
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Stay With Me

    

    




      
        London James

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by London James

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To hate or not to hate?

        Ashton King and I were total opposites.

        I was a nerdy bookworm. He was the star of my high-school.

        There was a secret no one knew and I dared not tell.

        I didn’t want anyone but him.

        But he only saw me as his best-friend’s little sister.

        And one crushing moment turned love to hate.

        It’s been years since I last saw him.

        He’s now a retired Navy Seal, and looking right me.

        We’re forced back into each other’s lives. I should’ve kept him away.

        If only I didn’t let things get too far.

        Fulfilling my fantasies came at a high price.

        I don’t think I can just run away from this one.
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      Unexpected party invites are kind of like Murphy’s Law—anytime you don’t want to be invited to a party, you’ll be dragged to one.

      I’m rarely not in the mood to hang out with anyone, but today is one of my rare, introverted moments despite the 4th of July holiday. I got a bottle of white wine from the store down the block, made myself some cheesy pasta, and I’m in my cozy clothes for a night in. My roommate and best friend Zara is out of town for the long weekend, so I don’t anticipate being interrupted by anyone but my cat, Chunk, who’s too busy sleeping on the windowsill to bug me.

      So, of course, my phone lights up with a call from my older brother Ben. He never calls, so I assume it’s serious.

      “Ben?” I ask, sounding way too alarmed.

      “Briony? Are you okay?” he asks.

      “What? I’m fine. I’m at home. You called me, didn’t you? Why would I be the one who wasn’t okay?” I unscrew the top of my wine — because I’ve broken too many corks in my life— and pour myself a glass.

      “I could have been calling to check on you. You sounded like you were alarmed.” He clears his throat. “Anyway, you’re coming tonight, right?”

      I groan. How could I have forgotten about his 4th of July party? “Shoot, did you send an invite this year?”

      “Yes, of course I did.” He doesn’t sound annoyed, thankfully. Not that he ever does. “But I figured the whole sibling thing meant that you were ride or die for the party, invite or not.”

      “I don’t go to all of your parties,” I scoff, standing up and sipping my wine, wandering toward my bedroom.

      “I know that, but it’s a rooftop party. You can’t not have fun at a rooftop party,” Ben continues. “You have to come tonight.”

      He isn’t wrong, to some extent. If there was any 4th of July party I was ever going to hit up, it would have to be one of Ben’s. Where did this party-planning gene come from, and why don’t I have it? He always manages to make everyone have fun, even if all he has is a kiddie pool full of some unholy combination of alcohol, juice, and soda, and a phone in a bowl to amplify its sound.

      Ok, maybe the kiddie pool full of liquor has more to do with the fun at that kind of party.

      “I’m already in my robe with a glass of wine. Convince me why I should come out when I have the apartment to myself, plus a whole season of Great British Baking Show to indulge in.”

      I flop backward onto my bed, staring at the splotch of water damage along the edge of the ceiling and holding my glass of wine on my stomach.

      “Wait, are you ok? You’re never down like this,” he says, suddenly turning into Soft Ben. Our family jokes that he has two modes—Energy Ben, the extremely extroverted guy who throws parties and loves to go skydiving, and Soft Ben, the emotionally connected protector. Soft Ben comes out whenever I seem to be in the slightest bit of trouble. He can sniff it out like a bomb dog.

      “Ehn,” I sigh. “Just another few bad dates.”

      I say it as casually as I can, but the sting of being strung along by some guy yet again burns, badly. This time it was a guy who I’d thought was great—at first, he’d responded to texts in a reasonable amount of time, not waiting a long time just to not seem too interested. We’d had some nice conversations over a few dates and had just enough in common for things to not be boring. We slept together once. It was… fine. A solid B-minus in the sex department. But I’d figured it was something we could work on once we learned about each other’s bodies a bit more.

      Apparently not, though, because he ghosted me. Why can’t anyone just come out and say when they aren’t interested anymore? It would save both of us so much trouble. I wouldn’t have spent as much time as I did staring at my phone, wondering what happened.

      What had happened? Was it the sex? That would hurt the most. I’d been dumped at least twice in college for not putting out, and now a decade or so later, I’m getting dumped for putting out. Badly, apparently, though he got an orgasm out of it. I can’t say the same for myself.

      “I’m sorry, Little B,” Ben says. “You deserve some guy who’s not a douchebag.”

      I swallow the knot in my throat. “Thanks, Big B.”

      “But seriously, come to the party. It’ll make you feel better, and it would mean a lot to me if you came,” he says, in the rare state of Sort-of-Soft-but-Turning-into-Energy Ben.

      “You have a 4th of July party every year. What’s so special about this one?” I ask, feeling slightly suspicious. He’s also the kind of person who thinks surprise parties are fun rather than heart attacks waiting to happen.

