Just once,” he repeats. “You say the word and I’ll pretend I never suggested this. Or…” 
 
    “Or?” I breathe. 
 
    “Or we take tonight,” he says, rubbing my fingertips in a slow circle over his crown. He groans, his neck rolling back. “We get this out of our systems and never talk about it again. I fuck you so hard the memory of this night becomes one blacked out blur.” 
 
    I bite my lip. This is the chance to back down. All my life, I’ve been so focused. I’ve never needed a just once to get my head on straight. Hell, I’ve never let myself get distracted by anyone as much as I’ve leaned into this little curiosity with Wes Cooper. He’s so much older than me. He’s my dad’s best friend. He’s not what I need. 
 
    But my body won’t listen. I’m physically aching to be filled by him, and it hurts to have him this close but not have him inside. 
 
    “Please,” I squeak out. “Just once and—” 
 
    He doesn’t wait for the rest of my permission. 
 
    Wes drops to his knees and thrusts my thighs apart. He plants a hundred kisses along the insides of my legs, teasing me with how close he gets to my opening without going there. My hips are bucking up and down as I drop back onto the bed, unable to keep sitting up. Even without him touching it, I can feel that I’m dripping and slippery for him. The small amount of motion and the barest hint of air from the whirring fan overhead send my sensitive, swollen clit into overdrive. 
 
    Then two thick fingers are raking up and down my slit, coating themselves in my wetness. When Wes finally slides them in and hooks them deep inside of me to stroke, my abs crunch in and I groan low and deep and loud. 
 
    “God, it has been a while since you’ve been touched,” he mutters to himself. He sounds almost angry. The passion rattles each syllable. 
 
    I can’t speak. I can only nod, feeling fully blind, deaf, and dumb as he continues to stroke slow come hither motions against my G-spot. The palm of his hand grinds into my clit, and I respond immediately, gyrating down against the touch that I craved. 
 
    “So fucking needy.” 
 
    When I open one eye to look down at him, he’s licking his lips. 
 
    Wes hooks my legs over his arms and positions my thighs over his shoulders. The way he holds me is so sure, so confident and possessive. I get the sense that I have no power here, that I’m his plaything to do with as he pleases. 
 
    He wastes no time in guiding those kisses on my thighs onto my pussy and along my opening. I writhe and squirm, unable to control how my hands go to my tits to rub and squeeze. When his tongue scissors inside me, I scream. 
 
    “Wes,” I pant out. “Wes, please. More.” 
 
    He chuckles darkly, and then I feel him diving in for my clit. He sucks on the swollen bud, raking his teeth gently across the hyper-sensitive skin. When he thrusts his tongue back between my legs after, it takes everything I have not to squeeze my thighs onto his skull and choke him in the clamp. 
 
    As if he can read my mind, Wes’s hand slides to my knee. 
 
    “Show me how you want it, Sofia,” he commands, tapping the side of my knee. “Squeeze me until I can’t breathe anything but your cunt.” 
 
    I can’t help myself. I’m squeezing him and somehow also urging my pussy forward so he can delve deeper. My hips are circling, my ass rising off the comforter to give him more of me. And Wes delivers. He fucking eats me until my ceiling takes on strange, blooming stars and that telltale warmth blossoms out inside me. The walls of my pussy clench impossibly tight and I scream as the first orgasm rips through me. 
 
    When Wes pulls back, he’s smirking. 
 
    “Please,” I pant again. “Stay. This can’t be it. This can’t be over.” 
 
    “You really think I’m fucking done with you, Sofia?” 
 
    He stands then and pulls down his trunks in one swift motion. His cock springs out, long and hard and wet for me. A thick bead of precum pools in his slit, dripping down like honey onto my naked thigh. 
 
    Wes fists his end, teasing me. He moans as that bead spreads down his veined, purple shaft, lubing him up to take me as we are. 
 
    “Just once,” he says again. 
 
    I can’t tell if he’s repeating it more for himself or for me. I can’t bring myself to fucking care. 
 
    He steps the rest of the way out of his trunks and kicks them aside. He sits on the edge of my bed, hard cock jutting out in front of him. 
 
    I’m about to spring to sit in his lap when he twists and grabs me under the armpits. He’s scooping me off the bed, using the strength I always knew was stored in those thick, powerful muscles to swing me over between his legs. My knees settle on both sides of his ass and I hover there for a moment, my slick pussy poised just over his dripping head. 
 
    I can still walk away. I know that. I got what I wanted from him, right? My pussy is still pulsing from the cum it had a moment earlier, and its lips are still soaked from where his tongue licked me clean after. Be strong, Sofia. Be— 
 
    We groan together as he tugs on my elbows and urges me to sink down on his cock. 
 
    His head is thick and bulbous, and the way it pushes into me, spreads me, ignites all my senses. Have I ever felt this full? In answer, Wes’s hands have found my ass cheeks. He roughly pulls me close, and I rock back and forth on his stiff cock as he moves me. 
 
    Then he’s bucking me with his hips. He’s flexing and pushing so I bounce on his cock, and when the motion is combined with the innate need I feel to gyrate those same slow, soft circles I ground against his mouth, the result is an insane jackhammer motion where his cockhead sinks even deeper than before. 
 
    His hands leave my ass to clutch their way up the back of my shirt. Wes’s nails dig in, the sweetest bit of pain to offset the intense pleasure. It feels like he can’t stand any separation between us, like he would mold our bodies permanently together if he could. 
 
    And I can’t complain. For all my talk of bailing before we went too far, I’m clutching his back, too, now. Something feral and desperate surges through me, and I suddenly find myself sinking my teeth into his naked shoulder. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growls. “You can’t do that to me again, Sofia.” 
 
    I tangle my fingers in his hair and pull his sweaty forehead to mine in response. 
 
    “I thought we only get the one time,” I pout as he thrusts up into me again, opening up another, deeper spot I didn’t know existed. “I wanted to make it count.” 
 
    “But you’ll make me cum before I’m ready,” he says, reaching down to pinch my ass cheek as he thrusts again. 
 
    “Christ, I want that,” I moan. “Fill me up, Wes. Please, God, give me what I wanted when you came in here…” 
 
    “No.” His voice is forceful this time. It’s sure. He clears his throat. The vein on the side of his neck has gone purple and throbbing. “Are you on the pill, Sofia?” 
 
    “It’s probably a little fuckin’ late for me to act like the responsible girl I always said I was, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t fucking joke with me,” he growls. His eyes are closed tight as he pumps me up and down his shaft. “Are you on the pill or not?” 
 
    “I’m on the pill,” I pant. “I’m on the pill.” 
 
    “You come again,” he grunts. “I need to feel that pussy clenching on my cock. I need it to milk these fat balls that ached to be drained as soon as I caught you up here. I’m not wasting my load before I feel that. No fucking chance.” 
 
    His filthy words are sending me closer to that edge he wants me to reach. I can already feel the familiar pulse picking up inside of me, drawing my tummy in tight and my nipples out into firm, sore peaks. 
 
    “Y-you want to come inside me?” I ask, my voice catching over the words an embarrassing amount. 
 
    I’ve never had a man come inside me. The pill is beyond precaution for me. It’s a backup of a backup. All my other partners have used a condom and pulled out. I’ve seen unplanned pregnancy, and it’s not what I want for myself. 
 
    But with Wes planted between my legs right now, his head dragging up and down against my G-spot, I can’t bring myself to say no. A new flood of slickness wets my cunt for me, urging him deeper. I want to know what it feels when he spurts inside me. I want him to paint me with it, claim me as his in a way that no one has before. 
 
    “Of course I want to come inside you,” Wes growls in my ear. “I’ve fucked my fist every night since we first met, hating how badly I wished I was in your cunt.” 
 
    That’s what does it. The orgasm tears me apart from the inside out. My nails dig deep into Wes’s back, and I clench him so tight it’s almost painful. In a moment, all the strength has gone from my body. I’m slumping over his shoulder, totally spent. 
 
    “What a good fucking girl,” Wes says as he strokes the back of my hair. 
 
    And then he flips me. 
 
    I’m on my back on the bed, legs splayed wide open. Wes is at the foot of the mattress, cock out and shining as he drags me by the ankles so my ass dangles over the edge of the frame. He bends over, bracing on his elbows before reaching down and placing his crown at my opening. 
 
    He starts rutting into me. He’s a fucking animal, the desperation apparent in his every movement. I am lost in his sweat on my lips, his slick nipples dragging up against my own, and the salty scent of him as he nears his finish. 
 
    He fumbles for a minute, and then he’s sliding his hands under my ass. He’s pushing me up so he can thrust deeper, so fucking deep I swear I’m going to lose my vision. 
 
    “Arghhh!” 
 
    I feel it. The warm, spurting blossom between my legs. Wes is twitching on top of me, his last few pumps into my pussy shallow and jerked. 
 
    I’ve never felt so fucking claimed. I’ve never felt so ravaged. 
 
    Just once? How in sweet hell am I supposed to limit this? 
 
    I’m shaking as Wes rolls off me and lies on the bed beside me. I can’t bring myself to touch him. I can’t bring myself to break this spell. 
 
    His hands go up to his eyes and he scrubs at the sockets with the palms of his hands. 
 
    “Fuck, Sofia.” His voice is so quiet, I wouldn’t be sure I heard him if I didn’t see his lips move. “I’m a fucking addict who just got his first taste.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: WES 
 
    “Um… would it be okay if I stuck around just long enough to grab a drink?” 
 
    My heart is pounding and I nearly biff it as I stick one awkward leg through the wrong hole in my swim trunks. We’re changing with Sofia in her room and me in the hallway, like we didn’t just fuck each other senseless. Like, somehow, this will magically erase the images of our nudity from one another’s minds. 
 
    There’s a tumbling sound, like something heavy falling onto soft carpet. I wonder if Sofia is feeling just as clumsy and weird, too. Maybe she stepped into the wrong hole in her panties. 
 
    Oh, my God. Just thinking the word panties hardens my dick right back up. My balls draw in tight and my muscles tense. 
 
    I meant what I said back in Sofia’s room. We’re going to have to work even fucking harder to stay away from each other; I thought this one minor concession might get something out of our systems, but instead, it’s like I’ve given myself a hit. Something I hadn’t even realized was stalled inside of me is roaring back to life, shooting across my skin and leaving me buzzing. 
 
    It’s just physical, right? It’s just that same insane chemistry we both felt back in the gazebo, before we knew even a single thing about one another to actually develop romantic feelings. What I feel for Sofia is just some nonsensical part of nature, the part that hardens my dick and makes me want to forget whose daughter she is or what year her birth certificate says. 
 
    Or that I don’t do relationships anymore. I haven’t done relationships for a long time, and there are excellent reasons for that. I have other priorities, even if I’m too fucking hard standing outside her bedroom door right now to remember them. 
 
    The door cracks open and Sofia peeks out. She’s got on an oversized sweatshirt, something in a faded gray with a cartoon cat on the front. She wears ripped up leggings, and she’s pulled her hair back into a messy bun. 
 
    Is she seriously still trying to turn me off with the frumpy clothes angle? Does she not remember how I just saw every last goody she’s got hidden under all that fabric? 
 
    Her cheeks are turning a bright pink as she glances down at the carpet. I step back as she opens the door further and exits her room, pushing past me to the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I’m guessing that Pops probably still hides his good liquor in his dresser drawer, even though no one lives with him anymore and—” She glances back at me for the barest second, her eyes only briefly flicking up to meet mine before those cheeks turn a new shade of pink “—Bash and I are both legal now, anyway.” 
 
    God. She must think I’m some old man pervert who got his rocks off with the barely legal girl-next-door because he can’t get it with women his own age. I’ve got to get that drink and get the hell out of here. Maybe I should just skip the drink, I’ve got beer at home even if it isn’t as strong… 
 
    Sofia has already disappeared and reappeared from Herc’s bedroom, holding up an aged bottle of whiskey. 
 
    “He’s not home for at least another hour,” she says. She bites her lip and shifts from one foot to the other. “Um, you don’t technically have to shotgun the drink and run back home with your tail between your legs. Pops isn’t Southern enough to shoot you if he finds you here with me. Which he definitely won’t, anyway.” 
 
    I nod and follow her down the stairs. We pass through the dark first story until we get to the kitchen, and Sofia flips on the amber light over the stove. She retrieves two glasses from the cabinet and pours me a double, then makes one for herself. 
 
    I spy Lamby sitting on the counter; Herc must have found the stuffed animal and left it out for me. I scoop it up and deposit it in the pocket of my trunks before taking my drink. 
 
    We sip in silence for a moment, me already wondering if the shot will give me magic drunk-guy legs that can run me home at supersonic speed. I already can’t believe I asked if I could drink here. 
 
    I’m finishing my glass and walking it over to the sink when Sofia clears her throat. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like that before,” she says quietly, before taking another sip of her whiskey. 
 
    “You mean you’ve never done anything like the thing that definitely didn’t just happen?” I raise one eyebrow. I can’t help myself; I smirk a little. 
 
    To my intense pleasure, the corner of her mouth pulls into a wry smile. 
 
    “When we were in high school, Bash was always sneaking out and going to parties,” she says. “We had this lattice outside his window and he would climb down like a scene straight out of an eighties movie. He was always trying to convince me to go with him.” 
 
    “You never went? Not even once?” 
 
    She shakes her head and finishes off her drink. “Not even once. You’re looking at Northside High School’s Most Likely to Succeed, a girl whose yearbook was signed by her very cool twin brother and maybe four other people, tops. A night like this was never even in my wildest dreams.” 
 
    I groan and run my hands through my hair. “Oh man, you’re better than me.” 
 
    “So, you were cool back in high school?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know about cool, but I definitely snuck out to my fair share of parties. I never had a night like this, but I did have one morning where me and my friend Dom woke up in a grain silo wearing women’s pants.” 
 
    Sofia laughs out loud, smacking a hand to her mouth. When she’s done laughing, she crosses her arms and cocks her head. I get the feeling I’m being sized up. 
 
    “What do you and my father have in common? I can’t imagine you’re trading too many grain silo stories with the man who gave up his childhood when his girlfriend got pregnant at seventeen.” 
 
    “How do you think he got your mom pregnant? Herc definitely has his own grain silo stories.” 
 
    She cringes and chucks a dish towel at me. “Stop! I cannot think of my parents that way.” 
 
    “Just kidding,” I assure her. I shift my weight, thinking over my relationship with Hercules York for a moment. 
 
    If I’m being honest, we don’t have a lot in common. We get together and watch our sports, and we always have easy conversation, but if I’m looking for a friend I have a ton of common interests with or with whom I share a history, I’d turn to someone like Dom or one of the other guys from the shop. 
 
    “Your old man is… kind of everything I want to be,” I say finally. There’s a twinge in my gut, and I realize this might be the first time I’ve ever said this out loud. I rub at the back of my neck, which feels strangely warm and tingly. “I have this memory, right? Danielle and I made the separation official, and even though we said it was temporary, I think we both knew there was no chance we were ever getting back together. I was freaked, like, really freaked. Danielle already had a side piece; she’d been hooking up with this guy from her work behind my back. Even if the papers weren’t signed on an official divorce yet, we both already knew she’d replaced me in the little family unit. And then… and then your dad showed up at my front door with a jug of chocolate milk. He came in, poured glasses for us and then two for the girls, sent them in to the living room and sat me down at my kitchen table.” 
 
    Sofia’s lips quirk up again. “Chocolate milk always was Herc York’s drink of choice to right any wrong.” 
 
    I smile back. “He told me that those girls in the living room were two of the best kids he knew. And he told me he was saying all this with intense partiality, because he happened to have two children and a grandchild he favored.” 
 
    Sofia chuckles at that. “Glad to hear he’ll claim us.” 
 
    I nod and keep rubbing at the back of my neck. “Your dad told me he had no doubt I could raise those girls on my own, and not to worry for a second just because I wouldn’t have back up anymore. He said there would be a lot of people who would doubt my abilities—he said there were a lot of people who doubted his as a teenage father—but that I should fuck ‘em.” 
 
    She raises one delicate arched eyebrow. “My father said fuck ‘em?” 
 
    My smile widens. “He told me that my little family rocked, however it might look to people from the outside. And he told me to fight for it, no matter what.” 
 
    Sofia holds my gaze for a moment. I can see something playing out behind her eyes, like she’s remembering a moment not dissimilar to the one I just described. 
 
    “He’s pretty much a rockstar dad,” she says, the soft smile returning to her lips. “God, basically everything I’ve done in my own life is to prove to him that all his hard work and fighting paid off.” 
 
    “Like skipping out on high school parties?” 
 
    She laughs and shrugs. “Like skipping out on high school parties.” She crosses her arms again and widens her stance. “So, what’s your plan for the rest of the night, Cooper?” 
 
    “Well, the girls are with their mom tonight, so obviously I’ll be living it up. The man who spent his rebellious youth sneaking out for high school parties is going to go absolutely ape shit crazy with a Law and Order: SVU marathon I recorded and some popsicles my sister left for the girls in my freezer. What about you?” 
 
    She lets out a huff of air. “Maybe a movie in bed? I don’t know.” 
 
    I can’t help myself: I make a show of winking at her and circling my nipples with two fingers. “A movie in bed? God, York, make this easier on me.” 
 
    I get one last show of those cheeks turning pink as she reaches over to smack me. “Go home.” 
 
    There’s another strange beat of silence, though, before she starts walking me out of the kitchen toward the front door. 
 
    I should go home. I should stop making jokes about what happened between us and move on. 
 
    So why is that proving so damn difficult? 
 
    *** 
 
    “You look like shit,” Dom announces as I enter the garage. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” I grumble back before downing a swig of coffee from my mug. I grimace; how is it already getting cold? “It’s the Saturday shift. Cut me some slack.” 
 
    “No, come on!” Grant, the tech whose station is next to mine, swings over as he zips up his coveralls. “Wes, you’re supposed to look hot today!” 
 
    My stomach tightens, but I make myself walk over and pat Grant on the cheek, anyway. “Aw, babe, I know I’m your eye candy, but do you really want your girlfriend to find out you’ve explicitly called me hot? Keep it capped to longing looks and private jerk-offs, man.” 
 
    Grant purses his lips and crosses his arms. “Mona is finally bringing her car in today. I told her she could meet you at the front desk and you two could set up a time to get dinner together.” 
 
    I groan, holding the hot thermos to my forehead. “Shit, Mona.” 
 
    Grant has been trying to hook me up with his cousin Mona for forever. We’re the same age and she’s a single mom to a little boy and one time when Grant showed me her Instagram profile, I guess I grunted and said she was pretty. That was all the go-ahead Grant needed to try to Parent Trap me by inviting this girl to parties we’re at or out to drinks with the guys from the garage. One or both of our kids have gotten us out of it every time, and I always wonder if Mona hears my name from Grant and gets the same mixture of amusement and dread that I do at his strange enthusiasm to get us both laid. 
 
    At the mere thought of getting laid, my cock jerks in my jeans. I might tell myself to forget last night, but the damn thing insists on remembering. 
 
    It took me forever to get to sleep. Even after a shower and another drink, I could swear I still smelled Sofia on me. And when I lay in bed and dreams started to take over, I saw her face through the darkness. 
 
    She was the reason I was running late for work this morning. I’d stood under the hot stream of water in my shower, telling myself over and over and over again not to think about what happened with each pump of my fist over my cockhead. Thank God the girls weren’t home—I’d collapsed my shoulder into the shower wall as I pounded my fist, a strangled yell coming out of mouth as I came all over the tile. 
 
    Grant brings me back to reality when he steps up to me, licking his thumb and trying to fix the cowlick that always pokes up at the back of my head. 
 
    “Whoa, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m making you hot,” he mumbles. He brushes something off the shoulder of my t-shirt, even though he knows very well that I’m about to slap on my coveralls for the day. He leans into my chest and sniffs. “I’ve been watching way too many Project Runway reruns with Ellie lately to let you meet Mona looking half-asleep and hungover. We are going to make it work, bitch.” 
 
    I yank away from him and duck over toward my locker in the back. “I’m sure if it’s meant to be, she’ll love me for who I am.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret this attitude when you see my hot cousin,” Grant announces. 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself when you say things out loud?” 
 
    “Oy.” The door to the front swings open and Scar pops her head out. “Is Wes hot yet?” 
 
    “Seriously, guys?” I glance over at Dom, looking for backup, but he just shrugs. “She’s here?” 
 
    Grant jumps me, wrestling in one last attempt to fix my cowlick. I shake him off and flip him the bird as I approach the front. I push through the doors, bracing myself. 
 
    “Have fun,” my sister says in a sing-song voice as she brushes past me. “This shop is just becoming Wesley Cooper’s personal ho house…” 
 
    “Wes? You’re Wes?” 
 
    Well, shit. Okay, so it turns out Grant’s cousin really is pretty hot. 
 
    Mona doesn’t look that much different from Grant. She’s got a short crop of dark hair, bright eyes, even the same oversized eyebrows. But somehow on her, the features look cute. Mona is decked in Lilly Pulitzer, all flowers and bright colors from her short-sleeved dress to the details on her Converse. She extends a hand, and I take it, feeling more than a little taken aback. 
 
    “Hey. So you’re Hot Mona then?” 
 
    She blinks, and her face cracks into a grin. “He’s got to stop calling me that. People are going to think my son is a Deliverance baby.” 
 
    I laugh, taking myself by surprise. “I hear I’m supposed to ask you to dinner. Is there a night that’s good for you?” 
 
    “Well, I am without a car now,” she says. “But I’d be free Monday night if you wanted to meet up? My son always has a sitter on Monday nights so I can get errands done. It might be nice to take an evening to actually do something fun.” 
 
    My throat dries at the thought. Monday night. I’d be taking her out so soon after… 
 
    After that incident that never happened between me and Sofia York. 
 
    I’m supposed to be moving on. I’m supposed to have gotten all that out of my system last night at Herc’s house… then again, last night in bed… and then one last time this morning in the shower… 
 
    I shake my head and shoot Mona my best grin. “Six o’clock okay? Do you eat Italian food?” 
 
    I tear a sticky note off one of Scar’s pad and slide that and a pen across the counter to Mona. “If you’ll just write down your information, I can pick you up.” 
 
    Mona smiles at me before bending over to fill out the little slip of paper. 
 