      “Just trust me. It’s the first one in our new place, and the view will be great.” He pauses. “Please? Be the best younger sister ever?”

      I sigh again, sitting up. “Fine. See you tonight.”

      So I slap on the most patriotic outfit I can muster: a white spaghetti-strap sundress that hits me just below the knee, navy blue wedge espadrilles, and red lipstick. The subway ride from my apartment in Brooklyn to his in lower Manhattan is stuffed to the gills with people in red, white, and blue, holding coolers and arguing about leaving too late to get a good viewing spot for fireworks.

      Ben is totally right about his awesome roof. It has a phenomenal view of the rest of Manhattan and even to the Bronx and beyond, glowing in the setting sun. I already see some fireworks going off way toward the horizon. It’s going to be amazing when it’s fully dark.

      “Hey! You made it!” Ben’s girlfriend, Daisy, spots me first and gives me a hug. She always smells so welcoming, like flowers and sunshine, and hugs like she means it. Her long blonde waves tickle my bare shoulders as she gives me a squeeze.

      “Yeah, I decided last minute,” I shrug.

      “Want a drink?” She swirls around to gesture at the bar, the scent of jasmine wafting off of her.

      “Want a drink? More like need a drink. Anything’s fine as long as it’s not whiskey or rye.” I follow her to the little bar they’d set up. There’s a big bowl of punch with hibiscus flowers floating in the middle.

      “Rum punch it is, then. Rough week?” she asks, pouring me some of the punch and handing me a glass.

      “Yeah.” If I go into the details with Daisy, I’ll probably end up spilling my guts and crying within fifteen minutes. Something about her gentle presence brings people’s walls down. So I take a sip of punch to occupy my mouth instead, and it goes down smooth and fruity.

      “Careful, it’s potent,” she warns.

      “Is this basically straight-up alcohol, masked by fruit?”

      “Yep. I’d stick to one or two glasses for the whole night,” she winks. “Unless you really want to go hard for our nation’s independence.”

      I laugh. “I’m not that patriotic. Where’s Ben?”

      Daisy waves vaguely in the direction of the little secluded garden in the corner of the roof. Because of the building’s shape, there’s the main level of the roof, then a slightly lower one connected by some stairs, which has a garden under a terrace. “He’s been showing people the garden and pointing out the Statue of Liberty.”

      “He’s Energy Ben?” I take another sip of my drink. God, this is delicious.

      “Full Energy Ben.” Her perfectly full but tidy brows furrow. “He’s been a little weird today, though. Like hyper, almost.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that too, over the phone.” I watch him, and two of his friends wander away from the garden.

      “I think it’s work stress.” Daisy bites her bottom lip, absently twisting one of her many thin, gold rings around her fingers. The golden bangles on her wrists jingle. “He’s been working long hours lately.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I shrug. “He can be mysterious sometimes.”

      Someone catches Daisy’s eye over my shoulder. “Talk to you later? Some more people arrived, and I’m on the welcome committee.”

      “Yeah, definitely.” I watch her go, her walk fast and nervous.

      I skim the crowd that’s arrived so far, gently swaying to the music. It’s mostly Ben’s friends, with some of Daisy’s mixed in there. I debate who to approach—there are Ben’s friends from Stanford, who are nice guys but only know how to talk about five subjects total, three of which require a master’s degree to appreciate. There are Ben’s city friends from work, who I like, but they seem to be in an insular conversation about sports, which I don’t really follow. Maybe I’ll talk to Ben eventually. I look around, doing a little more people-watching to pass the time and get tipsy enough to forget my bad mood.

      I look for Ben again, finding him looking over the water with someone else. A very sexy someone else—he’s tall, about Ben’s height, but powerfully broad-shouldered, where Ben is more on the lean side. He has thick thighs and a nice ass too. I haven’t even seen his front, but my nipples are already tight. The guy who ghosted me basically gave me an appetizer and didn’t give me the meal when he fucked me and didn’t get me off. Sometimes I wish I did one-night stands, just because the orgasms from my vibrator can’t replace the warmth of a man’s hands and mouth all over me.

      Maybe I can make an exception, I think to myself, eyeing Ben’s hot companion again as I walk up to them. Just to scratch that itch. Yes, I like steady relationships, but I’m also going to need a wrist brace if I keep masturbating so much.

      “Ben!” I say, slapping him on the shoulder, bro-style.

      “Hey, Little B.” Ben hugs me back, his body a little stiff. Then I turn to introduce myself to the hottie he’s hanging out with and involuntarily shrivel back like a raisin.

      “Long time, no see, Briony,” Ashton King, my brother’s best friend, says, his voice smoother and deeper than I remember it being.