    “I’ll just make sure my sister can watch my girls,” I say while she writes. “Although she’s so desperate to get me back in the dating game, she’ll probably…” 
 
    My voice fades out as an idea occurs to me. My fingers twitch for a half-second before I make a decision and pull my phone out of my pocket. I pull up the messaging app and find the contact information Herc saved in my phone after dinner that first night. 
 
    WES: Any chance you could baby-sit Monday night? I’ll pay. 
 
    My breath catches as I watch three little dots appear in the corner of the screen. She’s typing. 
 
    SOFIA: Is this Wes? 
 
    WES: Yeah. I’ve got a date. Could you watch the girls at my place? 
 
    I know we both agreed that last night never happened, but I still feel weirdly like a dick as I type out the words. Maybe Herc wouldn’t come after me with a shotgun for sleeping with his daughter, but he’d definitely come after me for being a jerk to her, right? 
 
    SOFIA: Give me the details on the way to Pops’s appointment this afternoon. I’ll bring games and snacks for them. 
 
    My heart gives a double beat. 
 
    This is a step in the right direction. I’m going out with someone new. In fact, it’s a big deal that I’m dating anyone at all. This is what responsible behavior is supposed to look like. Even if things with Mona don’t work out, at least I’m not chasing after my neighbor’s young daughter. 
 
    Mona slides the sticky note back across the counter and smiles at me. “I don’t know if Grant is watching this exchange on a security camera or anything, but you can tell him I’m looking forward to the date.” 
 
    I laugh. “He’s probably got a cup held up to the door.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    We both laugh as Grant’s voice floats past the thin shop door. For the first time in hours, I let myself really breathe. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: SOFIA 
 
    “Yes, we’ll be there. We enter the lobby through the back door?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. You can drop him off if you’d like—” 
 
    “I’ll stay with him,” I cut off the woman on the other end of the phone as I glance over at my dad watching football in his recliner. “I don’t want him to be alone.” 
 
    “It could be a little while.” 
 
    “We have someone who will swing back to pick us up, and I’ll bring a book. We’ll be fine. Thank you!” 
 
    I click off the line as Pops shifts in his chair. Garbage—yes, the terrier has made himself at home and kept his night one nickname—hops onto his lap and noses around for a bite of the Greek yogurt spinach dip he’s eating. 
 
    “They’re going to think this is elder abuse,” Pops says drily, conceding to let Garbage lick yogurt off his index finger. “That you’re only staying with me to cover up when they ask me how my home life is.” 
 
    “You’re forty-three.” I stick out my tongue and head over to a spot on the couch near him. 
 
    “Just let Wes take you home,” Pops says. “Better yet, just let him drive me by himself. Stay here and paint your nails, have a pillow fight with friends, cut out magazines. Whatever it is girls do in their free time.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-five.” I throw a pillow at him, and he turns to me, grinning, to catch it in the nick of time. 
 
    The doorbell rings and we both straighten up to glance toward the hallway. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I say, holding up a hand to stop Pops from getting up. “Go take your Metamucil or write a bunch of five-dollar checks or whatever it is old men do.” 
 
    I walk down the hall, my stupid heart already picking up pace in my chest. I know Wes should be at work. He just texted me from the garage. Still, my body is betraying me and with each step toward the front door I tense further, worrying about having to talk to him face to face after last night. 
 
    Maybe it was a stupid idea to agree to baby-sit his kids. The idea of Wes going on a date had sounded like the logical next step back to normalcy. He would find some gorgeous new age-appropriate lady friend and I would… get some spare cash to buy snacks with. 
 
    Okay, so it wasn’t exactly a fair trade, but it would help us move past the weirdness and actually succeed in getting each other out of our systems. 
 
    But now that I face the prospect of him being at my dad’s front door, I’m panicking. I’m having these quick-fire visions of Wes laughing with some beautiful blonde in a restaurant, or taking her back to his place, or… 
 
    I grit my teeth and swing open the door. 
 
    “Bash!” 
 
    My brother crushes me into a hug. “Surprise! I have the day off and wanted to come play.” 
 
    The tension in my shoulders gives way. “You can drive us to Pops’s appointment this afternoon. Thank God.” 
 
    Bash raises one eyebrow as he pushes past me to head down the hall. “I come to play and I’m put to work?” 
 
    “Is that Bash I hear?” My father pokes his head out from around the corner. When he sees my brother, he jogs over to pull him into his own crushing hug. “Just in time! Now Wes can take me to my appointment and you can stay home and entertain your sister. I’m starting to worry she’s getting a reputation in Copper Springs for being the town’s newest shut-in. If we just adopted a few cats and let the neighbors see her in one of those terrifying green face masks she wears before bed, I think she could get full Boo Radley status.” 
 
    My father takes us both by the arms and drags us to follow him through the kitchen and over to the living room. “Call Wes, Sofia. Tell him there’s a change of plans.” 
 
    The tension comes flooding back to my shoulders. I chew the inside of my cheek. 
 
    “I’ll just text him. I’m sure he’s busy with work.” 
 
    I cross to the coffee table to pick up my discarded phone when Bash grabs my elbow. “I need some snacks. Kitchen. Follow me.” 
 
    Pops sits back down in his recliner as we walk back into the kitchen. When the football game is on full blast again, my brother turns to me, arms crossed. 
 
    “Alright, spill. What’s the weirdness about driving Pops to his appointment?” 
 
    “No weirdness,” I insist, opening up the cabinets and searching for snacks. It’s too bad I already cleaned out the good stuff after dad’s heart attack. Now all we have are nuts and seeds and no-butter popcorn. 
 
    “My doctor very recently diagnosed me as an empath,” Bash announces. “And when I got home and Googled that word, I learned it means I’m good at sensing things. That’s how I know something very weird is going on with you right now. Well, that and the very obvious way you’re clenching your cell phone in your left hand like you might go full Hulk and crush it.” 
 
    I turn to him, putting my hands on his hips. 
 
    “You were diagnosed as an empath?” I ask flatly. “Bash, love, I’m going to your next doctor’s appointment with you, just like I do with Pops. I’m very worried you might not be taking medications for whatever ailment your doctor actually diagnosed you with.” 
 
    He huffs and sighs. “Just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “He could have diagnosed you as a psychopath… That I might believe.” 
 
    “Getting mean, a classic Sofia York defense mechanism.” My brother crosses his arms, looking way too cocky. “Are you in a fight or something with the neighbor who is driving Pops?” 
 
    “I’m not in a fight. Jeez.” 
 
    Even as I say that, though, I have another flash vision of Wes with his hands tangled in my hair last night, cutting to how his hands might look on the shoulders of whatever date he’s taking out tonight. The back of my neck heats and my stomach clenches. 
 
    “Oh my God.” Bash’s eyes go wide. “You are totally hooking up with that dude.” 
 
    “I am not hooking up with that dude!” I glance over at Pops, who is thankfully still immersed in his game. Still, I clear my throat and lower my voice. “I think he might be gay. I also think he might be trying to get Pops to join a pyramid scheme.” 
 
    Bash shakes his head and chuckles. “The double excuse. You’re such a liar. If you had been any fun in high school, you would know to stick to simple. And when you absolutely have to lie, keep it as close to the truth as possible. You have taken up residence in Bone Town, baby girl. Just like when I told Pops and Mama that Angel and I were ‘just studying’ before she got pregnant.” 
 
    “Bash, we all saw right through that lie. Your textbook still had the page seal on it three weeks into that semester. Maybe you should have tried the double excuse.” 
 
    “So, was the sex, like, really bad or something?” Bash drags a stool from around the counter and sits down, propping his elbows on the laminate. “Are you too freaked about being trapped in a car with him, even with Pops as a buffer?” 
 
    “I think Wes is running a drug ring using old men to smuggle meds out of the hospital,” I say, crossing my arms tight across my chest. “Um, I think he’s running a cult in Blue Pond Plantation. I mean, have you seen how the middle-aged women here all dress the same and chug those Sonic Cokes? I think they’re being drugged into sexual submission.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you’ve got it bad. Just tell me what happened already.” 
 
    I glance over at Pops again, my stomach tightening up further. I run my hands through my hair, absolutely hating having to talk about this out loud. 
 
    “Look, we only hooked up the one time, and we swore it was just to get it out of our systems…” 
 
    “Oh my Goooood!” Bash slaps his hands on the counter. “Wait, I need popcorn for this. It’s like watching a movie.” 
 
    “We only have non-butter,” I say drily. “Or I can offer you a sampling of baked non-flavored chips.” 
 
    “I’ll take the chips,” Bash announces, holding out his hand so I can deposit a snack bag from the cabinet behind me. He pulls open the plastic, produces a chip, and takes a bite. His brow furrows, and he plucks out another chip, examining its ripples. “Oh my God, these taste just like potatoes. I thought you said they weren’t flavored?” 
 
    Lord. I’m about to confess my shame to this man. 
 
    I clear my throat and glance over at our dad one more time. Still watching the game. He’s gone full cuddle with Garbage, the little dog balanced in his arms and held close to his chest. 
 
    “Last night I was alone in the house.” 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    Bash grins as I shoot a look at him. He’s really taking this snack and a show thing to heart. 
 
    “Wes came over and… things happened.” I take a deep breath, enjoying the way it calms my nervous system and cools me down. “But we both agreed it was a onetime only thing, and for good reason. He’s Pops’s best friend. He’s over a decade older than me. And I’ve got—” 
 
    “Weird Type A hang-ups?” Crunch. My brother grins at me with a mouthful of chips. 
 
    “I prefer to call them focused life goals.” I clear my throat. “Any time spent around Wes Cooper would only be a bad thing. It might make me want to renege on my plans.” 
 
    “You mean, it might make you admit you’re super attracted to him and want to bone again?” Crunch. 
 
    I snatch the snack bag away from Bash, crumple it, and deposit it in the trash can. I fold my arms. 
 
    “Sexual attraction is not a good enough reason to keep hooking up.” 
 
    “So that’s it then?” Bash asks. “You’re just attracted to him? You’re not, like, into him as a person?” 
 
    My chest constricts. 
 
    And now I’m not just thinking about Wes’s hands in my hair or all over some other girl. I’m thinking about how he smiled at me in the basement stairwell. How he laughed with me last night over drinks. How, even though I know it’s wrong, I still find myself wanting to jog by his house in the mornings or ask Pops when his next appointment will be. 
 
    It’s not just the physical attraction, although admittedly, that is insane. There’s something easy with Wes. I have just about a million reasons to be awkward and embarrassed around him, but instead I find myself laughing and smiling and… hooking up. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I’m a little into him as a person.” 
 
    Bash pumps a fist into the air. “I knew it! You’re totally going to fall in love. You’ll get married and have a destination wedding. It’ll be somewhere exotic, like Italy or Colombia or New Mexico.” 
 
    “New Mexico?” 
 
    Bash nods enthusiastically. “Anywhere that can give me an excuse to travel out of the country for the first time.” 
 
    “Bash, you know New Mexico isn’t—” 
 
    “Can you just text this dude already? Confess your feelings and you’ll start feeling better.” 
 
    “I’m not—” I sigh and run my hands through my hair again. I rub at my eyes, suddenly feeling overwhelmingly tired. “I meant what I said. It was a onetime hook up to get things out of our systems. We’re moving on. In fact, I’m baby-sitting his girls while he goes on a date Monday night.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll be playing Mommy while he’s out discovering the girl he really wants has been staying in the house behind his all along.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Maybe I should give you your damn chips back. Keep your mouth full so you can’t comment.” 
 
    Bash just grins. “God, I’m glad I stopped in today.” 
 
    He pushes away from the counter and hops off his bench, skipping over to where my dad watches football on the couch. Meanwhile, I’m still standing here, my head reeling from this unexpected conversation. 
 
    I love him more than almost anyone, but Bash is all bluster and no brains. He doesn’t know what he was talking about. Wes and I were a onetime thing. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Okay, you’re the patient and we’re the doctors.” 
 
    Kennedy puts a hand on my shoulder, giving me her most serious expression. Her little sister, Brynn, nods along, occasionally glancing over to exactly mimic Kennedy’s face. She tugs on her older sister’s sleeve and stands on her tiptoes to whisper in her ear. 
 
    A smile tugs up the corner of my lips. Brynn has been whispering all night, and it’s all she did that first night at Pops’s dinner. I know kids go through phases, but this is a particularly cute one. 
 
    Kennedy clears her throat and rocks from the back of her heels to her toes, clearly excited. 
 
    “We’re doctors and we’re mommies,” she clarifies. Brynn beams at her side. “We can do both things. It’s very impressive to be a work from home parent.” 
 
    I chuckle at that, wondering whether it was her mom or dad Kennedy hears that phrase from. At remembering Wes on his date right now, my stomach tenses up. 
 
    I’ve been able to mostly avoid thinking about him until now. He was rushing out the door when I came by to watch the girls, and they’ve been so busy showing off their toys and asking for sugary snacks and playing doctor that they haven’t had any time to talk about their father. Kennedy even gave me a long monologue on her excitement over some Historical Figures project at school, and details about Amelia Earhart’s flying cap have never sounded so riveting. 
 
    I’m thanking every lucky star in the sky. 
 
    “My mommy had a full-time job,” I tell them. “And it was very impressive. What’s wrong with me, docs?” 
 
    “You have a broken face,” Kennedy announces seriously. “I don’t think we can fix it.” 
 
    I laugh out loud, unable to help myself. I have a broken face. Well, I guess that would keep Wes at bay if his date stiffs him and sends him home with blue balls. 
 
    “Brynny, go get the Band-Aids from Daddy’s bathroom,” Kennedy instructs. “The Finding Nemo ones, not the Hello Kitty. This is serious business.” 
 
    Brynn nods her little blonde head and ducks off down the hall to go find Band-Aids. Kennedy puts her hand to my forehead like she’s checking me for a fever. 
 
    “This is bad,” she says in a grave voice. “You are very broken.” 
 
    “Please, doctor, give me all the help you can.” I suppress my smile as best I can. 
 
    A crash sounds from down the hall, followed by a sharp wail. I tear off the couch, Kennedy hot on my heels as I head for Wes’s bedroom. 
 
    Brynn is in a crumpled heap on his bathroom floor. The medicine cabinet is hanging open, and it looks like she tried to climb up onto the counter but didn’t quite make it. She clutches her toes now, the tears running down her face in thick streams. 
 
    “Oh, baby girl.” I scoop her up into my arms and cradle her under my chin. Brynn’s tiny body is racked with sobs. “It’s your toes? Did you bump them when you fell?” 
 
    There’s a shuffling sound and Kennedy comes scrambling into the bathroom, nearly slipping on the blue rug by the bath. I hadn’t even realized she’d left. 
 
    She holds up a dingy white stuffed animal and collapses to her knees beside us, holding out the stuffy for Brynn to take. 
 
    “Doctor’s here,” she announces. “I brought Lamby, Brynny. Everything is gonna be okay.” 
 
    Brynn takes the doll in one hand, but uses the other to wrap around her big sister’s neck and pull her into a tight hug. My chest surges at the sight, an unexpected wash of warmth blooming across my skin. 
 
    “This might be a good place to wrap things up for the night,” I announce. “Your daddy wanted you two in bed before he got home. If anybody loses a toe on my watch, I might not be invited back to babysit again.” 
 
    Both girls’ eyes widen. 
 
    “No!” Brynn protests. “We like you.” 
 
    Kennedy slips her hand into mine and squeezes. “You got Brynn’s big girl voice. You know she likes you.” 
 
    I chuckle at that and push up to my feet. I scoop Brynn into my arms and offer my hand to Kennedy again. “Pajamas, story, and nightlight, right?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    We head down the hall to their shared room. Wes has their pajamas laid out on their beds, and I help the girls pull them on and climb under their sheets. We read Goodnight Moon because Kennedy swears it’s Brynn’s favorite, but I see how she mouths along with the words while I read. After the story, I turn on the star projector set up in their corner and wave to them. 
 
    “Goodnight, ladies.” 
 
    I walk out of their room, lingering in the doorway for just a moment to glance back before shutting the door behind me. 
 
    I sigh and let my hair out of its messy bun as I walk down the hall back to the living room. There are still toys scattered across the ground, and our dinner is half-eaten on plates at the coffee table. 
 
    I glance out the front window, which still has the curtains drawn back. Wes said he’d be back shortly after bedtime. He was pretty clear on everything he’d be doing tonight, and I’d been given a full break down of where he’d be when in case I needed him. 
 
    I look down at the clock on my cell. He’s running later than he told me he would. My jaw clicks as I grind my teeth. 
 
    I set to work cleaning up the room. The work goes by entirely too fast and I find myself with a spotless living room in under ten minutes. I find the remote on top of the entertainment center, click on some mindless reality show, and amble into the kitchen for snacks. 
 
    Another glance at the clock on the stove. Wes is really pushing it. My fingers itch toward the cell phone in my pocket as I debate calling or texting to see when he’ll be back. 
 
    I find some (movie theater butter) popcorn in the cabinet, take off the packaging, and throw it in the microwave. As the timer clicks by and the kernels pop, I tap my feet on the hardwood floor, occasionally leaning back to catch a glimpse out the dark front window. Still nothing. 
 
    Okay, seriously, what the fuck is he doing? Is he giving this date a full Spanish Inquisition? Did he just forget he has daughters waiting on him at home? 
 
    I huff as I pull the popcorn bag out of the microwave and burn my fingers on a drip of hot butter. When I’ve got the snack into a bowl, I stalk into the living room and throw myself down on Wes’s couch. 
 
    I sit right back up, my stomach immediately tightening into a heavy ball. 
 
    Oh my God, I bet he’s fucking. 
 
    I bet he’s taken his date back to some secluded spot near the restaurant. He probably told himself he’d be quick, that he’d be back before I’d even gotten the girls to sleep. But then he got super into it and they lost track of time and… 
 
    I look down. I’ve eaten through at least a third of this whole bowl as I let this train of thought go off the rails. I ditch the popcorn and get up to amble back to the kitchen in search of a napkin or paper towel. 
 
    You’re overthinking this, Sofia. Hell, you shouldn’t be thinking about this at all. You already know you don’t want anything with Wes. You know your plan and you know he’s got his own reasons to keep his distance, and wondering how his date is going will only torture you. 
 
    I freeze by the sink, placing both hands on the counter as my mind fades away. Just like that, I’m back in my bedroom last Friday night. I can smell sweat and chlorine and a delicious hint of whatever cologne Wes had worn before he got in the pool. One hand travels up the base of my throat, and my fingers caress the skin in memory of how he touched me and sent shivers shooting down my spine. 
 
    Wes is probably touching his date the exact same way right now. And that would really be something, wouldn’t it? It would really say something about his character if he hooked up with two different women two nights in the same week. 
 
    Something in my gut switches over from anxiety… to anger. 
 
    It would be really fucking cruel to sleep with two women so closely together. There’s no way he would tell this new date about me. That would be ludicrous. 
 
    And then there’s the fact that Wes is keeping his girls with a babysitter just so he can get his rocks off. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that sooner. I’m almost shaking now, my hands clenching and unclenching on the countertop. 
 
    This is more than being a general dick. It’s downright selfish parenting. When he gets home, I don’t care if he brings the girl back to his place or not. I am about to give Wes Cooper a piece of my mind. 
 
    I toss out the rest of the popcorn, put the dirty dish in the sink, and start pacing. The reality TV show keeps playing in the background, but I pay it no mind. In my head, I’m going over the damn highlight reel. I’m replaying every intimate, tiny gesture between me and Wes, thinking about how I’m going to throw it in his damn face when he walks through that front door. We won’t have any problem keeping our distance after this. I’m beyond done with him. I’ve worked myself up into a frenzy and— 
 
    A key is turning in the front door. I freeze, arms still crossed and brow still all furrowed. I’m going to look like some petulant child stalking around their bedroom when they were put in time out. I quickly run my hands through my hair and straighten, bracing myself to have to see the gorgeous girl Wes was just fucking in the back of his car. 
 
    When the door swings open, I’m already stepping toward it. 
 
    “Sofia.” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    Wes is alone. 
 
    His face is washed out, and the tie he’d gone out in has been loosed around his neck. He’s got one hand shoved deep in his pocket. There’s no girl behind him. 
 
    And when his eyes meet mine, I stumble back. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: WES 
 
    “H—how was your date?” 
 
    I see how Sofia winces when she asks me the question. She resents wanting to know how things went. 
 
    Just like I kind of resent how things ended up going. 
 
    How I picked up Mona and when I opened the door to the restaurant for her and smelled the fruity notes of her perfume, my body ached in wishing it was Sofia’s soft floral scent. 
 
    How when I talked with Mona over dinner, my mind kept wandering back to the gazebo. To the basement staircase and our car rides to doctor’s appointments. To Sofia’s bedroom, and to Herc’s kitchen after. 
 
    And how when the night was over and Mona gave me that look—that hopeful, sweet, expectant look that indicated she wanted a kiss or maybe more—I panicked. But I didn’t panic for the usual reasons dating sends me spiraling into anxiety. 
 
    I panicked because I wished it was Sofia in my passenger seat. I wished it was her looking up at me, sliding a hand over my center console to slip her slender fingers into mine and squeeze. 
 
    “My date ended at least an hour ago,” I confess. 
 
    Something dark flickers in her eyes. “Then what were you…” 
 
    “I parked down by the community center and walked the neighborhood, trying to work up the nerve to come talk to you.: 
 
    Her eyes widen, but she says nothing. I clear my throat and tense my stomach. 
 
    “I spent a long time going over all the reasons I’ve used in the past for putting off dating. My ex screwed me over. Well, she continues to screw me over. I have two kids in the mix, and that makes dating inherently complicated. And then there are the more personal reasons. The ones that apply to you, specifically.” 
 
    She bites her bottom lip, and my chest responds with a now familiar ache. I step through the entryway, closing the door behind me. Sofia takes a half-step back, but I grab her arm. She’s so warm to the touch, and feeling her skin on mine sends my cock stiffening in my jeans. 
 
    “You’re the daughter of one of my best friends,” I tell her. “You’re young. You’ve got a whole future ahead of you, one that shouldn’t be complicated by an older partner’s problems.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” She breathes, looking up at me with those big doe eyes. 
 