      Even though it has been more than ten years since I’ve seen him, Ash’s presence still electrifies me all over. He still has the big, sturdy build he had in the past, but he’s filled out nicely, all muscle without him looking like he pumps himself up with steroids. Just standing next to him, even in my heels, makes me feel unusually petite. His face has lost the tiny bit of baby fat he had too, revealing his perfect cheekbones and strong jaw, lightly covered in dark stubble. He’s so damn masculine that my body is humming with pure lust.

      But then another part of me, deep in my gut, feels a much milder version of the same burn I’m feeling over the guy who ghosted me—rejected, angry, and confused. Time has softened the impact of how Ashton treated me, which is the sole reason I’m not running.

      I straighten up. I’m a grown-ass woman. I can deal with the first guy who fucked with my heart. It’s been a long time. I’m basically over it.

      “Hi.” I’m not sure what to do. Shake his hand? Weirdly formal. Hug? Awkward.

      He takes the lead and gives me a side hug, holding onto his rum punch in his other hand. He smells so good—classy, musky, and expensive. Definitely expensive. He looks the part, too. Like Ben, he’s kept it basic in jeans, a navy blue t-shirt, and sneakers, but the quality of the pieces is evident.

      If eighteen-year-old Briony knew that twenty-year-old Ash would age like fine wine, she probably would have cried even harder than she did back then. He’s going gray at the temples, early, but it looks sexy against his dark brown hair. The setting sun catches the details of his green eyes, from the brown ring around his pupils to the bits of blue here and there.

      “We’re good, right?” Ben asks, glancing between the two of us anxiously.

      “Yeah. It’s been a long time. All that stuff is water under the bridge. You don’t have to go berserk on him again,” I reply, snorting.

      Silver lining if there ever was one: If Ash hadn’t led me on the way he did, I doubt I would be as close to Ben as I am today. When he learned that, after months of long-distance online flirting, Ash had come home from college at winter break with another girl, Ben became my protector. He brought me brownies as I cried on the couch, poorly made from a box mix that he’d picked up from the grocery store. He still can’t bake worth a damn, but brownies always remind me of him.

      Ben reamed Ash out so badly that they didn’t talk to each other for a year, despite Ash’s profuse apologies to both me and him. The logic in Ash’s apologies hurt like hell, but it made sense coming from a cocky, good-looking young guy—our weeks and weeks of texting and flirting weren’t anything serious. He was just playing the field and was sorry that he hadn’t made it clearer. That still wasn’t enough to make Ben not furious.

      They mended their friendship eventually, with an unspoken rule that Ash and I were not to cross paths. Until now. I know that Ash continues to go through women like socks, but Ben assures me that he’s now a lot more upfront with his intentions when it comes to girls. Past Me had been about to create some version of the Bat-signal to let girls around the world know that he’d dick around with your heart if you let him.

      So there’s all that, at least.

      “And I’m good if Briony’s good.” Ash smiles. Or as close to full-on smiling as he gets. He still has the brooding-and-serious thing down pat. I hate myself for still finding it sexy.

      “Cool. I’m glad you guys could make it.” Ben’s posture relaxes, and he turns back to the party. “I gotta go do my host thing—talk to you guys soon.”

      Ben walks off, shooting me a nervous look over his shoulder, leaving Ash and me leaning on the railing of the rooftop alone. Ash studies me again, in no rush to say anything. If you looked at each feature on his face individually, it would be a hard guess that he was handsome—a wide mouth, a strong brow, a nose that Ben accidentally broke in a game of pickup basketball—but all together, it just works. Between his looks and his aura of quiet confidence, I find myself squirming a little to calm down the heat blooming between my thighs.

      “How have you been?” I blurt, not able to stand the silence.

      “Not bad,” he shrugs. “How about you?”

      “Psh, you’re not bad? Understatement,” I grin. The tipsiness from the rum punch finally decides to show up at that precise moment.

      “Hm?”

      Might as well keep going. “You’re thirty-three and worth billions of dollars from a tech company you built from the ground up. And you’re a former Navy SEAL, one of the most elite military squads ever, doing actual good in the world through aforementioned tech company. That seems better than ‘not bad.’”

      “I suppose you’re right. I’m successful,” he says as if this were obvious. Cocky ass. “How about you? Ben says you’re starting your own business?”

      Is Ben the town gossip or something? Why does Ash know this? “Well, trying to. I’m still working in marketing, but the business is my side project.”

      “What’s the company do?”

      “It’s an online floral decoration site. It streamlines the process of putting together flower arrangements and breaks things down into simple steps for the clients. A lot of people don’t really know much about flowers, so it gives helpful tips for what plants will do the best for their particular event.”