    “Because I haven’t been able to get you out of my head,” I whisper. “Because when I’m alone, I can remind myself that there are a hundred reasons I know I should be the good guy and keep my distance, but then I see you… and they all dissolve.” 
 
    I take her face in my other hand, running my thumb across her delicate cheekbone. Sofia shivers and closes her eyes, just for a moment. I reach up and tuck the loose hair behind her ear, admiring the gentle curve of her tanned neck. Every part of her is sending my senses into overdrive, torturing me a million times more than when I walked the neighborhood and merely thought of her. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” I mutter. “But I don’t know if I have the self-control to stay away.” 
 
    I lean forward then, pulling her face to mine. When her lips meet mine, she is soft and sweet and still so hesitant. I sink into her, my tongue pressing forward to part her lips and taste her tongue. I groan at her taste, and my dick lengthens further, pressing up against her thigh. 
 
    Her fingers find both my wrists, and she slides my hands down over her chest to cup her breasts. Her little tongue meets mine, sweeping through my mouth and tasting me in return. After a moment of allowing myself to just touch and enjoy, I slide my hands behind her back and scoop her up by the ass. My cock is cradled between us, pressing up against her as we continue to kiss our way down the hall. 
 
    “The girls…” she mutters as we pass their room. 
 
    My mouth is on her neck now, nibbling and licking and sucking, feeding my craving to memorize her taste. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be so quiet,” I whisper against her throat. 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    She gasps as my tongue dips between her breasts. I yank aside the collar of her shirt, not caring as the fabric makes a ripping sound. I pull down her bra and free her taut, pebbled nipple. My cock twitches against her stomach as I groan at the sight of it. 
 
    “I’m going to make it quite the challenge,” I promise. 
 
    We cross into my bedroom and quietly shut the door behind us. I don’t bother turning the lights off this time around. I’m too desperate, and I need to see every inch of her. My tongue finds her nipple, swirling and sucking until Sofia makes the tiniest little mews of pleasure. Then I toss her onto my bed. 
 
    My dick twitches in my pants again as I watch her hands finding the hem of her shirt, then pulling it up over her head. There’s a thick bead of precum welling at my crown; I can feel it wetting through my jeans, and I rub it through the fabric now, my neck rolling with my pleasure. 
 
    I pull off my own shirt, then roughly tug down my zipper. I pull out my dripping cock as I watch Sofia shimmy down her pants and panties and kick them to my floor. 
 
    “Spread your legs,” I instruct as I stroke myself. 
 
    She’s a good girl; her hands drop to her exposed pussy, and she spreads herself for me. She’s so fucking slick with need, and when her middle finger slides in and out of her cunt, and she sighs in that breathy voice, I nearly come right now. I yank down my jeans and add them to the pile of our clothes before dropping down on top of her and bracing myself on my elbows. 
 
    I start at her neck again, licking a hot trail from her earlobe down to the soft nape. All the while, my hands are exploring. They’re grazing over those perked nipples, scratching down her soft stomach, then finally intertwining with her fingers positioned over her mound. This time, when she readies to slide that middle finger inside, I’m right there with her. Our fingers dip in together, getting drenched in her slick folds. 
 
    My mouth is at her breasts now, then at her navel. And then I’m down on my knees at the edge of the bed as I was last night. I stop myself from diving in and licking every remaining inch of her, forcing myself to take a moment to look up at her. 
 
    Sofia is propped up on her elbows, her naked tits heaving as she watches me between her legs. Her dark eyes are hooded and her sweet lips parted; she licks them in anticipation and it sends another surge of feeling to my cock. 
 
    “I don’t want to fuck you in secret,” I tell her, my voice coming out thick and ragged. “I don’t want it to be a onetime thing. And I don’t want to go on another fucking date when you’re at my house waiting for me. You belong in this bed. You belong to me.” 
 
    I swipe my tongue up the opening between her legs, and her back arches up off the beds. But I’m not going to feast now. I’m not letting myself do that. Not when I have so much I need to show her. To show myself. 
 
    I crawl back on top of her, careful to brace my weight on my elbows so I won’t crush her tiny body. Her perked tits are pressing into my chest as I nudge her legs further apart and sit back on my knees. I reach over her to my nightstand, pulling open the drawer to retrieve a condom. I rip the packaging with my teeth and spit it to the floor, trembling as I position the rubber at my soaked head. 
 
    “Using protection this time, huh?” She’s still panting as she looks up at me with a smirk. “Guess all that pacing the neighborhood and thinking gave you time to consider the merits of birth control.” 
 
    I shake my head, climb back down on top of her, and position my thick crown at her opening. “I’m wearing a condom because I’m about to fuck you so much and so hard that if I rode you bareback, there’s no way you’d leave this room without my child in your belly.” 
 
    I thrust deep inside of her, sure to watch her face as I bury myself all the way to my balls. Her beautiful face crumples, and those lips part further so she can moan long and loud. I put a hand over her mouth, suppressing a chuckle. 
 
    “My girls,” I remind her as I thrust again. 
 
    To her credit, Sofia puts her mouth to better use and kisses my neck. She creates her own trail across my chest, her fingers toying with my nipples as I sink my cock into her again and again and again. I can tell it’s taking every ounce of control she has to stay quiet. Her cheeks have gone bright red, and she’s breathing like she’s running a marathon. 
 
    When I feel the pulsing of her pussy walls pick up around my cock, her hands slide down onto my ass. Her fingernails dig into my skin the way I remember them doing Friday night. She’s so fucking close. 
 
    And watching her this way, writhing in my bed and using every ounce of energy she has to stay quiet… it’s enough to make me want to rip this condom off and plant my cum so deep in her. It makes me want to pull out when I’m finished and use my fingers to push my seed back inside her wet pussy. To stroke it into her until I feel her coming again around my fingers. 
 
    She cries out then, just one sharp, sweet sound of ecstasy. Her hand immediately claps over her mouth, but she’s already given herself away. Her pussy is spasming around me, drawing me in even deeper as it attempts to milk me. 
 
    I let myself go then. I grunt, sweat pouring down my back as I give her one last solid thrust that makes my balls slap against her ass. When the cum overtakes me, I’m left shaking and boneless. I collapse onto Sofia’s chest like a baby, struggling to catch my breath as her fingers find the back of my head and stroke through my hair. 
 
    We stay like this for a very long time. I’m still inside her, right up until my cock goes soft and we’ve leaked all over my sheets. I’ll have to change them before I take her back to bed. 
 
    Because I will fucking take Sofia back to bed. 
 
    But for now we just stay this way. And it feels so right. 
 
    When I was pacing in the dark of the neighborhood tonight, I thought about a lot of things. I’m still not sure about a new relationship after Danielle, or about inviting a new woman into my life when I have my girls to think about. And all this isn’t even to mention the conversation we’ll have to have with Herc or with the Blue Pond Mommy’s Book Club when they judge the single dad holding the hand of his hot young piece of ass as we walk the neighborhood with the girls. 
 
    But I want to try. I might not be sure of myself, but I’m too fucking consumed to let this girl go. I meant what I said Friday night in bed. 
 
    I’m an addict, and I got that first taste. I was ruined, and there’s no turning back. 
 
    Sofia makes a soft sound, and I realize with a smile that she’s snoring. She fucking fell asleep with me still between her legs, weighing down her chest. 
 
    I don’t get it. 
 
    But fuck if it doesn’t feel like the thing most right in this world. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: SOFIA 
 
    “Jump in, Herc, or I’m going to start a chant.” 
 
    “I will not be peer pressured.” Pops is standing at the edge of the pool, still wearing his t-shirt. He eyeballs the water suspiciously and balances to dip a toe in. 
 
    As soon as he moves, Wes dives the short distance through the water and snatches his ankle. Pops comes crashing in, and the girls and I don’t bother to hold back our laughter when he emerges looking like a wet dog. 
 
    “I never really learned to swim,” he protests. “After my heart incident, this could spell my death.” 
 
    “You’re in the shallow end, old man,” Wes teases, splashing in his face before wrapping an arm around Pops’s neck and pushing him beneath the water again. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” I laugh again as I leave Kennedy and Brynn sitting on one of the pool’s steps to swim over and break it up. 
 
    Pops emerges from the water with a gasp and a yelp, but his eyes are sparkling as he hurtles over and tackles Wes in return. 
 
    “And you two call yourself fathers,” I lecture, still laughing as I push them apart and splash at them. “What a shining example of civility you are.” 
 
    “Mind your own business, ma’am,” Wes says. His bright eyes shimmer as he leaps toward me, scooping me up like a princess before chucking me into the deep end. I shriek, arms flailing, before I disappear beneath the blue. 
 
    When I reemerge, Wes is already there, arms out to grab me again and heave me up. His girls are yelling at him like I was, although the effect is just as muted since they both giggle through it. 
 
    I wrap my arms around Wes’s neck, refusing to let go and let him toss me in again. He grunts in frustration, squirming and twisting to set me free. I stick out my tongue and grin when he finally concedes to set me back down. 
 
    My hands linger on his chest for a moment as I smile up at him. In this moment, it’s so easy to feel what I did last night: that rush of electricity, that tightening in my gut and between my legs, that titillating heat on the back of my neck. 
 
    There’s an intense relief at feeling this when we’re not tangled in the sheets together. Although everything felt so perfect with Wes beside me in bed, there was always that worry that things might change when the sun came up. But here we are in the full light of day, and it’s the same. 
 
    It might even be better. 
 
    He teases me and laughs with my dad and his girls, and I almost feel silly for telling myself I could refuse him. It’s so easy to let him in. It feels like he became a part of my family before I even knew he was integrating himself, that at some point he made friends with my father and became an honorary York without trying at all. 
 
    I glance over at Pops now, and to my surprise, he’s watching Wes and me carefully. I pull my hands back on instinct, but my chest tightens when I notice a little twitch in the corner of Pops’s mouth. 
 
    We hold each other’s gazes for a moment, and I wonder if he suspects. If he, too, felt how easy this was, and let himself slide into the change without as much resistance as I put up. Could it really be that simple? 
 
    But before I have another minute to think things through, there’s a splash to my left. Kennedy has cannon-balled in beside me, sending the water into massive, rocking waves that lap at my chest. 
 
    “Kennedy Cooper!” Wes tries to sound authoritative as he strides through the water toward his daughter, but there’s a definite note of amusement in his voice. “We’ve talked about how it’s not polite to splash our guests. I’ve told you—” 
 
    He’s interrupted by another swoosh of water, courtesy of Brynn’s cannonball as she follows her sister in. 
 
    Pops collapses into rich, deep laughter as he wades over to the pool steps. Meanwhile, Wes is wiping at his now-dripping face with the back of his arm. 
 
    “Is it too early to crack out the beers you brought?” He asks my dad. 
 
    Pops shakes his head. “It’s a pool afternoon. Go crazy.” 
 
    Wes follows my dad over to the pool steps, and I’m right behind him. 
 
    “I’ll grab the chips and veggie tray,” I say. “Maybe you girls want to take a break from splashing if there’s ranch dip on the line?” 
 
    Their eyes light up, and Kennedy waves her arms in and out of the water. “Gimme extra, please!” 
 
    I laugh as I follow Wes out of the water. My gaze catches Pops’s as I pass him sitting on the steps, and I get another hint of his trying to puzzle out what’s changed between me and his best friend. 
 
    I came home late last night and ran into Pops when he was on his way downstairs for a glass of water. And then this afternoon, Wes had invited us over for the swim and I hadn’t come up with any excuses to get out of it. Pops has to sense something, and if it wasn’t obvious from those clues, there’s a certain physical chemistry I know he senses. 
 
    My chest tightens again at the prospect. It’s weird, right? Hooking up with my dad’s best friend and… and him knowing about it, eventually. My father was never from the kind of Southern stock that waited on the porch with a shotgun before his daughter’s dates, but it’s still got to feel a little strange to think I might be into Wes. Will he object? 
 
    Wes offers me a hand to help me out of the water, and any of those worries melt away. The sun lights up his tanned face, highlighting the happy wrinkles around his eyes and the barest silver streaks coming in around his temples. I accept his hand, and my heart rate picks up. 
 
    “I’ve got the girls,” Pops assures him with a wave. “Bring me a beer, won’t ya? Hell, just bring ‘em all out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Wes nods. He grabs a towel for himself and then tosses a towel to me before sliding open the glass back door. “Brace yourself, Sofia. There’s a vent on the ground and it’s going to freeze you out.” 
 
    I do as I’m told, wrapping the towel tight around my body as I step into the cool house behind Wes. He’s right: a blast of cold air shoots right between my legs, sending me skittering forward into his bare back. He turns back to me with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “We’re alone for two seconds and you already can’t keep your hands off me?” 
 
    I blush. “I think my eggs were just frozen for me. No worries about my getting too old to have kids.” 
 
    Wes glances back at me as he crosses into the kitchen, and my stomach tumbles. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I stammer. “I didn’t mean—I was just making a joke—” 
 
    He smiles softly. “I know what you meant, Sofia.” 
 
    He bends down to the ice chest my dad and I brought over, and pulls out two beers. He snags a magnetic bottle opener off the side of his fridge and cracks them both open, then passes one my way. I take a long swig, careful to keep my eyes trained on the bottle instead of on Wes. 
 
    When I finally look back up, though, he’s still wearing that soft smile. “You’re good with them, you know. Those girls have had a bigger crush on you than I did since the first day we all met.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin at that. “Really?” 
 
    “God, yeah.” He snorts and takes another swig of beer. “Kennedy won’t stop pretending to be a doctor. I’ve had to buy, like, three new boxes of Band-Aids since you’ve been in town. And they’re not the generic kind, either. She insists that SpongeBob or Scooby-Doo or whoever helps you to heal faster.” 
 
    “Last night we played doctor,” I tell him. “I forgot to mention that we used up all the cotton balls under your sink. In my defense, I was going to tell you before I got mauled.” 
 
    “Before you got mauled?” He repeats, face full of mischief. Wes sets his beer on the counter and takes me by the waist to drag me toward him. “You make me sound like I’m a wild animal.” 
 
    I shrug. “I was only making an observation, not registering a complaint.” 
 
    Wes glances down at the ground for a moment, and when he looks back up, something has steeled in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re cool with playing doctor, then?” He asks. “You’re okay with getting splashed directly in the face with pool water and losing out on your special ranch dip because my girls steal it all?” 
 
    I wrap my arms around his waist, too, and nestle my head under his chin. 
 
    “I’m a package deal, Sofia,” Wes says softly. “For so long it’s just been me and the girls…” 
 
    I lean back, taking his chin to make him look at me. “Don’t freak out. It’s very possible I like them more than I like you.” 
 
    He balks and makes a face. “You like them more than me, huh?” 
 
    “You could always attempt to change my mind about that. I’d be very open to anything you want to try.” 
 
    Wes smirks and pulls me even closer. In one swift movement, he takes my ass in his strong hands and lifts me up onto the counter. After a quick glance out at Pops and the girls, he steps between my legs and licks the hollow of my neck. His stiff erection rides up against my bikini bottom, teasing me. 
 
    When he pulls back, he’s got a strange look in his eye. It makes my heart beat even faster, and the heat pool more intensely between my thighs. I shift, enjoying the barest bit of friction as I rub up against his cock. 
 
    But he’s not coming onto me anymore. Instead, he gently runs his fingers through my hair and watches me. 
 
    “You are not at all what I expected.” 
 
    “You mean, I’m not a sexually aggressive repair woman hired by your HOA?” 
 
    He laughs. “No, you’re not that.” He pauses, glancing through the sliding glass door one more time. “You know, for so long, I felt like I had something to prove as a single dad. I felt like if I accepted any help from outsiders or showed any sign of weakness, people would look at me and assume I’d failed. That me and my girls weren’t a real family. I’d see my ex and her boyfriend and I would be consumed by this intense jealousy at the little family they’d made. The family that had ousted me and left me to fend for myself. I spent a very long time telling myself that I was going to prove my worth as a father, and I was going to do it all on my own.” 
 
    “I did wonder how someone as cute and sweet as you was still single after all this time.” 
 
    He glances down at my lap. “I didn’t date, Sofia. I didn’t want to. In my mind, no one was ever going to be worth taking on as a partner when I had so much to prove. I was going to do this thing, and I was going to do it by myself. But then you came to stay with your father next door.” 
 
    Wes looks back up at me then, and my breath catches at the top of my chest. 
 
    “I didn’t want to let you in, but I couldn’t stop it from happening. You were supposed to be my partner, I think. You were supposed to step in and help me, whether I was too proud to ask for that help or not.” 
 
    I can’t help myself: I lean forward then, planting a soft kiss on his cheek. His hand catches at the back of my neck, holding my face to his. 
 
    “Did I totally just freak you out?” He whispers into my ear. 
 
    I laugh. “You didn’t scare me away. And I… I get what it’s like to have your plans upended without your permission.” 
 
    “I still feel this insane desire to hermit up in my house and be the big, strong single dad that goes to all the PTA meetings and every ballet recital. I still feel this stupid need to prove myself and—” 
 
    I pull back, making him look at me. “It’s been one day, Wes. We take it one day at a time.” 
 
    He nods, and I take a deep breath. 
 
    “In the meantime.” I swallow, making myself keep looking at him. “I’ve never felt this before. I’ve never floated like this, never woke up feeling so damn happy after a night I didn’t expect. You weren’t what I expected, either. You weren’t—” 
 
    “The blind date your brother set you up with,” he provides with a wink. “The one whose dick you grabbed in the first ten minutes of knowing him?” 
 
    I laugh, even though I feel the blush overtaking my whole face and neck. I slink down, and Wes laughs, too, as he holds me close to his chest. 
 
    “This is good,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
    And I feel it in every part of me. Today is perfect. 
 
    He is perfect. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: WES 
 
    “Tell me everything.” 
 
    Grant accosts me in the door to the garage. He’s had the past few days off, and clearly he’s making up for lost time. I jump a little, still in a haze before I’ve finished my morning coffee. 
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
    “About Mona.” He blinks, clearly feeling impatient with me. “Did you kiss her at the restaurant? Oh my God, Wes, did you take her back to your place? You’ve got to tread lightly here. She’s a mom, after all. Still, anything less than a make-out at the end of the night would probably make her think you had plans to become a monk or something. A little tongue is okay, but no under the clothes touching on a first date. We keep it classy in the South. So did you neck and pet or what??” 
 
    “You ask so many intimate questions. About your own cousin.” 
 
    Grant just grins, skipping past me to head over to his work bay. “I’m invested in getting you married off, Wes Cooper. All the dudes in the garage are hooking up and you’re the last virgin standing.” 
 
    “Wes has two kids,” Luca, our coworker, chimes in from down the garage. He raises an eyebrow and smirks in our direction. 
 
    “Reclaimed virgin, then,” Grant pronounces with a sigh. “We can’t have you jacking off on company time because you’re not getting any. It’s my personal mission to set you up.” 
 
    “For your information, I hooked up with someone a few nights ago.” 
 
    The shop goes quiet, and I suddenly realize that everyone is looking up at me. I shift my weight, more than a little uncomfortable in the spotlight. 
 
    “But, um, it wasn’t with Mona.” 
 
    “You took my adorable cousin out and then had sex with another woman?” Grant asks. He throws his hands in the air, exasperated with me. “You’re missing out on a real catch, Wes. She’s smart, she makes six figures a year at her job, and she’s got a rockin’ bod.” 
 
    “Do you want to marry your cousin?” Dom asks, poking his head out from his office. “Wes. You hooked up with someone??” 
 
    I rub the back of my neck and step from side to side. “Um… I got home from my very PG, very respectful date with Mona, who does indeed have a rockin’ bod but was not necessarily my soulmate—” I glance over at Grant, who makes a show of pouting and crossing his arms. “—and came home to Sofia York baby-sitting my girls.” 
 
    “You screwed your best friend’s kid?” our coworker Jack asks, eyes going wide. 
 
    “Were your girls awake?” Luca asks. 
 
    “No!” I blurt. “They definitely weren’t awake.” 
 
    I walk over to my bay, leaning up against the hood of an SUV. I shrug as I wrap my arms tight across my chest. “Sofia was very quiet… partly because I had my hand over her mouth.” 
 
    Dom howls. “You dog!” 
 
    “How did that happen?” Jack asks. 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, warmth spreading across my chest as I remember again the delicious details of the night before last. 
 
    “I can’t explain it, guys,” I say. “I’ve spent the last little while telling myself it would be a bad idea to get involved with anyone, but especially some twenty-five-year-old. And after everything with Danielle, I always thought I didn’t want to get involved with anyone. But every time we talk, it’s like none of my reasons hold up anymore. And there’s this insane chemistry between us, this physical connection that makes me…” 
 
    Grant gives an exaggerated sigh. “A physical connection that makes you pass up on a thirty-eight-year-old yoga enthusiast? One who could dirty talk you in three languages?” 
 
    When we all shoot him another look, he just holds up one hand. “I grew up very close to Mona, okay? I want to see her married off and happy, too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “With Sofia, it’s just… she’s not anything I ever expected for myself. I can’t help myself around her.” 
 
    Dom groans from his office door, and we all turn to look at him. “Damn it, Wes, you know I don’t have a ton of extra funds lying around. But… lunch is on me this afternoon, guys. Let’s go to Mabel’s Diner and gossip like teenage girls. I want to hear all about the kissing and the feelings or whatever.” 
 
    The door to the front bursts open, and Scarlett is there, her cheeks bright pink and her grin huge. 
 
    “Do I get to shut down the front while we’re all away? Can we get mimosas and plan my brother’s future wedding while we’re at it?” 
 
    I laugh with the rest of them. Even though they’re giving me shit as always and Grant might still be mourning the fact that I didn’t fuck his cousin, there’s still a happy buzz in my gut. I float over to my work bay, unable to stop smiling as I think about Sofia. It’s not much, but this feels like a start. 
 
    It feels like another something I never expected, but something I’m grateful for, anyway. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do you have Lamby this time?” I call down the hall. Kennedy races past me, mumbling something about how her Barbies have probably melted into the concrete out back. I hear the sliding glass door open and shut. 
 
    Brynn pops her blonde head out of their bedroom, waving Lamby in one hand. “I got my Lamby.” 
 
    “Kennedy!” I holler her name as I follow her over to the back door. She comes hurtling through as I get there, a small trove of Barbies gathered in her arms. “You’ve got your stuff ready, too? Your mom will be here any minute—” 
 
    As if on cue, the doorbell rings. The girls are still in chaos, running through the house and yelling (or whispering, in Brynn’s case) things to each other as they collect their errant belongings. I walk over to the front door and pull it open. 
 
    “Hey,” I say to Danielle, waving for her to come in. “They’re getting the last of their stuff. It’ll just be a minute if you want to chill in the AC.” 
 
    She nods and steps into my living room. I catch her glancing around the messy house, eyes going right to my dining room table where a half-eaten dinner is left out and then the living room coffee table, where a game of Sorry stopped mid-play. 
 
    My chest tenses. She’s judging me. She’ll probably go back to Kevin and bitch me about me as soon as she gets home or, worse, she’ll call him in the car and do it in front of the girls. I snatch up some discarded clothing Kennedy left hanging over the edge of the couch, and quickly toss it into the hall bathroom and shut the door. Like that’s going to make much of a difference. 
 
    “Hello to you, too, my darlings,” Danielle says as Brynn and Kennedy run past her, just two streaks of blonde hair heading for their bedroom. Danielle crosses her arms, walks over to my couch, and perches on the edge of the cushion. “You could get them ready earlier next time. Then I wouldn’t have to come inside.” 
 
    “Noted,” I grind out, taking my own seat on the couch across from her. I do my best to ignore the insanity of Kennedy and Brynn flying around behind us. 
 
    Danielle’s back straightens, and she shifts even further down her couch cushion, so she’s more hovering over the seat than really sitting on it. She glances up at me, and I can just tell she’s about to lay something nasty on me. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” she starts. “About getting the girls from your house…” 
 
    “They’ll be ready on time next time,” I promise. “Lamby will be intact and in their bag. Kennedy’s Barbies will be un-melted and organized in the blue tote.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Danielle shifts again, and my throat constricts. “Kev and I have been talking, and we think it might be time to officially reevaluate the custody arrangement.” 
 
    I blink. “What?” 
 
    “We just think—” 
 
    “Kevin isn’t their dad,” I tell her. “He doesn’t get a say. And since when did you have any interest in taking the girls on more? I thought you preferred the weekends, that it was conducive to your work schedule.” 
 
    “That’s the thing.” Danielle coughs a little to clear her throat. Her eyes meet mine again, and the look sends my stomach into knots. “Kevin is going to be their dad. He asked me to marry him.” 
 
    My mouth opens and closes. The girls are still streaking through the house. There’s still a chorus of whispers and yells and crashing books and furniture coming from their room. But it all sounds muted to me, filtered through something thick and strange. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Danielle puts up one hand. “We’re going to be a real family, Wes. And… and we both think it would be good for the girls to be exposed to that more. We both think they could use a two-parent household.” 
 
    There’s a flare in my chest. I stand up then, taking both of us by surprise. 
 
    “They have a family in this house, too,” I growl. “Maybe it doesn’t have two parents, but that doesn’t make it any less valid.” 
 
    Danielle sighs and slumps back against the couch. She shrugs. “Look, obviously now isn’t the time to delve into everything. I just wanted to give you a heads up so it wouldn’t take you totally by surprise.” 
 
    “So what?” I ask. “I would be more likely to just roll over, show you my ass, and let Kevin fuck me? I’m not giving up time with my girls because you finally want to play house. I’m their father. I might be doing it alone, but I’m sure as hell doing the work two parents could do.” 
 
    “Swear jar, Daddy.” 
 
    My breath catches and I turn around. Kennedy is standing behind the couch, casually holding out one hand as she bends down and zips her bag with the other. 
 
    I look back at Danielle. She’s pinching the bridge of her nose like she’s just overcome with my incompetence. Another flare of heat ripples through me, and it takes all my self-control to reach into my pocket, retrieve my wallet, and pass Kennedy a dollar. 
 
    “Two dollars, Daddy,” Kennedy corrects me. “You said two swears.” 
 
    I hear Danielle sigh behind me. 
 
    “Is Brynn ready?” 
 
    Kennedy nods and I point down the hall for her to go after her sister and collect her. I turn back to Danielle, my jaw aching from where I’ve clenched my teeth so tightly together. 
 
    “This conversation is far from over.” 
 
    I walk over to the front door and pull it open. To my surprise, Herc is standing on the other side, fist raised, ready to knock on the wood. 
 
    “Herc?” 
 
    He leans around me and sees Danielle. He glances over at me quickly before giving her a cursory wave as she crosses over. 
 
    “Is now an okay time to talk?” 
 
    “We were just leaving,” Danielle assures us. 
 
    The girls are behind her now, and they trot out carrying their bags, but also loose clothing and toys and pillows. I kiss them both on the tops of their heads, squeeze them out, and send their mother one last resentful glance before she walks them over to her car. I wave Herc inside, not waiting to shut the door behind him as I head for the beers in my fridge. 
 
    “Seems I missed something exciting,” he comments before sliding onto one of the stools at my counter. “And here I thought I was going to bring the drama to your house.” 
 
    My shoulders tense up again as I reach into the fridge and pull out two drinks. 
 
    “What happened?” He asks. 
 
    I wave him off. “I really, really don’t want to talk about it right now. What’s up with you? Have you come by to tell me my fence is over your property line? Are finally suing me for all the money I owe you for wings and snacks on game days?” 
 
    “Actually, I came to threaten you over your relationship with my daughter.” 
 
    I choke on my beer, nearly spraying the swallow across the counter. 
 
    God, I’d been so wrapped up in the shit with Danielle that I hadn’t even thought of Herc learning about Sofia and me. My hands have gone numb and I can’t meet his eye as I take another swig of beer, chasing down the swallow that got caught in my throat. 
 
    When I finally brave looking up at him again, he’s smirking. 
 
    “I think this is the part where I tell you that if you hurt her, I’ll come for you. Maybe I start cleaning my shotgun on the front porch whenever you come by the house. I’d threaten to date one of your daughters, but in my case, that’s illegal.” 
 
    “Herc, how did you—” 
 
    He clasps his beer in both hands and peers inside, swirling the amber liquid around in the bottle. “If there is one word to describe my little girl, I believe it’s focused.” 
 
    He looks back up at me then, his gaze fixing me in place. 
 
    “It’s not always for the better,” he says with a sigh. “Sofia always had an eye to her future, and she sacrificed things many others wouldn’t to achieve her dreams. She’s single-minded. Hard-working. But in looking to the future, she passed up the now. I worry… I worry sometimes that it’s because of her childhood. Because she saw me and her mother struggling to prove we could take care of our children, that Sofia felt some need to show we’d succeeded and our family had come out on top. When her brother had a baby so young like we did, I fear things only got worse…” 
 
    Herc’s voice fades off, and his eyes have gone distant, even though he continues to look in my direction. My insides steel. 
 
    “She was different at your pool yesterday, Wes,” he continues. “Different enough that it’s all I’ve been thinking about all last night and all today. And when she looked at you, that’s when I saw the biggest change. It was like, for the first time, my Sofia wasn’t making every choice for what could be. She was enjoying something—genuinely enjoying someone—that was right in front of her, right now.” 
 
    I clear my throat. “I swear, I didn’t do anything to—” 
 
    “Oh my God, I don’t want to know what you did or didn’t do.” 
 
    One corner of my mouth quirks up. “I’m just going to shut up while you talk.” 
 
    “Might be the best idea,” he says. “It’s one thing for me to logically know you’re one of my favorite people, and another to think that you’re one of Sofia’s favorite people. I’m still clinging to a hope that she’ll become a nun or something.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know my kids that well yet,” I tell him. “There’s still time for us to push her to that.” 
 
    Herc smiles back at me, and finally looks me in the eye again. He pauses for a moment, and I’m reminded of those comfortable silences I have with his daughter. 
 
    “Break her heart and I’ll come for you. I have to say that as the father, right? You get it.” 
 
    Something twists inside of me. I do get that. 
 
    “But make her happy… and I’ll owe you everything.” Herc extends a hand across the table. “I don’t know what went down with your ex just now, but hopefully a blessing will go a long way in picking up your mood.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. I stand there, mouth opening and closing like an idiot. Finally, Herc reaches his beer across the counter and clinks it to mine. 
 
    “And for God’s sake, never tell me how you two got together and what makes Sofia look at you the same way she used to look at that poster of Edward Cullen she had in her room.” 
 
    I break at that, the first unexpected laugh rolling up and out of my chest. I cock my head and take in Herc’s smiling face, completely taken aback by this turn of events. 
 
    “If I hurt her, I’ll come over and you can castrate me yourself.” 
 
    “Can I get that in writing?” He grins. 
 
    I laugh again, the steel ball inside of me giving way. 
 
    “I’m still not sure I can bring myself to touch her in front of you. I might treat her like she has the plague, for both your sanity and my own.” 
 
    “Deeply appreciated,” Herc tells me. “You’re better than her dating one of those backwoods Neanderthals she went to high school with, but I still infinitely prefer the fantasy of her dying a rich, happy virgin spinster.” 
 
    My cheeks burn at that. “Can this be the last time we talk about your daughter’s sexuality?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Herc laughs again, his shoulders shaking. 
 
    God, there’s a lot to think about. I’m almost trembling from the energy of the afternoon, from the extreme low of talking to my ex, to the extreme high of talking to Herc. 
 
    There’s an opportunity here, right? It’s an opportunity to build something with Sofia, with her father’s blessing. It’s an opportunity to give my girls the real family Danielle kept going on about. I could— 
 
    My thoughts fade off in a muddled mess of late-night memories and Barbies on the concrete and droplets of pool water on my kitchen floor. I’m not sure what to feel right now. But I throw back the end of my beer anyway and smile at Herc. 
 
    “To the start of a very weird new phase in our friendship.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: SOFIA 
 
    “Did you know there’s a new effing way to do math?” 
 
    I laugh, but that only inflames Bash more. He huffs over the phone line, and I hear papers whirring like he’s tearing through a notebook. 
 
    “Gage is too young to worry about math anyway,” he grumbles. “He’s barely in first grade. Why do they have to make it extra complicated with these weird charts and formulas? Math was hard enough as it was.” 
 
    I laugh again and shift in my desk chair, rolling open the blinds so I can peer out into the yard. I cross one leg over the other and tilt my chin to get a better view of Wes and his girls trailing into the backyard for yet another swim. There’s a trill low in my belly. 
 
    “I’ll be done with my own work in a second if you want to read me some of the problems,” I tell my brother. “I might be able to help.” 
 
    “Having kids is a trap, Sof,” Bash continues to complain. “No one warned me I’d have to basically do school all over again.” 
 
    “I think they did warn you, actually,” I say with a snort. “Coach Harding gave a whole lesson on parental responsibilities back in Health class. I’m pretty sure you were ditching with Angel to go to the lake that day.” 
 
    “I have no recollection of this.” 
 
    “It was the day trip where you busted the tire on Pops’s Jeep. Twice.” 
 
    “… If they didn’t want people to run into that curb, they really should have painted it a brighter color.” 
 
    “Brighter than yellow?” I dissolve into more laughter and straighten up, glancing down at my own work. 
 
    I sigh and run my fingers through the ends of my tangled hair. This practice work feels like kind of a lot. I mean, it’s always a lot. I’m preparing to become a surgeon, after all. I’m sure others would laugh at the notion of doing work when I’m not even enrolled in med school yet, but usually brushing up on my skills keeps me grounded and in control. 
 
    Not today. Now, as I stare down at the jumbled mess of letters and numbers and symbols, my stomach tightens. I glance back up at my open window, watching Wes laugh as Kennedy jumps from the edge of the pool into his open arms. 
 
    This might be the first time I didn’t dive right into my work. Usually I bury myself in it, relishing the difficulties and complexities because I walk away feeling accomplished, even if I also walk away feeling mentally drained. It’s a step toward my future. Toward what I’ve been working toward for as long as I can remember. 
 
    I glance out the window again, and a foreign idea snags in the back of my mind. 
 
    “Do you think I’m good with kids?” I ask Bash. 
 
    “Hmm?” I hear more paper-tearing, and then something that sounds like a bottle opening. “Well, Gage loves you. Probably more than he loves me, since I’m the one making him be a better student than I ever was.” 
 
    “But I’m his aunt,” I say, crossing my arms and leaning back in my chair. “He has to like me for that reason. Do you think I’m good with him? That I can, like, relax him and make him feel safe and stuff?” 
 
    “Is this about the good-looking neighbor with the kids?” 
 
    “No, actually.” I chew on the inside of my cheek, rolling the new idea over in my mind. “I just… Do you think I’d be any good in pediatrics?” 
 
    “Where did that thought come from?” 
 
    Honestly, I have no idea. I look down at my homework again, my breathing quickening. 
 
    I’ve never thought about altering my plan. Sofia York was always meant to become Surgeon Sofia York, the youngest of her kind at Ainsley’s Mill Memorial. The hotshot doctors are always surgeons in the movies. Grey’s Anatomy makes it seem like they have all the fun and all the prestige. They get paid so much, too. That doesn’t hurt. I’d never considered any other path. 
 
    I glance back out the window one more time, and my breath catches. Until a short time ago, there were a lot of choices I’d never considered before. 
 
    I roll the idea around in the back of my mind, sucking on my bottom lip as I weigh out the work it might take to change trajectories. Maybe I wouldn’t even have to be a doctor at all. Maybe I could put in less time and become a Physician’s Assistant for a pediatric office, and I can still make great money, but I’d get to be around incredible kids like Gage and Kennedy and Brynn every day and… 
 
    “Sofia?” 
 
    “Huh?” I shake my head to clear it. 
 
    “What if I wrote Gage’s teacher a note about how everyone has calculators on their phones these days? Do you think that would fly?” 
 
    I laugh again. “Bash, baby, read me the problems. I’m gonna get you through this trying time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Watching Wes through my bedroom window does things to me. Seeing him in person—being able to smell him, to reach out and touch him, to kiss him if I wanted to—ignites every cell in my body. 
 
    “So this is, like, a date date?” I ask as he walks me hand-in-hand through the neighborhood. “Does my father know why he’s watching your girls tonight? Has the Blue Pond Mommy’s Book Club been briefed so they can gossip appropriately when we pass by?” 
 
    He laughs and squeezes my hand. “Your dad actually does know.” 
 
    I turn to him, mouth gaping. “What? He hasn’t said anything to me!” 
 
    “He came by my place a few nights ago.” Wes smirks, staring straight ahead out into the darkness of the neighborhood. “There was talk of shotguns and bodily harm.” 
 
    My free hand slaps to my forehead. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Wes just laughs. “He was shockingly cool. And… he actually volunteered to watch the girls tonight. I didn’t ask. There were no jokes about shotguns in that conversation. He just said something about wanting to see you smile. Really smile.” 
 
    My heart warms at that, and I make a mental note to sit down with Pops before the week is out. 
 
    “So, you’re, what? Taking me to an old-woman-chaperoned ball and planning on planting a chaste kiss on my hand at the end of the night?” 
 
    “As far as Herc knows.” 
 
    I turn to him, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Wes laughs. “Sofia, we didn’t start out chaste and respectful. I’m sure as hell not going backward on the one night I’ve got you alone away from my girls.” 
 
    My chest constricts, and there’s a flood of warmth between my legs. We round a corner and Wes gestures down the street. 
 
    “Welcome to our date night, Sofia.” 
 
    I stop in my track, all oxygen leaving my body. 
 
    The gazebo. It’s been repaired from when I first saw it, and it’s decked from top to bottom in soft, twinkling fairy lights. In the center is spread a quaint red and white checkered blanket, where wine and food has been set out. 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    Wes’s fingers squeeze in mine. “Is it too much? I haven’t had to plan a really romantic date in forever, and Danielle was always complaining if I took her to do anything that wasn’t fine dining.” 
 
    I turn to him, putting a hand on his broad chest. “It’s fucking amazing.” 
 
    I tear off for the gazebo, having to work hard to suppress my riotous laughter and not disturb the neighbors down the street. I glance back and Wes is hot on my heels, his own satisfied grin lighting up every corner of his face. 
 
    When I get into the gazebo, my breath leaves my body all over again. It’s hard to not let my jaw drop open. The lights have been so carefully strung, the platter on the floor is so carefully arranged, and— 
 
    “Is that Harry Styles playing on an iPad in the corner?” 
 
    Wes’s face colors dark red. “My sister might have helped me out with some of the details.” 
 
    I take his hands and wrap them behind my back, pressing my tummy up to his. I stand on my tip toes and plant a kiss on his nose. 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t been wining and dining women across Georgia ever since your divorce? This is some high-falutin’ stuff.” 
 
    “Only for you,” he assures me, nuzzling into my neck. His lips tickle the thin skin there, sending a shiver racing down my spine. When his tongue laps against the curve of my throat, I put a hand on his chest to stop him. 
 
    “Wait,” I say breathlessly. “I want to make sure we get to talk and enjoy each other. I know we have this insane physical connection, but I don’t want… I don’t want…” 
 
    I’m losing my words as he stares at me from under dark, hooded eyes. Fuck it. 
 
    My fingers knot in the back of his hair and I pull him into a crushing kiss. 
 
    “God, the Blue Pond Mommies are going to have so much to talk about tonight,” I murmur against his lips. 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” Wes pulls back, takes my hand, and leads me around the back of the gazebo, where the solid gate blocks us from passersby. “I thought of all that already. I want to talk to you, but—” he fumbles in a pack that he’s hidden by a bush “—but I also know well enough by now that I can’t form real words when I haven’t touched you yet.” 
 
    My eyes go wide. He’s got a thick pink dildo in his hands, a definite step up from the one he saw me playing with the other day. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t turn to your sister for help picking that out, too.” 
 
    He chuckles and steps toward me, his thumb and index finger already finding my zipper to tug it down. 
 
    “No fucking way.” As he opens my jeans, he strokes the vibrator against the side of my neck. 
 
    “Damn it, Wes,” I mutter, my knees going weak at the velvety soft touch. “You better fucking promise you’ll still talk to me after we do this. This is a proper date.” 
 
    “We’ll start now,” he assures me teasingly. He flips me around by the waist, then roughly tugs my jeans and panties down the rest of the way so my ass is exposed. “Get on the ground and we’ll trade personal details. I even know a game we can play.” 
 
    I do as I’m told, dropping to my knees. Wes’s hand finds my lower back, and he pushes me forward. The dildo is between my thighs now, and it’s started lightly buzzing. 
 
    “Maybe a little Never Have I Ever again?” Wes asks me with a chuckle. “Seems appropriate.” 
 
    I’m finding it hard to answer. He’s got the tip of the dildo buzzing lazily back and forth across my opening. I reach up under my shirt, tugging at my erect nipples under my thin bra. 
 
    “Never have I ever… fucked around in a neighborhood park,” I say with a giggle. 
 
    “Hopefully it won’t be the last time.” 
 
    The dildo dips into the wet pool between my legs, and my knees buckle. 
 
    “God…” 
 
    “Never have I ever,” he starts thoughtfully. “Been out of the country.” 
 
    “I’m impressed by your ability to volunteer serious information at a time like this,” I pant. “I’m glad you’re still going to give me a real—ahhh.” 
 
    My back arches as the dildo dips in again, and Wes clicks it up to a more powerful speed. 
 
    “I’ve been out of the country,” I pant. “Pops is part Colombian. We used to see great grandparents every summer.” 
 
    His free hand is on my left ass cheek now, kneading the soft skin there. To my surprise, I feel him poking around near my asshole, spreading me to take a good look. My stomach tightens and draws up. 
 
    “Never have I ever…” Never have I ever been at such a loss for words. I think my brain melted out of my ear and into the grass. Wes is going to have to carry me home and deposit me right into my bed like I’m permanently broken. “I’ve never, um, been on a ship.” 
 
    “I’ve been on a ship,” he mutters. I gasp as his thumb circles my asshole, the dildo working my pussy the whole time. He’s got the vibrator sunk in all the way to the hilt and he’s dipping it in and out, coating it in my juices. “Never have I ever fucked in the ass.” 
 
    My eyes pop open. I fucking knew he was probing around back there. 
 
    His thumb kneads in deeper at the same time the vibrator drags across my most sensitive spot, and I groan. 
 
    “Sofia?” 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    “Have you ever?” 
 
    Thank God he can’t see my face right now. Thank God it’s dark and I could literally run home if this goes sideways and— 
 
    “Twice,” I admit. “I had a boyfriend for a little while in college and I was too busy to put out very often. I… made it up to him. In other ways.” 
 
    Wes makes a satisfied little gasping noise behind me. “So, she didn’t sneak out to high school parties, but she did put out in creative ways? You are layered more than a trifle, Sofia York.” 
 
    The dildo pulls out of me, rubbing slick circles around my swollen clit. Then Wes is bending over my back, his breath hot on the shell of my ear. 
 
    “We’ll keep talking,” he promises. “I want you to tell me things you’ve never told anyone before. But right now? Right now, I want to fuck you in ways no one ever has before.” 
 
    He thrusts the dildo back in, and my hips gyrate into it. I’m squirming and writhing, my neck giving way and rolling with pleasure. 
 
    His finger is still teasing me, still stretching me. It’s been so long, I’d probably be a little scared of the pain if I wasn’t already so ramped up from having this vibrator inside me. Instead, I find myself working into his touch, yearning for him to stretch me just a little father. 
 
    I hear a ripping sound, and then a tiny packet of lube is being deposited on the grass next to me. There’s a faint drip, and then his wet fingers are back at my asshole. With the lube coating them, they slide inside easily, and he strokes with expert precision as the dildo continues to buzz between my thighs. 
 
    Fuck the pain: I want this. I want to be filled up, to be stretched out and reminded what pleasure may come on the other side. 
 
    Wes’s fingers slide out, and I brace knowing what’s to come. In a moment, his cockhead lines up at my ass, the crown stroking tiny circles to open me up. All the while, the dildo continues to shake inside of me, sending molten electricity shooting through my every pore. 
 
    “Do you want this?” he asks. He’s panting, too. 
 
    “Please, Wes,” I murmur, my lips heavy and fumbling over the words. “God, please.” 
 
    He pushes in then. 
 
    It’s not a thrust so much as a slow, deep filling. His head spreads me inch by delicious inch, stuffing me until I can’t see straight. In a moment his left hand finds my ass cheek again, and he lays down a stinging spank on the exposed skin. 
 
    “Relax,” he commands. “You’ve taken so much of me. Just a little bit more.” 
 
    I push my ass up into the air, leaning into the strange mix of pleasure and pain. Wes pulls back and lets loose a deep, guttural groan as he sinks in all the way to his balls. I yelp, my right hand flying up to circle my clit in my desperate need to finish. 
 
    “The neighbors—” I gasp as he thrusts at a steady rhythm. 
 
    “Fuck the neighbors,” he growls. “They won’t know what’s happening if you come in the next few seconds. They’ll think you’re an animal. An animal in heat.” 
 
    Something positively feral unlocks in me at the idea of Wes and I rutting as two animals in heat. I grab the dildo from him to stroke myself, relishing the way he grabs my ass in both hands now and spreads me to watch as his cock sinks in and out. 
 
    “I’m fucking close,” Wes grunts through gritted teeth. “But I’m not giving you this cum until I feel you finish. I need you to focus, Sofia.” 
 
    God, I’m so filled I’m damn near bursting. There’s a wave of feeling crashing through my body, riding me and leaving my hands shaking in the grass. I’m close, too. So fucking close. 
 
    “Sofia,” Wes whispers in a warning tone. 
 
    When he reaches around and roughly grabs my tits over my shirt, I lose it. 
 
    I positively howl, half-crying as the orgasm rips through me. And when I hear a grunt behind me and the telltale warmth of his load between my ass cheeks, my back gives out and we crumple to the ground together. 
 
    I can’t believe I just did that. I can’t believe I’ve done any of this. 
 
    I roll into Wes, curling up against his chest as we both catch our breath. 
 
    If High School Sofia could see me now… Well, damn. I don’t think High School Sofia would even believe this was really me. 
 
    I start laughing then. I clutch at the back of Wes’s shirt and bury my face in it, laughing until my stomach hurts. It just feels so fucking good to let go. It feels so right. 
 
    A light turns on, flooding the grass, and we both freeze. A door creaks open somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “Go on now! Git! I don’t need no kittens ‘round here! Git!” 
 
    I look over at Wes. He’s biting his bottom lip, shaking from suppressed laughter. When the light on the grass finally turns off, he collapses into what can only be described as a guffaw. 
 
    “Mr. Peterson thinks we really were animals in heat,” he manages, wiping a tear from his eye. 
 
    And I laugh, too. We laugh and laugh and laugh, all the way back into our clothes and up into the gazebo and through our dinner date. We laugh and talk and eat and I can’t remember the last time I felt this way. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure I’ve ever felt this way before at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: WES 
 
    “You can choose one treat each.” I cross my arms, shooting Kennedy my best bossy dad look. She, of course, pays me no heed and reaches out from my cart with both hands to fist at least five different types of candy. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” she says as Brynn giggles beside her. 
 
    “No deals, Howie Mandel.” I snatch back the candies and push on down the aisle. “It’s one treat or no treat.” 
 
    We’re driving one of those massive car carts down the grocery store aisle, and it feels like I’m directing a tank. I can only keep my eyes on the path ahead so I don’t roll ankles or take out any displays, and my sneaky kids know it. Even Brynn has been getting in on the action, her little hand darting out super fast when we passed through the cereal aisle. 
 
    “Last chance,” I sing to them as we start toward the end of the candy section. “Make your choice or leave empty-handed.” 
 
    Kennedy turns to her little sister. “Do you want to choose Skittles, Brynny? Then I can get the lollipops and—” 
 
    “No tricking your sister into getting the candy you want,” I remind her. This time when I shoot her my bossy dad look, she scowls at knowing she’s been called out. 
 
    “I want Kisses,” Brynn announces, that tiny hand not waiting a second before it snakes out to grab the Hershey’s. 
 
    Kennedy gives a loud sigh and slumps over her steering wheel. She raises one pathetic hand and waves it at me. “I’ll take the lollipops.” 
 
    “Excellent choice,” I declare, only smirking a little as I deposit the bag of candy into the cart. 
 
    Kennedy pops up suddenly, blue eyes going wide. “I have an idea. I’ll trade my lollipops if we can get popcorn… and stay up for a movie.” 
 
    “Little Mermaid!” Brynn says, slapping her steering wheel in excitement. 
 
    “We’ll sleep in tomorrow,” Kennedy promises. “You can set the alarm clock so it turns green an hour later.” 
 
    “They need to send you two into hostage situations,” I grumble. “You’re way too good at negotiating.” 
 
    Kennedy smirks, the little devil. She knows that an extra hour of sleep is the grown-up version of popcorn and a late-night movie. 
 
    “Well, I’m inviting Sofia,” I announce, pushing them around the end of the aisle and depositing the lollipops back where they belong. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.” Kennedy’s smirk widens. 
 
    “Seriously, I know you didn’t get these negotiation skills from me, and your mother never could convince me to tear out our old cabinets in all the years she wanted them changed. You must be the milkman’s kid.” 
 
    The girls go back to babbling over their movie night ahead, my joke about Danielle’s extra-marital affairs going right over their heads as intended. I push on down the aisle, smiling to myself. 
 
    I always like our grocery trips. We take them every week, usually on the first or second day they’re staying with me. The girls make a big deal of helping me pick out our menu and choose their school lunch items. The cashiers all know us by name here, and I’m one of those people who has a predetermined path they always take through the store. Heaven help us if anyone throws off my groove. 
 
    Kennedy is braiding Brynn’s hair now. They’re going on about whether The Little Mermaid is the right pick, or if they should opt for Toy Story. It’s mostly Kennedy talking, with Brynn occasionally whispering her opinion, but mostly just nodding enthusiastically and inadvertently messing up the braids her sister started. 
 
    A warmth spreads across my chest as I watch them. I know I must look like an idiot just observing my girls and smiling at them as we walk, but I could give a shit. These are my favorite days. 
 
    There’s a buzz in my pocket, and my heart rate picks up. Sofia. She’s been over every day since she baby-sat, and when we’re apart, we’re always messaging each other. I’ll invite her over for the movie tonight and afterward she can stay for a while and— 
 
    I stifle a groan. Not Sofia. 
 
    DANIELLE: My lawyer is going to be in touch with you today. Please take her call. 
 
    My fingers hover over my keyboard, shaking. I grit my teeth. It’s amazing how fast the anger sets in, how quickly I can go from total contentment to frustration. 
 
    I glance back up at the girls. They haven’t even noticed I’ve stopped pushing the cart. They’re still going on about The Little Mermaid, and Brynn is eyeballing a box of crackers across the aisle like she wishes her little arms were long enough to reach. 
 
    Why does Danielle want to mess with the custody arrangement, anyway? It’s not like Kevin jumped into their relationship looking for new kids. They both piss around and do what they want; they did when I was married to her, and I doubt that’s going to change if they have my girls twenty-four-seven. 
 
    I’m not a fucking monster. I want my girls to have a good relationship with their mother, and I want Danielle to spend time with them. But getting that quality time at the expense of time with me? I don’t like it. My chest tightens as Kennedy ties off the end of Brynn’s braid and throws her arms into the air. 
 
    “Magni’cent!” she announces. 
 
    My lips quirk up into a smile, despite the frustration I’d just been leaning into. 
 
    I can’t give up what I’ve got with them. I can’t give up this life I’ve fought and sweated and bled to build. 
 
    I look back down at the message on my screen. 
 
    WES: I’ll take the call. 
 
    Doesn’t mean I have to be cooperative. I’m not going down without a fight, and Danielle is delusional if she thinks she’s going to take my girls from me after all this time. 
 
    An old woman stops us at the end of the aisle. 
 
    “Has anyone told you that you look like the Frozen princess?” 
 
    Brynn’s face lights up. “Elsa,” she breathes. 
 
    “I braided her hair,” Kennedy announces, not one to miss out on an ounce of credit. “I learned it from the girls at school.” 
 
    “You should braid your hair to match,” the old woman decides. Kennedy nods along enthusiastically. “When you get home, tell your mama to look up Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. You’ll look like an Egyptian princess.” 
 
    The old woman tuts and shuffles off. Kennedy turns to me, her blue eyes positively saucers. 
 
    “I wanna be a ‘Gyptian princess.” 
 
    My throat has gone dry, and I only nod. “Of course. I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    We push on down the aisle. 
 
    It’s not like this is an atypical experience. Hell, encounters like these are part of the reason I work so damn hard to prove myself as a worthy single dad. People just assume there must be a mother at home. They assume I can’t do this on my own, that I need all the help I can get. 
 
    Another lick of frustration flares in my chest. I have this innate need to rage against those assumptions, to prove those people wrong. Some strange part of me kind of likes being a single dad, so that when someone assumes I only pulled things off with some help, I can throw it in their faces. 
 
    I did this on my own. I raised these girls on my own. They are two damn fine tiny humans and Danielle doesn’t—hell, nobody—gets to swoop in and take credit for that. 
 
    My pocket buzzes again, and I roll my neck, fighting back the urge to groan again. I pull the phone out, and relief floods my senses as I see Sofia’s name in the tiny box. 
 
    SOFIA: Did you introduce my father to Drag Race? Should I be concerned that he was marathoning the show when I came downstairs this morning? On hr 3. 
 
    I laugh, my fingers flying over the keyboard. 
 
    WES: It was an accident. Channel with a UGA game was out once and we found it flipping through looking for something else to watch. Dunno what to say. I <3 RuPaul. 
 
    I pause for a moment, glancing up. My daughters are still doing their own thing. Brynn is trying to braid Kennedy’s hair now, her tiny fingers fumbling as she just twists and twists, not really understanding the concept of weaving. 
 
    Another buzz in my hands. 
 
    SOFIA: You at the store with the girls? Bring them over for lunch. I’ll grab something with you before I get back to homework. 
 
    My chest tightens. 
 
    Sofia likes my daughters, and they like her. She’s so comfortable with them, and there’s been no question of her accepting them as part of the package when she got me. 
 
    Still, she’s young. She’s only twenty-five, and she’s got this whole life ahead of her. Sofia is going to be a surgeon, and she’s working damn hard toward that goal. 
 
    My girls weren’t ever part of her plan. They can’t be what she expected for her future in any iteration of the dream. 
 
    And… and I never expected her to step in and play Mom. It’s way too early for that, anyway. I’ve got my own thing going here, something I’ve built up all by myself with no need for help. 
 
    I like it that way. I like being able to claim this little family as all my own, as something I worked damn hard for and never gave up on. 
 
    My stomach twists. There’s this strange tug of war going on inside me. The desire to let Sofia in, to give her the keys to our little life as a family battling against this strange pride I have. Against this strange compulsion I feel to prove some point to the rest of the world. 
 
    And when I take a step back and think about how young she is and how she has her own future to think about, it’s easy to separate things out. Everything comes into focus, and I can finally see what I saw that first night at dinner. We’re two separate people with two distinct paths. I wonder if it should have stayed that way… 
 
    SOFIA: Wes, he’s chanting at the screen. RED ALERT, REPEAT: POPS IS CHANTING AT THE SCREEN. 
 
    I laugh, some of the pent-up energy in my chest releasing. 
 
    WES: Ask him what he thinks about Trixie Mattel. I promise you’ll be entertained. 
 
    “Are you texting Sofia?” 
 
    Kennedy’s face edges over my screen, and then her grimy little hands are reaching out to take the phone. 
 
    “We gotta invite her to the movie,” she mumbles, fingers tap-tapping against the keyboard. 
 
    “I’ve got to invite her to the movie,” I correct. 
 
    “Can she make more of her ranch dip?” Kennedy asks. “Double! Triple!” 
 
    “And bring pumpkin candies,” Brynn adds, smiling through her quiet whisper. “More pumpkin candies.” 
 
    I half-smile as I look back down at my screen, typing out the invitation. 
 
    “Do you think Ariel is Sofia’s favorite Disney princess?” Kennedy asks. 
 
    Brynn shakes her head. “Gotta be Elsa.” 
 
    Kennedy nods her head thoughtfully. “You’re right. Elsa’s the best. Gotta be Elsa. Sofia likes all the cool stuff.” 
 
    “Maybe we can play doctor again!” Brynn shrieks, her volume twinging up a notch as she gets excited. 
 
    “You’ll be the patient and I’ll be the doctor and Sofia will be my nurse,” Kennedy decides. Brynn’s tiny mouth pulls into a pout, and she crosses her arm. 
 
    “You can be co-doctors,” I suggest. “It’s a big practice.” 
 
    My phone buzzes again. 
 
    SOFIA: I’ll be there! Tell the girls I’m bringing some leftover cookies I made last night. 
 
    My chest tightens all over again. 
 
    There she goes again, sensing exactly what my girls will need. Exactly what I need. It’s easy to forget about my stupid pride and even Danielle and her fucking custody rearrangement when Sofia is texting me. 
 
    SOFIA: I’ll bring a treat for you, too, if you’re nice. ;-) 
 
    My heart thumps in my chest. I’m overthinking this. I’m letting my ex getting in my head. 
 
    Nothing is wrong when I’m talking to the adorable girl next door. Nothing ever could be. 
 
    *** 
 
    The girls are singing along at the top of their lungs. 
 
    Yet somehow, Sofia sings even louder. 
 
    I laugh. “Oh my God, you’re a Grade A Disney nerd. You know every single word!” 
 
    “And all the words to the forgettable sequel, Return to the Sea,” Sofia says without an ounce of shame. She cuddles in closer at my side, still humming “Kiss the Girl” under her breath. 
 
    “There is another mermaid movie?” 
 
    Kennedy and Brynn are on the edge of their chairs, mouths agape as they stare at Sofia. She slaps a hand to her forehead before glancing up at me in apology. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry,” she says. “It’s basically the same plot as the first movie, but somehow the animation and music are worse? You’re gonna want to knock back a few drinks before braving it with the girls.” 
 
    “We have to watch it next!” Kennedy announces. 
 
    “Stay up late!” Brynn’s eyes are dinner plates. 
 
    “Sofia, what have you done?” 
 
    She buries her head under our blanket, shimmying down and curling up into a tight ball. 
 
    “Daddy, please?” Kennedy has her hands positioned under her chin, the perfect picture of a begging pup. 
 
    “You are relentless.” 
 
    There’s a buzz on the coffee table. Sofia takes the blanket off her head long enough to glance over and see that it’s my phone going off and not hers. She sits up, waving to the girls. 
 
    “Popcorn refresh while your dad takes his call?” 
 
    I sigh and grab my phone off the table, mussing the front of my hair as I look down at the flickering screen. My brow furrows; it’s Kennedy’s teacher. 
 
    “Miss Blaire?” I answer, glancing over at the kitchen. Sofia is helping Brynn reach the top cabinet, and they’re retrieving more popcorn packets. “Did Kennedy get into trouble at school today?” 
 
    There’s a laugh on the other end of the line, instantly putting my mind at ease. Miss Blaire is a sweet older woman who has taught at the local elementary school since I was a student, and she’s seen it all. To hear her laugh now means I probably grossly misunderstood the call. If this was bad, she’d be getting right to the point. 
 
    “Actually, I got some updated paperwork from the office today,” Miss Blaire says. “I understand Kennedy’s primary pick-up has changed? When is that going to take effect? Should I expect her mother in the line tomorrow?” 
 
    My stomach tenses and I sit straight up. “Danielle changed the paperwork for who picks Kennedy up?” 
 
    There’s a shuffling sound on the other end of the line. It sounds like Miss Blaire is searching for the right paper now. 
 
    “I’ve got a Danielle Gunter and Kevin Flaherty. Did they not tell you?” 
 
    My jaw clicks. “No. No, they did not tell me.” 
 
    “Will you be—” 
 
    “I’ll be there tomorrow,” I tell her. “Like always. You can look for my car in the school pick-up line. I’ll speak with Kennedy’s mother about the paperwork change.” 
 
    “No problem, Mr. Cooper. I’m glad I called. I’m so used to seeing your smiling face at 3:30. Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    My face forces a smile on instinct, almost like Miss Blaire can somehow see me now. I glance over at my girls again. They’re laughing with Sofia, who is making a goofy face and balancing a puff of popcorn on the tip of her nose. 
 
    “Thanks, Miss Blaire. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    I hang up the phone and keep it cradled tight in my fist. I’m not sure when it started, but I’m shaking. 
 
    Fucking Danielle. She’s making a point. She knew the paperwork would get to me. There was no way she was just going to show up in the pick-up line tomorrow right next to me, making both of us look like idiots. She’s sending me a message. 
 
    Honestly, I don’t understand. We’ve gone years now with her not making a peep about the custody arrangement. Sure, sometimes she would lord it over my head if she wanted to make me feel bad about something I did wrong with the girls, but we both seemed to know she wasn’t serious. 
 
    Kevin is her second act. He’s her shot at getting the wild youth she never got because she married me when we were so young. The girls would get in the way of that, or has she forgotten? 
 
    But whatever her reasons, Danielle is pressing me now. She’s pulling little stunts like this thing with the school pick-up line to show me she’s got a system in place to take my girls. She’s got a neat little family unit waiting to absorb them. She’s got— 
 
    “Wes?” 
 
    I blink. I’m gripping my phone so tight, the plastic of my case is creaking under the pressure. I take a deep breath and turn back to Sofia. 
 
    She’s still standing there with the girls, sorting through my cabinets for more snacks. She suddenly looks so much younger than me. For days now, I’ve been largely able to forget. But standing in my kitchen, ransacking the snacks, she looks hardly older than a high schooler. Which, at twenty-five, I guess is kind of true. She graduated less than a decade ago. 
 
    Is there any scenario in which Sofia is ready to put her own plans on hold to be a mom? 
 
    … Is there any scenario in which I want to let her? 
 
    “Chocolate milk! Chocolate milk!” 
 
    The girls are chanting now, and Sofia raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I wave at them. “It’s okay. Give them whatever they want.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: SOFIA 
 
    My hand hovers over my mouse as I stare at my computer screen. I pull my hand back and place it in my lap. I get up, pace around my room while I chew the inside of my cheek, then finally sit back down. 
 
    Submit. 
 
    It’s one button to click, and everything is in place and ready for my application to med school. I’m not committing my life to this place, or even forking over any tuition money. It’s just an application. 
 
    I can remember the exact moment I decided I wanted to be a surgeon when I grew up. Bash and I were playing in the sparse grass in front of our trailer. We couldn’t have been that old, maybe eight or nine tops. Probably too old to be playing in the dirt and grass, but there weren’t many options for entertainment when we were growing up. 
 
    Bash found a massive stick. Typical boy. He’d been swinging it around, tripping over himself as he pretended to fight off some invisible enemy. I didn’t pay him much mind until he fell down. 
 
    He’d started howling, clutching his hand to his chest. Mama and Pops were both finishing up shifts at work; we were alone. I’d run over to him, made him show me his hand. 
 
    The splinter was bad. It wasn’t some tiny sliver or clean cut. Bash had a huge chunk of stick jutting out from his arm, leaving a decent amount of blood dripping all over our shoes. 
 
    For a moment, I’d been frozen. I’d stared at the wound as Bash cried, clenching his arm so he couldn’t wrench free. 
 
    Then I’d taken a deep breath. And I’d acted. 
 
    I ran into the trailer and retrieved the tweezers from Mama’s kit in the bathroom. I’d gritted my teeth as I positioned them, and had to snap at Bash once to hold still while I worked. The splinter came out easily enough, but it was nasty. More blood, and more crying from my brother. I’d run back into the house, discarded the piece of stick, and returned with bandages, water, and his stuffed animal. When I got him fixed up, I’d heard clapping. 
 
    The neighbors in the trailer across from ours were sitting on lawn chairs and watching the incident. God knows why they didn’t get up and help—now I have strong suspicions they’d been high—but they clapped when I was finished. The man, a tall, thin guy with teeth the color of ripe corn, had jerked his head in my direction. 
 
    “You oughta be a doctor,” he said. 
 
    “Nah, a surgeon,” his girlfriend had corrected. “They make the big money. Pull out a few more of them splinters and you could buy this whole trailer park.” 
 
    That had been it. The idea had been planted. 
 
    And now here I am, finger hovering over my mouse as I stare at the med school application. I chew the inside of my cheek again. It’s bloody and raw. 
 
    “Sof?” 
 
    I turn in my chair, a little startled by my dad’s entrance. He’s standing in my doorway, Garbage cradled like a prince in the crook of his arm. 
 
    “Med school application?” He asks, taking a seat on the edge of my bed. He lets the dog down to scamper around our feet. “Shame you weren’t a surgeon a few years earlier. Coulda been you working on my ticker for free.” 
 
    He smiles, and I feel a strange sense of guilt flood through me. 
 
    “We should celebrate tonight,” he says. “We’ll call up Bash and celebrate you submitting the application and him getting a promotion at work.” 
 
    “A promotion?” I repeat. “So what is it he does now?” 
 
    Pops shrugs. “Hell if I know. And I’m not entirely sure he knows either…” 
 
    I snort at that. My dad gestures at my computer. “When you finish up, come downstairs and we can get dinner started.” 
 
    I turn back to my laptop, stomach twisting. 
 
    Faint sounds of giggles outside catch my attention. I straighten up, straining to see through the window where Wes’s girls are playing below. 
 
    Kennedy and Brynn have found a spot at the edge of the pool closest to our house. They sit with their bare feet dangling in, dipping Barbie dolls under the water to make them swim. I spy Wes through his kitchen window, watching them play as he sips an afternoon coffee. 
 
    “You’ve got more on your mind than the application.” 
 
    I turn back to Pops, feeling my face blush pink. “Sorry, I’ll get it submitted and we can start dinner…” 
 
    He folds his arms and sizes me up. “We have time. What’s on your mind, baby doll?” 
 
    I sigh and look down at my hands. I intertwine my fingers then pull them apart again, not quite sure what to do with myself. Finally, I make myself look up. 
 
    “Do you take a lot of pride in my applying to med school?” I ask. “Do you take a lot of pride in the idea of my being a surgeon?” 
 
    His dark brow furrows. “Yes?” 
 
    My shoulders slump and I turn back to my computer. In a moment, Pops’s hand is on my shoulder, making me turn back around. 
 
    “What’s really going on here, Sofia?” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, scratching aggressively at my scalp. “Lately, I’ve been thinking… well, I’ve just been wondering… what it might be like to go down a different path.” 
 
    “No med school?” 
 
    “Still med school,” I say quickly. “But… maybe a different track. Maybe pediatrics? I could become a physician’s assistant?” 
 
    His eyes subtly widen. “You were always very good with your nephew.” 
 
    Relief washes through my chest. “Really?” 
 
    He nods, his hand leaving my shoulder to rub my upper back. “What caused the change in heart? I thought you’ve wanted to be a surgeon since you were a little girl.” 
 
    “God, you’re not wrong.” I shake my head. Still, I roll the idea around in my head anyway, considering what brought me here to this moment. “You know what the first thing was that I associated with being a surgeon? Money. Success.” 
 
    “Not usually the things kids look for in a career. If I remember correctly, your brother spent his childhood saying he’d be an animal actor.” 
 
    An unexpected laugh bursts from my lips. “What? Like he wanted to work with animals in movies?” 
 
    Pops shakes his head, chuckling, too. “No, he wanted to be an animal working in films. I have no idea where he got that notion.” 
 
    “I never had a silly dream like that,” I say quietly. “It was always focus, focus, focus. Work, work, work.” 
 
    “It still is for you,” Pops adds. His hand squeezes my shoulder. 
 
    Then he’s stepping away, going back to the edge of my bed to sit down. He rubs the back of his neck, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “I worry I did this to you,” he says. “I worry I put some kind of expectation on you when you were a child that we had something to prove. I felt like the world was judging me and your Mama for being teen parents, and we had to show them we could pull it off. I was always at the shop and your Mama was always taking on extra shifts. You and Bash practically raised yourselves.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I interject. “You were a great dad. Some of my best memories were of being at the furniture store, watching you restore pieces.” 
 
    Pops’s dark eyes meet mine. “Did you feel it, too, baby doll? Did my need to prove something… did it rub off?” 
 
    I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “The pressure couldn’t all be on you, Pops. I had to do what I could. If I was going to be the proof of your success, I was going to make damn sure I was a shining example.” 
 
    He’s silent for a moment. Then he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and looking exhausted. “Do you have to apply today?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “There’s a small college in a town close to here,” he says. “I have no idea what they offer. But perhaps there’s a med school. Perhaps there’s a track to become a physician’s assistant, I really don’t know. You’d be welcome to keep your room here, of course. No rent and—” he glances out my window, the corner of his mouth tugging into a smile “—great neighbors.” 
 
    My breath catches. “Pops, I don’t know what—” 
 
    He holds up a hand and stands. “For once, just take a moment to be still and think. No one is watching you right now, Sofia. This is your move to make.” 
 
    He smiles and steps out of my bedroom. I’m left with my jaw slightly ajar, my stomach quivering. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sofia!” 
 
    Wes’s friend Dom spies me as I enter the shop through Scarlett’s lobby door. He gets up, jogging through the mess of the garage to come over to me. He waves for me to step back through to the lobby. 
 
    “Back where you came from,” he commands. “Grant is going to get in from lunch soon and he’s been on this weird kick trying to convince everyone his cousin is hot. He’s going to get one look at you and give you the full quiz over how flexible you are and whether you ever tried lesbian stuff in college.” 
 
    “I… what?” I blink up at him, but Dom is already pushing me back through the swinging door. 
 
    Scarlett looks up from a novel she’s reading behind the counter. “Um, can I help you? Didn’t I just send Miss York in to see her man?” 
 
    “Wes’ll be right behind me,” Dom promises. He’s got his phone out, and he’s hammering out a quick message. He pockets the device and waves off his wife. “I didn’t want Sofia to run into Grant and—” 
 
    “Christ, is he still monologuing about his damn cousin?” She rolls her eyes. “Look, this is the redneck South. Do you think they ever…” 
 
    “Grant had one serious girlfriend before he met Ellie, and I can guarantee his tastes were targeted exclusively at single bridesmaids before that. No incest.” 
 
    “Praise the Lord.” 
 
    The door swings open, and Wes pushes through. He smiles over at me. “Sofia.” 
 
    “And that’s our cue,” Scarlett announces, pushing up from her rolling chair. She dogears the page of her book and sets it by her keyboard, then grabs Dom by the elbow. “Back to work, big guy.” 
 
    When they disappear through the door, Wes steps up and pulls me to him by the waist. He kisses the spot just beneath my ear, sending tingles shooting out across my chest. 
 
    “How did your application go yesterday?” He asks between kisses. “With Kennedy’s soccer game I didn’t get to talk to you much.” 
 
    “That’s actually what I’m here to talk to you about.” I put my hands on his chest and push back, looking him in the eye. “I think plans might be changing.” 
 
    He cocks his head, and I clear my throat. 
 
    “I think… I think I might take the PA track instead. Pediatrics. Pops offered for me to stay in his house rent-free while I go to the college in Suwanee, and I think I might take him up on it. Is that totally crazy?” 
 
    I smile up at him, fully ready for Wes to pull me close again and plant a million kisses all over my face. All morning, I’ve played out how ecstatic he’ll be to have me living here permanently. It’s one less hurdle we have to overcome as a couple. 
 
    But instead, his face is frozen. His mouth still hangs in the open smile, but the wrinkles around his eyes have creased up. His brow is furrowed tight in the middle. 
 
    Then, he shakes his head as if to clear it, and the broad, bright smile returns. 
 
    “I think it’s great news. I honestly can’t believe you haven’t been chasing pediatrics this whole time. Brynn and Kennedy love you. Can you imagine if you were working at their doctor’s office?” 
 
    I smile back up at him as he slides his hands into mine. 
 
    “You caught me right before lunch,” Wes says. “Should we go back to my house together and make sandwiches?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” 
 
    “Let me just get my stuff.” 
 
    He nods and pushes open the door to the back. At the last second he turns back, those wrinkles around his eyes somehow deeper than before. 
 
    “We can talk about the med school stuff, right? Make sure this is really what you want to do.”      
 
    I nod, my throat going dry. “Sure.” 
 
    Then I’m left alone in the lobby, waiting for Wes to get his stuff and take lunch with me. My stomach has gone tight and churning. The back of my neck is drenched in a cold sweat; I’m not sure when that started. 
 
    … Does he not want me to stick around in Copper Springs? Does Wes have some problem with me being here long term? 
 
    Ever since we made the choice to go all in, things have felt so easy between us. My father was cool with our relationship, his girls like me, we can’t keep our hands off each other. My moving permanently to Copper Springs is a natural progression, right? 
 
    But then the door is swinging open again, Wes is pushing through and taking my hand, and we’re walking toward the exit. 
 
    “French dip?” He asks, holding the door open for me to pass through. 
 
    “Sure.” It’s the only word I can manage. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN: WES 
 
    The girls both make a noise as I swing into their mother’s neighborhood. My truck took the corner too fast, and I’m sure they were both thrown around in their seats. I pull into the driveway and screech to a stop, throwing off my seatbelt and whipping open my door to go around and collect them. 
 
    “Everybody out!” I announce. “Let’s get our shit together.” 
 
    “Swear j—” Kennedy starts. 
 
    I wave her off. “I know. And I promise you’ll get your due, but right now we’ve got to get you in that house or your mother is going to lose her mind.” 
 
    Kennedy huffs as she grabs her bag and her backpack, and I run around to help Brynn adjust where the straps on her car seat have twisted. When I’m done working, she throws her skinny arms around my neck. 
 
    “Don’t make me go,” she whispers in my ear. My heart squeezes so tight, I’m half-worried I’ll have an attack. “Can’t I go swimming again? I won’t stay up late. No snacks.” 
 
    I lean back, tucking her loose blonde hair behind her little ear. 
 
    “Sorry, bud,” I whisper back, resting my forehead on hers and kissing the tip of her nose. “Your mama wants to see you, too.” 
 
    I hear a door opening, and then the usual sounds of Kennedy shuffling inside and Danielle probing her with questions about their week with me. I clench my jaw and steel my stomach as I pick Brynn up and walk her around to the front of the house. 
 
    “You’re late.” 
 
    “I know,” I grind out. “I can’t control potty breaks, Danielle. Brynn said she was going to have an accident—” 
 
    “You can prepare for those things to set you back,” she says with a sigh, pinching the bridge of her nose and closing her eyes. “You’ve got to think of these things.” 
 
    The flame flares inside me as I pass Brynn over. She scuttles off after her sister, waving at Kevin in the living room as she goes. 
 
    I have no memories of Danielle potty training Kennedy when we were together. It was always me helping her up onto the potty, wiping her clean, bringing her a change of clothes if she needed it. I don’t know what she may have done with Brynn’s training, but I’m sure the experiences were similar. Now here we are, and she has the audacity to throw shade my way? 
 
    “Well, never mind all that,” she says with another sigh. With one hand ready to shut the door, she holds open the palm of her other hand. “Did Brynn carry Lamby in her travel bag? Just give it to me now if not and I’ll make sure it gets in her bed.” 
 
    My stomach twists. 
 
    I know exactly where Lamby is. 
 
    Sofia slept over last night. She came by at the last minute to watch another movie with us, and we’d all fallen asleep on the couch. Sofia had poked me some time after midnight, and we’d carried the girls back to bed together. I remember Lamby falling out of Brynn’s hands and into the hall floor near the laundry room, but I definitely don’t remember picking it up when we were packing their bag. 
 
    Danielle purses her lips. “Wes. Come on. Again?” 
 
    “I’ll bring it right over,” I say. “Give me ten minutes. She won’t even know we forgot it.” 
 
    Danielle just sighs and glances into the house behind her. The girls are setting up some kind of play station in the living room, complete with shiny new dolls I don’t recognize. Kevin and Danielle must have purchased them. 
 
    “Look,” she says, crossing her arms as she turns back to me. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but I really think a custody rearrangement might benefit all of us. Don’t let your stubbornness in wanting to do this thing alone keep you from giving the girls what they need.” 
 
    “They need their dad,” I grind out. “Their real dad.” 
 
    “They need a family,” Danielle corrects. “You really think their nights at your bachelor pad with the old man next door and your mess of a sister popping around every now and then count as a good home life?” 
 
    That’s what does it. My stomach writhes inside me, and my fists clench at my sides. It takes everything I have not to slam Danielle’s own door in her face, or call her names that would earn me a lot worse than a dollar to Kennedy’s Swear Jar. 
 
    Instead, I turn on my heel and march back for my truck. “My lawyer will be in touch with yours,” I counter. “You can bet on it.” 
 
    Danielle just stays standing in her doorway, shaking her head as she watches me peel out. 
 
    I take the streets of downtown Copper Springs entirely too fast. I’m white-knuckling the steering wheel, and there’s sweat pouring down between my shoulder blades. There had to have been red lights and stop signs and lulls in traffic, but I don’t remember any of them. In a moment, I’m back in Blue Pond Plantation, and I’m slamming the door to march up to my house. 
 
    She really thinks she can take away my kids? She thinks she can offer them something I can’t? I pace my living room, hands running through my hair in a compulsive motion. 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, and I pause. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now. But I grunt anyway, yelling for whoever it is to let themselves in as I sulk over to the kitchen to grab a beer. 
 
    “Wes?” 
 
    I turn. Sofia is standing in the entry to my kitchen, holding a platter of cookies. 
 
    She looks fucking gorgeous, her long dark hair pulled back in two delicate braids and her tight little pink dress hugging all the right places. I feel a strange stab of guilt in admiring her body, and I bump into the fridge door as I wrench it open to retrieve my beer. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” She asks, stepping forward. “I saw you through my window when you turned down Pops’s street. You were driving like a bat out of hell.” 
 
    I knock back a swig of beer, then hold the cool glass to my forehead. I close my eyes tight. 
 
    “Danielle wants to have the girls full time,” I tell her. “I guess she’s decided that she’s ready to be a mom now, and that means taking our daughters from the caregiver who has been watching them alone every week for years.” 
 
    “Oh, Wes.” 
 
    I feel Sofia’s hand on my arm, and I make myself look at her. The misery rocks me, sending my stomach into new waves. 
 
    “She can’t do that, right?” Sofia says. “I mean, you’ve proven over such a long time that you are their primary parent. The girls love you, and any judge—” 
 
    “Will side with the mother,” I whisper hoarsely. “They always side with the mother, because this is old school Southern Georgia and everyone knows it’s not a real family unless there are two parents and one of them has ovaries.” 
 
    I knock back the rest of my beer and toss the empty into the trash. It crashes in, and Sofia jumps at the sound of the breaking glass. 
 
    “I’ve got to fight this thing,” I mutter, more to myself than her. I pace the kitchen, pounding my fist along the counter as I go. “I’ve got to hire a fucking attorney and fight Danielle with some real power. She can’t just take them from me. They’re the most important things in my life. I’m not going to take this lying down.” 
 
    “Wes.” 
 
    She’s behind me now, hands gently massaging my shoulders. Her tiny arms wrap around my chest, and I lean into her touch, let it carry me back to some semblance of peace. 
 
    “I’m right here with you,” Sofia says. “I think I have a friend from high school that’s practicing family law in Copper Springs. Sometime in the next few days, I’ll reach out to him, and then we can fight this thing together. I’ll be here and I can come by any time you need—” 
 
    I step away from her, my stomach steeling. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her brow furrows. “No?” 
 
    I shake my head. I’m suddenly finding it very hard to catch my breath. 
 
    “Sofia, this isn’t your battle.” 
 
    Her dark eyes search mine, and the way she looks at me nearly fucking rips me apart. But I hold my ground. I clench my fists and press my lips together and I step back again when she tries once more to approach me. 
 
    “I want to help you,” she whispers. “You know I’m here for you. From the second I met the girls, I’ve loved them and—” 
 
    “Liking and loving them aren’t the same thing,” I say. “They’re my girls. My daughters. My responsibility. And while I should have been focusing on being a dad, on not giving Danielle an inch of goddamn wiggle room, I was fucking around with my best friend’s kid.” 
 
    Her brow pinches more tightly together. Her lower lip trembles. “I’ve been careful not to take you away from them,” she starts. 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter,” I say. “It doesn’t matter if every single date we go on is here in this house, including the girls. I’m supposed to be their dad. I’m supposed to put their needs first, not my own body—” 
 
    Sofia reaches out for me again. Her touch sends sparks shooting up my arm, and I pull back, hating myself for how badly I want to take all this back and reach out to her, too. 
 
    “Sofia, you have your own path. You knew what you wanted from this world long before you ever met me or the girls. You’re going to be a surgeon, and you’re going to move on, and you’ll have your own family one day.” 
 
    “Wes, I—” 
 
    But I hold up one hand and shut my eyes, just for a moment. I can hardly stand to look at her as I say all this. Hell, I can hardly stand to be in the same room as her, to drink in her presence and deny myself. 
 
    “In my spare time, I should be planning out their lunches. Cleaning up their shit around the house. I should be working myself to the bone to give them the best life they can have, not going out with the cute girl next door.” 
 
    “Aren’t you allowed to have both? Isn’t there supposed to be a balance between what we want and what we need?”  
 
    “Ask your old man,” I say gruffly. “He knows what it means to put his family first. He knows how hard it is to prove you can do something when everyone else is saying you can’t.” 
 
    Her face has darkened. Sofia takes a step back, hands folding across her abdomen. 
 
    “If you only ever think about the future, you forget about how good the now is.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair and then down over my face. I’m overstimulated, on edge, positively shaking. “What?” 
 
    Sofia just shakes her head. “I don’t want to leave for med school. I don’t want to let you face this on your own.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a choice!” My voice comes out too loud, and I see how she half-steps back away from me. I suppose I should be grateful I’m finally proving my point to her, but instead an unfamiliar shame ripples through my chest. 
 
    “Wes, don’t I make you happy?” Her voice is so small and still. She almost sounds like Brynn. 
 
    That thing in my gut takes on new life, twisting and tearing me apart from the inside out. My eyes sting as I make myself look at her. 
 
    “It doesn’t fucking matter what I feel,” I say. “They’re first. And you… you’re a distraction.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to let you push me away?” Her little chin bucks out in defiance. 
 
    “Then you’ll be missing out on a career you’ve worked your whole life for. You’ll be throwing away everything your parents did for you. And take it from someone who knows, parents put in a lot. They put in everything they’ve got.” 
 
    Sofia wipes her eyes on the back of her sleeve. She takes one more tentative step in my direction, palm facing up as she reaches out. When I don’t give her anything in return, though, she drops her hand. Something in her dark eyes falls, too. 
 
    She starts toward my front door, opens it, but pauses in the doorway. Without turning back, she asks, “Who do you want to be proud of the job you’ve done as a dad, Wes? Whose opinion do you care about?” 
 
    When I don’t answer after a long moment, she steps out and away. Sofia closes the door behind her, but I can still hear her light footsteps on the front step. 
 
    My hands go to my eyes, scrubbing and scrubbing with the palms like I can somehow clean myself of this afternoon. And when I can’t, I settle for walking back into the kitchen and sitting at my counter. Palms on the counter, I stay that way for a long time, just staring blankly at my refrigerator. 
 
    Having no real clue what I’ve done, or what I plan on doing next. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY: SOFIA 
 
    The curtain over my window is drawn tightly closed. 
 
    I’ve kept it dark in here. There’s something about the moody atmosphere that just feels right. The room is lit only by the vague glow of my laptop screen, the application to med school still pulled up. I glance over at it before crossing to sit on the edge of my bed. I collapse back, arms splayed out to the sides as I stare up at the nondescript ceiling. 
 
    It’s over. 
 
    Even if I had been left with questions after our fight the other day, they would have been answered by Wes ignoring me since. I heard Pops on a call with him this morning, complaining that he hasn’t been by the house. I don’t know what Wes said in reply, but whatever it was kept him far away from me. 
 
    This is over. I had only barely begun to let myself feel something, and it’s already ended. 
 
    There’s a stab in my chest at the thought. 
 
    I miss Wes—I fucking ache with how badly I want to walk over to his house—but maybe even more than my missing him, I hurt from the embarrassment. From finally letting myself deviate from the grand plan, only to be let down. 
 
    I’ve always had a vision for my future. I knew what I wanted from an early age and I knew how to make everything happen. My whole life is organization and planning and careful restraint. 
 
    But not with Wes Cooper. I met him at that community center, and it was like some other Sofia was woken up and given a chance to breathe. For the first time in my life, I took a step back and reassessed. Even though it felt nuts to lean into such a strong physical attraction—granted, it did eventually turn into something more—I let myself go. 
 
    And now what do I have to show for it? I’m not sure how I could be so stupid. I’m not sure how someone could live their whole life seeing the fruits of their labors and give that all up for one wild instinct. 
 
    My phone buzzes on my nightstand, and I hate that my chest tenses up with the barest hope. I fumble for the device, not caring at all when I knock off my glasses case and the book I’ve been reading. 
 
    I hold up the phone, the bright light making me squint in this darkness. 
 
    BASH: We’re coming for game night tonight! Should we bring sweet or salty? 
 
    I sigh and toss the phone back on the nightstand. I roll onto my side, drawing my knees up to my chest. Everything hurts, and the back of my neck still burns like I’ve just been publicly shamed. 
 
    My gaze lands on the open laptop on my desk. 
 
    Click “Confirm” to ensure your application reaches our submission team. Thanks for applying! 
 
    The Confirm button is blinking at me, a spot of bright blue in the white. 
 
    I push up from the bed, my head swimming. I rake my hands through my unwashed hair, then drag a few long tendrils over my face to hide my eyes. 
 
    I started working on this application and my practice tests before I ever got to Copper Springs. Before that, I was busting my butt in school for the best grades and taking all the right extracurriculars. I got in good with the popular professors who might give me the best references. Every single moment of my life was leading up to this one Confirm button. 
 
    But only a few days ago, I was considering giving it up. The idea of practicing as a physician’s assistant instead of a surgeon… I had never once thought of it before. And working in pediatrics? That never occurred to me before I got to talking with Kennedy and Brynn. In the span of a few short weeks, I’d reevaluated twenty-five years of preparation. 
 
    It was supposed to be a better fit in a million ways. An area of care that I enjoyed. Better hours for… for a possible family. A college near town, so I could stay with Pops. 
 
    So I could stay with Wes. 
 
    But what good is that now? Maybe there’s merit in going through with my application and getting the hell out of dodge. I never intended to stay this long in Copper Springs anyway, and Pops is clearly on the mend. I can come by and check on him over the weekends, and keep my distance from the neighbors living just beyond his backyard. I can play this smart. 
 
    I stand up suddenly then, making a firm decision. I stride over to the laptop, finger outstretched like I’m Sleeping Beauty at her spinning wheel. 
 
    Click. 
 
    *** 
 
    “That is so not fair,” Bash pouts as I retrieve the funny bone from the Operation character’s elbow. “Sofia is going to be a surgeon. She has an unfair advantage.” 
 
    It’s Gage’s turn now, and he eagerly takes my tweezers to hover over the Wish Bone. His little tongue sticks out of the corner of his mouth, and sweat beads on his forehead. He’s lowering the tweezers carefully, carefully… 
 
    He grins up at his dad, wishbone held expertly between the tweezers. Bash throws his empty bowl of chips into the air. 
 
    “We should have just played charades,” he mumbles as he gets up and stalks off toward the refrigerator. 
 
    Pops winks at me as he picks up the Operation box. His finger taps on the “Ages 6+” icon in the corner of the box. I manage a weak smile. 
 
    I’m still not up for this, but coming down to be with the family felt better than making a permanent body imprint in my bed. My head still feels heavy, and I itch to curl up on the ground and take in game night from the fetal position. Instead, I maintain a small amount of dignity and casually glance out the screen door to the backyard as Pops and Gage get up to get more snacks with Bash. 
 
    No lights coming on from over Pops’s fence. Maybe Wes is out tonight. He wouldn’t be with another woman—as he so clearly put it, the problem wasn’t with dating me, but dating in general. But maybe he’s meeting with an attorney or pulling some extra hours at the shop. Something to ready himself for the custody battle with his ex. 
 
    “I demand a new game,” Bash announces as he retakes his seat on the leather recliner. 
 
    “We’re not playing Go Fish or Old Maid,” my father says with a sly smile. “Even Gage is too old for those.” 
 
    Bash just scowls and digs around in his bowl to grab a new potato chip. He pops it into his mouth, crunching thoughtfully. 
 
    “We did play a rousing round of Never Have I Ever on the way to my appointment the other day,” Pops volunteers. “How ‘bout it, Gage? Got any secret Halloween candy stashes or first crushes to keep from your old man?” 
 
    Gage’s cheeks turn pink and he just shakes his head, smiling. 
 
    My stomach twists. 
 
    Never Have I Ever. How many fucking times can this game come up in one month? I glance out the screen door again, still searching for some low light even though I know very well there’s nothing I might do about it even if I do know Wes is home. 
 
    I can still see his deep blue eyes meeting mine in the rearview mirror. It had felt like we were having some kind of private conversation, something that transcended words and left us only with feeling. And all that was before we’d even allowed ourselves to go all in, to let each other grow close… 
 
    My stomach tightens further as I remember our second game of Never Have I Ever. The gazebo had looked like a scene from a fucking fairytale. Every little detail had been attended to, and I hadn’t been able to recall a better date I’d been on. And then when I’d felt Wes’s hot breath against my cheek… when his hands had found my ass and spread me to look at me… 
 
    A deep, shameful ripple of sensuality tears through me. I cross my legs tight and close my eyes, trying to recenter. It doesn’t seem fair that even now, even when Wes has removed himself from my life, I can still feel this way when I remember him. 
 
    “Not Never Have I Ever,” Bash is saying. “I still have some secrets from high school I plan on dragging to my grave.” 
 
    “If it’s the secret about how you refilled my liquor bottles with water, you can rest easy knowing the truth has been out for a long time.” Pops smirks and starts picking up the pieces that go with Operation. 
 
    Bash’s eyes widen. “You knew about that?” 
 
    “Sebastian,” Pops chuckles. “You filled up all my liquor bottles with water when you were done drinking with your friends. The trick might have worked with a high-end vodka, but with my whiskey…” 
 
    He grins, and Bash groans. I can’t help myself: my own sad little mouth tugs into a smirk. 
 
    “Well, you can rest assured, Gage will be better than his father,” Bash tells us, throwing an arm around his son. “Gage, did you already tell Pops about the Georgia National Fair?” 
 
    Gage is a quiet kid. He’s not shy, but he doesn’t waste time on a lot of extra talk. He gets into mischief just like his dad did, but he inherited a sneaky, reserved gene Bash never got. 
 
    But now Gage isn’t bothering to hide his emotions. He’s grinning up at his dad, clearly pretty proud of himself. 
 
    “Somebody won an art contest…” 
 
    Gage’s grin widens. “My painting will be on display at the fair. You can pay five dollars to go see it.” 
 
    Bash grabs his boy, pulling him down into his lap to muss his wild hair. Gage erupts into uncharacteristic giggles, thrashing against Bash’s tickles and teases. 
 
    “My kid did art!” Bash announces, the pride more than apparent on his face. “We’ve got a little Claude Money on our hands.” 
 
    “Claude Monet?” I ask. 
 
    “Hmm?” Bash turns to me, just blinking. 
 
    In a moment, he’s got Gage wrapped up in his arms again. The two of them are beaming out at us. 
 
    There’s a twinge in my chest at the sight of them. A tug deep in my belly. 
 
    Am I… jealous? 
 
    I scratch at the back of my head, remembering when Bash and Angel first got pregnant. I’d felt sick over the whole thing, and I’d gifted them these little info packets from the clinic about the merits of adoption. The idea of being pregnant in high school sounded like the absolute worst possible life outcome to me, the exact antithesis of everything I’d been working toward in my own life. 
 
    And I think for years I’d clung to some part of that. Even though I love my nephew so, so much, I still saw him as part of Bash’s Big Mistake. He was the hiccup in my brother’s trajectory. 
 
    And… maybe I was a little holier than thou about it. Maybe I’d seen myself as superior to my brother. He’d made a misstep, and it was my job to go back and correct it. 
 
    But seeing the two of them together now, I feel something entirely different. My chest aches and my head spins again and my hands clasp tightly together in my lap. 
 
    They look so damn happy to be together. Just Gage and Bash, a little family all on their own. And although teen pregnancy was a struggle for my brother and his girlfriend, I don’t think he’d go back and change anything. I think that right now, bragging about Gage’s art at the Georgia National Fair, Bash feels like Parent of the Year. 
 
    And I think I want that for myself. I think there’s a part of me that wishes maybe I’d aimed for more of a middle path. That maybe I’d have the little family Bash has, and it could be me holding my kid and just feeling so damn content. 
 
    I glance back out the screen door again. Still no lights. A wave of nausea rocks through me. 
 
    I loved Wes’s girls. I wasn’t their mom, and Wes and I weren’t together long enough for me to be a permanent fixture in their lives, but I still genuinely enjoyed interacting with them. They’d made me reconsider my career path just as much as he did. 
 
    And I’d loved seeing Wes be their dad. I’d loved how he lit up when he saw them and spoiled them rotten and teased them until they giggled and giggled and their cheeks turned pink. 
 
    In another life, I think I would have liked to be a part of what they had. I think I would have liked to have our child we made together sitting in my lap, cradled tight in my arms while I enjoy Wes and the girls and my dad and brother and nephew. 
 
    I blink then, feeling the tears sting at my eyes. 
 
    “Sofia? Are you okay?” 
 
    I look back at the group. Everyone is staring at me. 
 
    I dab at the corners of my eyes and put on my bravest smile. “I think I just need some water.” 
 
    I push up from off the carpet and head back to the kitchen. When I get inside, though, it hits me all over again. I’m left staggering to the counter, my breaths uneven and shallow. I place both palms face down and rest my head. 
 
    The tears come then, hot and fast and miserable. And when I hear Gage and Bash and Pops laughing in the family room again, there’s a fresh wave of pain. I make myself look up to see the screen door one more time. 
 
    Still no lights. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: WES 
 
    “No, Danielle, I won’t—” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Look, I’m going into work. We’ll have to talk about this later.” 
 
    “Wes, I’m being billed for this—” 
 
    “Well, fucking bill me!” 
 
    I hang up the call and shove my phone in my pocket, pushing open the door to the garage. I scrub at my eyes, which sting from the sleep I never got last night. Or the night before. I’m making a beeline for the coffee machine when I realize everyone is looking at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grumble. “I didn’t mean… well, I guess I shouldn’t have been loudly swearing at our place of work.” 
 
    Jack shrugs from his work bay. “The other day, Dom dropped a wrench on his toe and yelled the F-word while a mom dropped off her mini-van with her three children in the reception area. I think you’re fine.” 
 
    “You just look bad, man,” Grant chimes in, nodding along. “Way worse than when I was giving you shit about meeting my cousin.” 
 
    I shoot him a look, leaning into the irritation I felt a moment ago. 
 
    “Didn’t sleep last night,” I mutter, heading toward the lockers to ditch my stuff and grab my coveralls. “I guess I’m just a little tired.” 
 
    “They’re not wrong.” Dom joins the conversation, stepping out of his little office to cross his arms and lean up against the doorframe. “You look like you’ve been hit by a bus. You need a mental health day, man? Take a long lunch. Call up Sofia.” 
 
    My shoulders stiffen at that. I clear my throat as I step into my coveralls, doing my best to pretend nothing is up. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Dom says. “Did you two—” 
 
    “It’s nothing, okay?” I snap, looking up at everyone. “I just… I had a long weekend. And then Danielle called me with her lawyer this morning and it’s like one thing after another keeps coming at me. Can I just keep my head down and get some work done? Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    The guys all glance at each other, clearly uncomfortable by my little outburst. I swallow a lump that’s formed in my throat and brush past Luca to head to my work bay. 
 
    “Wes—” Luca starts, taking a step after me. 
 
    I turn, raising a hand. To my deep chagrin, the corners of my eyes are burning again, and I know my brow must be pinched together in the way my sister always says makes me look constipated. I can’t fucking care. 
 
    “Look, it was one bad weekend. I’ve survived worse. So I look a little tired—” 
 
    Luca is shaking his head. “It doesn’t look like you had a bad night, Wes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dom says, stepping out of the office. “It’s that ever since you got with Sofia, you’ve seemed like you’ve been having great nights. And now you look… well, you look hungover as shit, sure. But you look more like you did just a few weeks ago. You’re not smiling or anything. There’s, like, a light that’s gone from your eyes.” 
 
    I toss a work rag at him. “Is this an episode of Dr. Phil? Do you all want me to put my big boy feelings into words like I make my girls do? Am I supposed to let y’all hold my hands while I sing a ballad about my misery?” 
 
    “Something like that, yeah.” It’s Grant this time. His face is all screwed up, and he leaves his station to join the three of us. “You don’t have to hold our hands or sing songs. But you could let us in. You could let us listen and let us help you. It would be a start.” 
 
    “The cousin-lover isn’t wrong,” Dom says with a barely there smirk. “You’re good at a lot of things, Wes. You’re a good employee, and a great fucking dad. But you’re pretty terrible at accepting help. You’re allowed to take a morning and feel bad. You don’t have to be so on all the time.” 
 
    There’s a twitch in my chest at that. I pull away from the group, crossing my arms as I stride over to the back wall. I chew on the inside of my cheek as I think. 
 
    None of them knows what it’s like. The only father among them is Jack, and he’s a step-dad, which is a far cry from enduring single parenthood. They can’t understand the pressure I’m under, the things I have to prove. It’s all good and well that they’re here for me, but letting down my defenses now will only lead me toward a breakdown when I’m so close to pushing through to the finish line. 
 
    I close my eyes tight. I can feel a big vein throbbing on the side of my neck. 
 
    “I’m grateful for you all,” I manage, my voice hoarse. “I’m not too proud to let my friends into my life.” My shoulders stiffen as I turn back to them. “But this isn’t something you can fix for me, so I don’t see the point in spending a morning hashing over it. You’ve shown me your support. You’ve given me backup. So, thank you. Now, can we please leave this alone? If I can just keep up my energy for a little longer, this will all be over soon and I’ll be on the other side.” 
 
    Dom crosses his arms. “But at what cost?” 
 
    My gaze meets his, and my stomach turns in response. 
 
    “I’ve got a lot of work to do today,” I mutter. I stride through the garage, walking up to the bay doors to slide them up for new cars to approach. “Let me lose myself in a little work, alright?” 
 
    When I turn back to the guys, they all look pretty grim. I keep my head down as I walk back to my station, but I can feel them watching me the same way they were when I came in. 
 
    I press my lips tightly together, repeating to myself over and over again that I will not let my face falter when they’re watching me this way. I won’t give them an inch to think they need to swarm me or do anything else drastic. My eyes burn, and it takes everything I have not to wipe at them with the back of my arm. 
 
    *** 
 
    I put the girls down early. The hum of their white noise machine echoes through the house, audible even over the rumblings of Jeopardy on the TV. 
 
    “Who is Amerigo Vespucci?” I mutter at Ken Jennings, knocking back a swig of beer. 
 
    I’m getting drunk. I can feel it in my head, and in my warm, numb fingers, and in the slackened corners of my mouth as I slur out the Jeopardy answers. 
 
    I glance out the back screen door. Even from here, I can see Herc has the lights in his living room on. He’s up late, probably talking with Sofia about what a dick I was to her in the end. He didn’t mind that I went out with his daughter, but he’s sure as hell got to mind if I broke her heart. 
 
    So there goes a best friend and a girlfriend, in one fell swoop. I down the rest of my beer and set the empty on the coffee table. 
 
    I didn’t intend for everything to change like this. I never wanted the guys at work watching me so intently, or my best friend in the neighborhood harboring some grudge against me. And I certainly didn’t want my girls looking so damn disappointed when they asked if I could invite Sofia over for another movie tonight, and I had to tell them she wouldn’t be coming back. 
 
    Christ, that might have been the worst part of all this. I’d let Kennedy and Brynn get close to someone. They’ve never had to deal with that before, not with their father at least. Kevin was with Danielle from the start, but I’d always been so careful about who I invited into my daughters’ lives. I always had such a strict plan in place to do this on my own. It was never supposed to come up. 
 
    I’d let myself relax into the change. It had happened so slowly and so naturally, I hadn’t realized I was letting Sofia in until she was already so enmeshed in our lives. She knew exactly how to talk to Kennedy when she was being bossy or impatient. She knew just how to get Brynn to open up. 
 
    And she’d known just how to handle me. From the second I met her at that community center, I’d felt this strange spark with her. It’s like my body knew before my brain did that I’d have a connection to her. That she would get me, and get my girls, and know exactly what to do with us. 
 
    There’s an ache beneath my rib cage. I turn off Ken Jennings and rest my elbows on my knees, closing my eyes for a moment. 
 
    It had felt like fate that Sofia could relate so much to me. She knew exactly how it felt to need to prove something on your own, to succeed when others swore you would fail. For a while, I had called what we shared kismet. There was just an energy between us that transcended all logic or sense. Sometimes we didn’t even need to say the words out loud. We just felt them, and everything was right. 
 
    Those comfortable little silences in our conversations. The beats that made me uncomfortable when I first met her, but that I learned to love because they gave me a chance to look into her deep brown eyes and feel that she understood me in a way only she could. 
 
    I glance back at my screen door. The lights at Herc’s house have gone out, and our little corner of the neighborhood is dark again. Another intense ache pangs in my chest and I have to get up from the couch. I cross to the kitchen, depositing my empty beer bottle in the trash. 
 
    We’ll both be fine after this. Logically, I know that’s the truth. Sofia is young. She’s only twenty-five, and she’s got her whole life ahead of her to become a surgeon and have her own family and meet a new love of her life. 
 
    And I’ve got what I always had before. I’ve got my girls and the little life we’ve built together at Blue Pond Plantation. It’s not a lot, but it’s mine. 
 
    I turn off all the lights in the kitchen and head back to my bedroom. I get into my bed fully clothed, not caring that I reek of beer and haven’t brushed my teeth. Part of me wants to lean into the misery. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: WES 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    I groan as two tiny bodies jump on my belly. I blink up into the dim light of my bedroom, making out two tiny faces grinning down at me. 
 
    “Can we have pancakes?” Kennedy asks me. “It’s Histri’cal Figure Day!” 
 
    I heave them off me and onto the other side of the bed, then scrub at my eyes. “Oh man, I can’t believe I forgot!” 
 
    “My Amelia Earhart costume is in the living room,” Kennedy tells me, hopping off the bed and then offering her sister a hand to get down, too. “Ima need help with the buttons.” 
 
    I swing my legs out of bed, rubbing the palms of my hands all over the front of my face and down my neck, massaging out a few of the stubborn lumps that have formed in my muscles overnight. Every part of me is sore, like I’ve been pushing a new workout routine. For the first time this morning, I remember ending things with Sofia, and my body tightens up all over again. I can feel the movement in those sore muscles: direct correlation. 
 
    “Alright.” I gesture vaguely toward my bedroom door. “Onto the bathroom, ladies. Go brush your teeth and get your outfits on while I grab some pants and put my head on straight.” 
 
    Brynn giggles at the expression, taking my chin to twist my head so she can look at me. I can’t help but smile just a little in return. 
 
    The girls leave my room hand in hand, with Kennedy already excitedly telling her sister all about her Amelia Earhart costume. I close my eyes for a moment and mentally go over the laundry list of all that will need to get done in time for the big Historical Figure Day at school. 
 
    When I’ve pulled on some gym shorts and run a toothbrush over my teeth, I stumble down the hall. I can already hear the girls in the kitchen. Cabinets are being opened, and I really hope they haven’t started in on making the mix without me. The last time they tried, I ended up scrubbing pancake mix off every conceivable kitchen surface for nearly two weeks. 
 
    I round the corner and find them just as I predicted, pouring milk straight from the carton into a powder mix in a big silver bowl on the floor. 
 
    “Woah, ladies.” I bend down and retrieve the bowl, their faces instantly scowling up at me in disappointment. “I’m not going to stop the pancakes, but at least let me help.” 
 
    I glance at the bowl in my hands, and my chest constricts. Another small reminder of Sofia. It’s the silver bowl she brought snacks in that night we watched The Little Mermaid. It must have been left behind. 
 
    I glance at the screen door, but with the sun up now, there’s no way to tell if Herc or Sofia are home. I’m not sure what I would have gleaned from that information, anyway. It just triggers something inside of me when I know she’s there, living her life without me. It’s like poking at a sore spot instead of letting it properly heal. I can’t help myself. 
 
    I clear my throat and deposit the silver bowl on the countertop. I drag over the girls’ kitchen stools and place them on either side of me. Kennedy and Brynn clamber up, hands already going everywhere in their attempts to snatch up measuring cups and teaspoons. I laugh a little, waving them off. 
 
    “One at a time, heathens.” 
 
    Together, we get the mix ready. Kennedy hops down to drag the griddle from its station in the lower cabinet by our oven, and Brynn decides it’s her job to collect chocolate chips to sprinkle in to the batter. We’re a mess of powder and sticky mix by the end of our work, but the result is a not-too-shabby stack of pancakes, ready for consumption. 
 
    “Eat at the table,” I instruct, grabbing three plates from a top cabinet to hand down to Kennedy. “And be careful about spills on your school clothes.” 
 
    Kennedy just shrugs as she and Brynn bring the plates over to the dining room table. “It doesn’t matter, Daddy. I’m just going to change into Amelia Earhart when I get to Miss Blaire’s class.” 
 
    I spear a massive bite of pancake, douse it in maple syrup, and nod at Kennedy as I cross through the dining area over to our living room. 
 
    “And you said you have all the pieces ready?” I ask her. “Everything is in place for your big presentation?” 
 
    She nods, wolfing down her own huge bite of pancake. 
 
    “Got the jacket,” she mutters through a mouthful of jacket. “And the boots. My mini airplane is in my backpack. And last night, when Aunt Scarlett was with us while you were finishing at work, she and Brynn helped me with—” 
 
    “The goggles.” 
 
    I hold up the piece, examining it in the early morning light. 
 
    Yesterday morning when I left for work, they were a crudely painted pair of old swim goggles. Honestly, they didn’t even fit Kennedy very well. She’d outgrown them forever ago, and we used them occasionally when Brynn wanted her eyes covered at the pool. 
 
    Now, though, they’ve been deconstructed and glued down to an old baseball cap of mine. The bill has been stripped off, and the whole thing has been dyed brown. There are two flaps of fabric meant to hang down over the ears. It’s a far cry from an Amazon-ordered costume, but it still looks a hell of a lot better than it did yesterday. 
 
    In the bottom corner of one of the ear flaps, I spy three little sets of initials penned on. KC. SC. BC. Kennedy, Scarlett, and Brynn. 
 
    I hold up the goggles, gesturing them at my daughter. “I thought you were so hellbent on not getting any help? This was supposed to be your big, special project?” 
 
    Her eyes light up and she leaves her pancakes to dash over to me and the goggles. She takes them from my hands and starts pointing at a hundred tiny details. 
 
    “Aunt Scarlett had the idea for the old baseball cap,” she explains. “I hope that’s okay. We used the Florida Gators one Uncle Dom gave to you as a joke for Christmas. Scar said you wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    I blink. “Um, she was right. I wouldn’t. What else did you—” 
 
    “Brynn said we had to add the ear flaps, and she cut them out of felt,” Kennedy announces. 
 
    It’s Brynn’s turn to hop down from the kitchen table and walk over. She’s blushing a bright pink as she smiles up at me. Her pride is beyond evident, and when her big sister walks over to sling an arm around her shoulder, my dad heart nearly loses it. 
 
    “It’s just---” I start, fumbling over my words. “I thought you wouldn’t let any of us touch this stuff? Wasn’t it a huge deal that you do this yourself?” 
 
    Kennedy just shrugs. “Why would I say no to good ideas? I’m totally getting a Check Plus on this project. Miss Blaire is gonna send my picture to the newspaper.” 
 
    She and Brynn trot back to the dining room table then, already chatting on about how they should fix Kennedy’s hair to make it more costume-appropriate. I’m left standing in the center of our living room, staring down at the homemade goggles. 
 
    Kids are fucking weird. Kennedy has known about this project since the first day of school, and she’s been yammering on and on about getting it perfect because there’s some book prize for the kid in class who has the best costume. We took a special trip to Walmart and to the shoe store looking for her boots. She locked herself in her and Brynn’s room for an entire afternoon practicing “Amelia Earhart makeup” or whatever that means. She was determined to do it all herself, and to get it perfectly right. 
 
    But just like that, she’s changed her mind. I’m away at work for one afternoon and she’s let her kid sister and her aunt design new goggles, and now she’s even inviting Brynn to help her get ready for the big day. 
 
    My stomach twists, and I regret the one big bite of pancake I scarfed down. I’m still staring at this little costume piece, weighing it out in my hands. 
 
    Something twinges in my chest again. 
 
    My six-year-old has done a better job of accepting help than I have. 
 
    I think back to the garage again, when all the guys were ganging up and insisting on making me talk to them. I’d thought that if I let them in, I’d come off as weak or emotional or needy. I thought they would never look at me the same way, never seen the proud single dad I’d worked so hard to become. 
 
    I think back to Herc, too. How he came over to my trailer that first day Danielle and I split up for good. He’d told me I could raise my kids without a wife… but he never said that I had to. Instead, he’d offered me the kind of help I’ve taught myself to rebuff these days. He’d brought over that chocolate milk for me and my kids and continued to be there for me whenever I needed him most. Maybe I just never pushed him away the way I have others, because he was always there helping from that first moment. I got so used to Herc, I never thought of doing this thing without him. 
 
    And then I think back to Sofia. 
 
    I think back to how much lighter I felt when she was in my home. How easy it was when she picked things up with my girls, and how we’d felt like the kind of little family I’d spent years telling myself I didn’t want or need. 
 
    I look up now, taking in the tiny house I renovated for me and my children. Blood, sweat, and tears went into this place. Every ounce of love I have went into it. I think I proved I could hold my own, and then some. 
 
    But it had turned me into a shell of myself to do it. 
 
    I’d given up on dating. I’d spent my nights alone with the girls, largely forsaking time with friends that weren’t Herc or my sister and brother-in-law. I hadn’t even taken care of myself physically. When I’d step into that shower or fall into bed when the girls were asleep, I wasn’t capitalizing on a moment of privacy. I was too damn tired to do anything that wasn’t strictly utilitarian. And if I did do anything for myself, I felt so fucking guilty about squandering time and energy that could have been spent on my children. 
 
    My phone buzzes, and I jump a little in surprise. I set down Kennedy’s goggles, fumbling in my pants to retrieve the device. 
 
    DANIELLE: Don’t forget. Call this morning. 
 
    My stomach tightens. 
 
    Danielle isn’t going to take these girls away from me. She’s not in the right here and I’m not going to let her get away with this. 
 
    But maybe I don’t have to fight the fight on my own. Maybe I can ask for help. 
 
    My teeth grit together on instinct, and I have to force myself to relax my jaw. I glance back through the screen door, hating that there’s a fence obstructing my view of Herc’s house. My heart rate picks up in my chest. 
 
    I want to call Sofia. I want to fucking jump that fence so I can just talk to her, get her input and hear her voice. My damn heart is beating so hard now, I can feel it thumping out a rhythm across my body. 
 
    Fuck. I don’t know what to fucking do. 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    The girls burst in from the hallway and I turn to see them. Kennedy has her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, with only her bangs poking out to imitate Earhart’s short haircut. Her cheeks are doused in rouge; not exactly Earhart inspired, but I would bet she couldn’t pass up an opportunity to crack out her Barbie play makeup kit. 
 
    “How do I look?” She gives me a twirl, and my heart thumps again. 
 
    “You look amazing,” I tell her, walking toward both my girls. “Definitely ready to show off to your class.” 
 
    “Can I show Sofia first?” She asks. “We can stop by her house before school and—” 
 
    I turn around, looking back through that screen door. Whatever else Kennedy has said has faded out, because the heartbeat is so loud in my ears I can’t hear anything else. 
 
    “I… yes,” I say. “I think we just might do that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: SOFIA 
 
    “I think I’m having another heart attack.” 
 
    Pops clutches his chest in mock pain, his face making an exaggerated wince. He peeks one eye open, glancing at me to see if his charade had the intended effect. 
 
    All I can manage in return is a grim, close-lipped smile. I turn back to the scattered clothes on my bed, folding the last of them into neat stacks that will fit in my only suitcase. 
 
    “The doctors say your recovery has been incredible,” I tell him. It’s a chore to keep my voice steady. Even after all this time I’ve had to think things over and come to terms with the fact that Wes and I are over, I’m still shaking half the goddamn time. I’m still glancing out the windows, wondering if I’ll glimpse him in the neighborhood. “They also say the attack was an anomaly. You’re healthy as a horse.” 
 
    Pops shoves his hands in his pockets and leaves my doorway to join me in my room. He reaches out, touching my forearm. I pause for a moment, my breath catching. We both know I don’t want to leave. He’s giving me an out, but I’m not taking it. 
 
    “Can you at least tell me what happened? I haven’t heard from Wes in days.” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” I say with a loud sigh. I set aside the last of my clothes and turn to him, crossing my arms. “We tried something, Pops. It didn’t work out. And now it’s time for me to go.” 
 
    His brow pinches in the middle. “It’s just that you look—” 
 
    “What?” I snap. I immediately regret my tone of voice. Turning around to sit on the edge of my bed, I cross my arms and stare down at the floor. “I know you liked us together. You were the world’s coolest dad about your best friend dating your kid, and all that chillness was wasted on Sofia York.” 
 
    I make myself smile up at him, knowing the expression won’t quite reach my eyes. It doesn’t matter; I just need to let him know I’m trying to move on here. 
 
    “It’s not like I’ll be gone for good,” I tell him. “I’ll come back over break. And my apartment really isn’t that far from Copper Springs. If you ever want to meet for lunch in the city, I’d love to do that.” 
 
    Pops sighs and shakes his head. “You haven’t even been accepted to school yet. There’s still so much time. Save on the rent and stay with me for a little longer. You can live up here in your bedroom and I won’t give you an ounce of grief.” 
 
    He reaches out and makes me give him my hand. This time when I give him that close-lipped smile, it’s a little more real. I squeeze his fingers. 
 
    “Who knew Stepford could grow on me?” I say. “I’ve gotten used to the amenities in your yuppy neighborhood, old man. I promise I’ll be back to abuse my privileges soon.” 
 
    I push up from the bed then and pull my bag off the mattress. It lands on my carpet with a dull thud, somehow exactly the same sound I imagine my heart making in my chest right now. 
 
    “Right now, I just need to throw myself into something new,” I explain. “I know I haven’t been accepted to school yet, but I can still volunteer or get a side job or just study up for when the semester does start. Before you know it, I’ll be at the top of my class and you can tell all your new rich friends that your kid is gonna be a surgeon.” 
 
    Something dark flickers in his eyes. He takes my hand again, and this time he squeezes my fingers. 
 
    “Don’t go. Don’t make me beg.” 
 
    “Pops.” 
 
    We stand in my room for a long moment, just looking at each other and holding hands. My heart fucking burns to look at him. 
 
    Beyond what I had with Wes, these past few weeks in Blue Pond have been great. It’s been an unexpected pleasure to see my dad in this fancy new house, having finally made it after all those years of hard labor. I liked the town, I liked our game nights, and I’d even started to like the view of the Blue Pond Mommy Book Club down the street, as they make hilarious judgmental faces at each walker passing by their usual porch. 
 
    This place had started to feel like a home. A real home, more than our little trailer in Ainsley’s Mill ever had. 
 
    And what’s more… I’m not exactly looking forward to jumping back into school prep. I submitted my application, sure, but I keep thinking back to that little side dream of working in pediatrics. I have this whole other fantasy in my mind of coming home at three o’clock every day and greeting my own children at the school bus stop. I’d be tired but so happy as I walked them back to my house to greet… 
 
    I straighten up and clear my throat. 
 
    “I’m just gonna go put this in my car,” I say. “I’ll eat some lunch before I leave, but then I probably ought to hit the road. You know how that Atlanta rush hour traffic can get.” 
 
    Pops just nods. He bends down and grabs one end of my heavy suitcase, and together we navigate the hall and down the stairs. 
 
    “Bash is coming over this weekend with Gage,” he tells me. “They’re going to watch football and eat junk food. You’re welcome to come over and pretend you know what’s going on in the game.” 
 
    I smile at that. Still, my chest twinges at the possibility of running into a certain neighbor who might come over to watch UGA play. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I say. “But I’ll be settling back into my place. There will be so much packing and cleaning to do. I’ll be up to my ears in—” 
 
    I push open the front door and stop in my tracks. The suitcase bumps into me from behind, and Pops curses under his breath. 
 
    “Sofia, what—” 
 
    “Hey,” I breathe. I have nothing else to say. My mouth can’t seem to form words, and my legs can’t seem to move me forward. 
 
    But Wes looks about the same as he stands in front of his car. I can see the girls through the front window, watching us with eager eyes. 
 
    And then he takes a step toward me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: WES 
 
    “I’ve blocked in your car.” 
 
    It’s the only thing I can manage to say, and at least it’s true. I gesture back at my own car, like Sofia somehow might not be able to see for herself. The girls wave enthusiastically through the window, having no real clue what’s going on outside. 
 
    “Oof.” Herc sets down his end of Sofia’s suitcase and meets my eye to give me a wink. “My heart… I think I need to go take my pills and sit down inside.” 
 
    Sofia whips around, her arm shooting out to stop her father. But Herc wriggles free and shuts the door behind him. We both hear it lock. 
 
    She turns back around to look at me. There’s a panic in her eyes, and it hurts my heart to see it there. Her mouth opens and closes, and finally she just settles for shaking her head. There’s another twitch beneath my ribs as I see the bottoms of her eyes misting over. 
 
    “Wes,” she gasps. “I don’t know what you expect me to say here, but—” 
 
    I step forward, holding up a hand. “I don’t expect you to say anything. Not a damn word.” 
 
    I glance back at the car behind me. The girls have returned to whatever conversation they were having, and can’t seem to hear us out here. No mention of a Swear Jar to give me away. I turn back to Sofia, steeling myself. 
 
    “You work so fucking hard,” I tell her. “I know because… because we’re the same, you and me. Because I get it. So you don’t need to do any of the heavy lifting in this conversation. Leave that all to me.” 
 
    Sofia says nothing else, but I do note that she lets go of her suitcase handle to clasp her hands together over her abdomen. My stomach tightens and I take a step toward her. 
 
    “I was an idiot,” I start. “I was a fucking asshole. And I was self-centered and short-sighted and all the other things my ex-wife liked to call me when she was in too deep with the wine bottle. You already know I fucked up one relationship. I’m really good at that, and clearly I can do it again.” 
 
    Her bottom lip quivers, and her dark brow furrows. It’s not exactly encouragement, but I decide to take it anyway. I take another step toward her. 
 
    “But when I’m with you, I’m better,” I say. “Even when I’m operating at peak capacity and I’m dad-ing so fucking hard it would make a PTA president swoon, I’m nowhere near as good as I am when I’m with you.” 
 
    “Wes,” she breathes. 
 
    “Don’t,” I cut her off. “I do the heavy lifting here, remember? I’ll let you know the role you can play at the very end.” 
 
    I look down at the concrete, digging the toe of my work boots into the driveway. 
 
    “I thought I had to do this thing alone,” I tell her. “I thought that if I let anyone help me, they wouldn’t count me as a success. I had something to prove, and it was that I could run a family all by myself despite what my ex or the community or whoever the hell else had to say about it. And you know what? It sucked doing everything by myself. It sucked being lonely and spending weekends watching my Jeopardy reruns and taking extra shifts at work just because I was fucking bored. The time I spent with you was the first time in forever that I felt like I had something to look forward to that wasn’t just taking care of the girls. You were my first good thing in so, so long.” 
 
    Fuck: there’s a tear running down Sofia’s cheek. Everything in me wants to close the gap between us, to take her face in my hand and wipe that tear up with my thumb. I want to bury her in kisses, to pick her up and press myself into her until I’m suffocated by her scent. 
 
    But I hold back. I’m trembling where I stand, shaking at my very core. But I have to say this first. I have to get it all out. 
 
    “Don’t leave,” I say. “Don’t go back to Atlanta. If your dad doesn’t have the ability to keep you in his place, you can fucking stay in mine. Just give me another shot. If I can spend two years proving my worth as a single dad, I can spend a whole fucking lifetime proving my worth as your partner. I need you in my life, Sofia. I was an imbecile to ever tell myself I didn’t. Hell, I think I knew better all along.” 
 
    She makes a small noise then. It sounds like a strangled cross between a cry and a laugh. But then the tiniest smile edges its way onto her lips, and my chest swells. I’ve got to keep going. 
 
    “I’ll grovel for you,” I tell her. “I’ll get down on my fucking knees right here and give the Book Club something they can really gossip about. Just forgive me. Take me back and take my girls back and I swear to God I will make it worth your while—” 
 
    She’s running to me then. She’s jumping into my arms and I have to think quick to catch her as she swings her thighs around my waist. Sofia’s mouth is on mine then, as she holds my jaw in both hands. Her grip on me is unforgiving, almost brutal. I can feel that same electric energy I did from the very first day, that thing that draws us to one another like we’re magnets. 
 
    Her tongue sweeps into my mouth, and I can’t help but groan. She laughs a little and pulls back. When I take in her face, I can see now that the tears are falling freely. 
 
    “You were a big fucking idiot,” she agrees with me. “But I think—over time—I might be able to house train you. Like my dad has been doing with Garbage.” 
 
    I laugh at that. “You can whip and flay me if it makes you decide to stay for good.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” she whispers, setting her forehead to mine. “We always did have kind of an insane thing going on in the bedroom. Your girls really can’t hear us, right?” 
 
    “I swore a bunch of times and Kennedy didn’t come running with the Swear Jar,” I tell her. “I could describe in detail how I plan on blowing off work today to take you back to my bedroom and fuck you until you can’t walk straight, and they wouldn’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    We both turn then. My body tenses and I give an awkward wave. 
 
    “Um, morning Mr. and Mrs. Peterson.” 
 
    The old man and his wife shoot us a very disapproving look before heading back down the street to keep walking their dog. When I turn back to Sofia, she’s got her hand over her eyes. But her shoulders are shaking, giving away her amusement. Finally, a loud laugh gets through and she collapses over my shoulder. I hug her tight, laughing with her. 
 
    When she pulls back to look at me again, I tuck the hair behind her ears and get a good look at her. God, she’s beautiful. 
 
    “I’m not sure either of us were suited for life outside the trailer park,” Sofia muses. 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to learn together,” I tell her. I lean forward, planting another kiss on her soft, tan cheek. Her scent wrecks me, so soft and sweet and feminine. So different from my own. “We’ll have to help each other.” 
 
    “I think I can handle that,” she whispers. 
 
    There’s a sound behind us, and I realize the car doors have opened up. 
 
    “Yuck!” 
 
    We turn, Sofia still wrapped around me and my hands on her ass as I hold her up. Kennedy and Brynn have popped their heads out of the car. They make hilarious faces of disgust, and Kennedy pretends to choke. 
 
    “Get over it, ladies. You’re going to be seeing a lot more of this.” 
 
    I walk Sofia over to the passenger side of my car. 
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” She asks with a laugh in my ear. “My suitcase—” 
 
    “Your dad will bring it inside,” I tell her. “Or if he’s really smart, he’ll just drop it at my front door. You’re coming to school drop-off, madame. And then you’re coming to school pick-up after that. And drop-off again tomorrow. The point is, you’re never going out of my sight.” 
 
    I open the car door and drop her in. Sofia and the girls laugh as she struggles against me while I buckle her in. I just grin at them, shut the door behind me, and head around to the driver’s side. 
 
    As I’m passing by the front of the car, I look up and see a figure in the front window. Herc catches my eye and smiles softly. 
 
    He really is entirely too chill about me getting with his daughter. 
 
    But hell if I’m going to complain. 
 
    I wave at him, and he waves at me back. I made it, Herc. Maybe there were people who didn’t think I would. And there will definitely still be obstacles in the future to keep me on my toes—those messages from my ex and her lawyer aren’t far from the back of my mind. 
 
    But where those things terrified me just this morning, now I know I can handle them. Where I fall short, Sofia is my back up and vice versa. 
 
    Never Have I Ever felt so fucking happy. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    EPILOGUE: SOFIA 
 
    Five years later 
 
    “No, nope, no way. Get out!” 
 
    Dom waves his arm at us as Wes leads me into Bianchi and Sons. 
 
    “Thank God I caught you two on my way out to lunch. Now get out.” 
 
    “Um, you could try being a gentleman?” Wes reminds him. “This is your sister-in-law, after all.” 
 
    Dom just crosses his arms and shakes his head. “No way. What that chick has is catching. Scarlett and I just barely had our sixth anniversary. We’re not ready for—” 
 
    I laugh, despite Dom’s very apparent panic. “I’m not sure how much control you have over the situation. You two are always screwing like bunnies. Damn, just last week we caught you in your Ma’s car with the—” 
 
    Dom waves me off, scowling. “We still have time, damn it. Grant and Luca are already expecting kids before the end of the year. Clearly, you are the catalyst.” 
 
    I run a hand over my swollen belly, and slip my other hand into my husband’s. I glance over at Wes, unable to hold back the smile that always takes over my face when we talk about my pregnancy. 
 
    It hadn’t been easy for us. We’d started trying basically right away, as soon as we officially tied the knot and I had a year of PA school under my belt. But I’d gotten an early PCOS diagnosis, and the doctors were concerned that Wes was rounding past forty. 
 
    It hadn’t been the worst wait in the world. I have two incredible step-daughters who make waiting on my biological child a little easier. Kennedy and Brynn are over the moon about this new baby, and they’ve gone a little crazy about helping us decorate the spare room and buy baby gear. 
 
    “You can just enter around the back,” Dom continues, interrupting my chain of thought as he guides me back toward the exit. “Scar is in the garage talking to the boys before she heads to our car and if you could just slip in and get whatever it is you’re here for without her seeing you and getting inspired, that would be excellent…” 
 
    I push aside Dom’s wrist as Wes puts a hand to his chest. 
 
    “Man-handle my pregnant wife again, Bianchi, and we’re going to have a problem.” He winks and smirks, letting Dom know he’s just playing. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” I tell both boys. I rub my hands up and down the sides of Dom’s face, taking joy in his grimace. “Now you’re covered with the pregnancy germ. You’re basically cursed to conceive twins the next time you and Scar get it on.” 
 
    Dom’s cheeks turn red. “Don’t you put that evil on me.” 
 
    I laugh as Wes takes my hand again and pulls me back past Scarlett’s desk toward the shop door. 
 
    His hand glides down to squeeze my ass as he pushes me through, and my stomach tightens in response. He hasn’t been able to keep his fucking hands off me. Whatever pheromone I’m giving off in this third trimester, scientists should really bottle and sell to single people. 
 
    “My cell should just be in my locker,” he says, slipping past me to go to the back of the shop. “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “Ay, Sofia!” 
 
    I wave at Grant, who is motioning from a bay a few spots away. Luca looks up to his left, then Jack to his right. 
 
    “How are the pregnancies, boys?” 
 
    They exchange a look and burst into laughter. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “You have to swear not to say a word to Ellie…” Grant starts. 
 
    Okay, now I’m hooked. “What?” 
 
    “We’ve caught them after hours and before hours going at it in here,” Wes answers for him with a laugh. “Let’s just say that Mrs. Hawking from down the street would probably spontaneously combust if she knew what happened on the hood of her car.” 
 
    Grant’s face is bright red, but I notice a proud smile tugging up one corner of his mouth. “It’s the hormones, man,” he says, shaking his head. “Damn woman is insatiable.” 
 
    I snort, glancing over at Luca. “And Adriana? Are you also drowning in hormones?” 
 
    “This is baby number two for us,” he says. “If there was a moment between our other kiddo waking us up for late-night drinks of water or lullabies for us to have time to bone, believe me, I’d be bragging about it as much as Grant.” 
 
    I glance over at Wes, red-hot memory lighting up the back of my neck and perking my tits. We’d almost been caught last night ourselves. Luca isn’t wrong—it’s fucking hard to hook up with kids in the house, a lot harder than I had anticipated back when we were having sex when we were dating and Danielle had the girls over the weekends. 
 
    It’s 50/50 custody now, and it has been for a while. I know it had been a monumental change for Wes, and we’d talked about it endlessly before telling our lawyer about the concession. But it wasn’t full time with Danielle, and this way the girls got to see their parents equally. Maybe Danielle isn’t the parent I’d be—my hand drops to my belly as I think, rubbing slow circles—but she’s got a chance to grow now. She’s got a chance to get to know her girls, and then they can come home to us and we take our turn. 
 
    And in the meantime, it means that fifty percent of the time Wes and I can fuck in our own living room without fear of impressionable eyes or stepping in leftover kid snacks. 
 
    “Got it.” Wes holds up his cell phone and walks back over to me. 
 
    “We’ll see you all this weekend at Kennedy’s birthday party?” I ask. 
 
    “What does she want?” Jack asks. 
 
    “Anything to do with baking,” I provide. “She’s going through a chef phase. She’s made us watch every episode of Chopped.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” Jack grins. 
 
    Wes takes me by the elbow and guides me back toward Dom’s office. 
 
    “Just one more thing,” he says. “I think I forgot a check in there.” 
 
    I smile at the boys and follow my husband through the shop. We step into Dom’s littered office, and to my surprise, he closes the door behind us. 
 
    “You know if you leave the office door open, there’s less belly taking up the precious few square feet of space. You might actually be able to find your paycheck.” 
 
    In response, Wes just presses me up against Dom’s door and crashes his lips to mine. One hand fumbles behind my back and he locks the door behind us. 
 
    “You seriously thought you could make jokes about fucking in front of my friends and not expect me to get riled up?” 
 
    He grabs my wrist, dragging my hand down to cup his throbbing cock. There’s a flood of warmth between my legs, and my neck rolls, pressing my perked tits up against his chest. 
 
    “They’re going to hear,” I mutter into his ear with a giggle. 
 
    Wes doesn’t care. He’s already snaked one hand down the front of my shirt to pull out my breast. It’s swollen from pregnancy, at least two cup sizes bigger than it usually is. My heart thumps in my chest as I watch his eyes widen. He dips his head down, catching the sensitive pink nipple between his two front teeth. 
 
    “Good thing we’ve got a lot of practice being quiet,” he says with his own dark snicker. 
 
    I can’t answer. My body has been in overdrive since I got pregnant, and every sense is on fire. My breasts are heavy and sore and I can’t help but reach up to grab one and feed it to him, gasping at how he sucks so much of the taut skin into his eager mouth. 
 
    My gorgeous fucking husband. His dark hair has streaked with further gray in the last few years, and the wrinkles around his eyes have deepened. He makes jokes about getting too old for me, but he can’t begin to know how much I love it. He’s my protector. My man. 
 
    My partner. 
 
    His hand glides down my chest, over the curve of my belly, then tucks past the stretchy waistband of my jeans. After five years together, his fingers know just where to go. He pushes past my panties, fingers curling in the mound of dark hair there. When one finger glides down and slides into me, I let loose a low, aching moan. 
 
    So much has changed with time. A husband, two step-daughters, a baby on the way. But our insane physical chemistry is just the same. It’s just as hot as it was that first day. 
 
    I lean into the feeling now, never wanting to hold back the way I used to. 
 
    I yank my husband’s hand out of my pants, shimmy down my jeans, and turn to face the door so my ass is pressed against him. When he eagerly reaches down to cup my cheeks and examine them, I shiver. 
 
    “You know what I want,” I groan. 
 
    “God bless pregnancy hormones,” Wes mutters as he undoes his belt. 
 
    When he thrusts into me, it takes everything I have not to scream. Instead, I just smile blindly, my cheek pressed into the door as he beats a rhythm into my waiting cunt. 
 
    Everything in the world is perfect. Everything in the world is right. 
 
    Is this what I expected from my life five years ago? Not even close. It’s better. 
 
    I press my palms to the office door, smiling as my face is pressed up against the wood. 
 
    THE END 
 
    *** 
 
    Did you enjoy Stalled? Binge the complete series here! Each book in the Mechanics on Main series features a different couple and may be enjoyed in any order. 
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