      Sure, the company isn’t off the ground yet, but it’s basically my child. The idea for BloomBrightly literally started on the back of a napkin at a bar—my best friend Zara was complaining about helping her sister plan her wedding’s flower arrangements, and I stepped in to help since I knew what I was talking about when it came to flowers. From there, it spun into the little startup that it is today.

      “Impressive. You always loved flowers.” Ash sounds genuine, and my pride almost explodes out of my body. Ash doesn’t say things just to be nice—or at least he didn’t when we were younger—so it means a lot. He is a damn good businessman.

      “Yeah. Luckily that was the only hobby I really carried from my high school days,” I say, laughing.

      Looking back, I’m mortified at my high school self. Who isn’t, to some extent? I was the stereotypical ‘pleasure to have in class’ kind of girl, who never thought about sneaking out at night and had an unhealthy and unabashed attachment to hot actors — because actual boys were intimidating—. Like, writing-fanfiction-about-them levels. I found some of the files in my cloud folder not long ago and nearly died from cringing so hard. My only consolation is that I wasn’t afraid to be enthusiastic about the things I liked back then—so many people let others’ opinions shape what they love.

      “Yeah, you’re definitely different,” he says, his eyes skimming over my body in a way that makes heat flare in my core.

      “You seem to be the same, so far.” I finish my glass of punch, shooting him what I hope is a slightly dirty look. His gaze pleases me too much for the look to actually have its intended effect.

      “Besides all that stuff you just mentioned,” he smirks, but there’s a hint of playfulness behind it. The familiarity of it strikes me—memories of him and Ben playing video games in high school, Ben yelling obscenities and Ash making dry, snarky jokes.

      “Ok, you got me there,” I admit.

      “What makes you say I’m the same?”

      “Just your whole…” I wave my hand in front of his chest, trying to ignore his masculine broadness and how his t-shirt stretches across his body perfectly. “Your whole… broody, intense, and quiet thing.”

      “Broody, intense, and quiet thing?” He raises an eyebrow, clearly amused.

      I feel my face going red, so I suck an ice chip into my mouth to hide it. “You just have the same quietness and seriousness. That’s what I was getting at.”

      “That’s fair. Now that I think about it, you still have the same…” He imitates my hand motion with a dead serious face, which makes me smile. “… girl-who-you’d-trust-to-house-sit-for-you vibe.”

      “Is that a diss or… ?”

      “Not a diss. You still look like you’d water plants and pet someone’s cats enough while they’re away. You wouldn’t even eat the gelato in the freezer or have someone over. Bet you’d even clean the toilets just to be nice.”

      “Okay, that’s kind of a diss. You and Ben are the ones who insisted that I was a wet blanket back in high school even though I’m totally not,” I reply, defensively crossing one arm across my ribs, slightly pushing up my breasts. His eyes dart to my cleavage, then back up to my face. “You’re just assuming I’m no fun because you made me not have fun.”

      Whenever my parents or Ash’s parents went out of town, Ben would throw insane parties—ones that he somehow managed to contain inside the house, so they didn’t get caught. Ben thought the debauchery would be too much for me, so he always bribed me to stay locked in my room and not tell our parents. So, I did and stayed up doing my homework or playing video games in exchange for money, snacks, or future favors. It was a pretty sweet deal for sixteen-year-old Briony, especially the future favors. I got so many rides to school that way.

      “We were just trying to protect you,” he shrugs. “Would you have wanted to watch a bunch of seniors doing keg stands and shots out of some random college chick’s cleavage?”

      “You guys did that in high school?” I gasp softly. Jeez, am I going to clutch my pearls like a little old lady next?

      “See? Point made.” He drains his punch, aiming his gaze on me again. Just the intensity of his stare makes me melt. And yet, his body language is relaxed, almost leaning toward me a bit. If I were with any other guy, I’d think he was flirting with me. But this is Ash. I mentally transport myself back to high school—am I misreading him again?

      “I’m fun now,” I insist.

      “Which is exactly what someone who’s not fun would say,” he shoots back. He’s lucky I’m feeling too buzzed to get annoyed. And that he’s so damn hot.

      “You’re right. I should show rather than tell.” I smile, surprised at the simmering heat in his eyes when I do. “Want more punch?”

      “Is that your fun juice?” He puts his hand on my lower back and guides me toward the punch. His touch feels natural like nothing has ever happened between us at all. I should brush him off, but I’m finding myself under his spell.

      “It’s everyone’s fun juice tonight.” I refill both of our glasses. I know I shouldn’t have more, but I’m not that tipsy. At this very moment, at least. And it’s genuinely delicious punch.

      Once we get our punch, he steers me over to the edge of the roof again so we can see a panorama of fireworks sprouting up here and there. We stand in comfortable silence for a bit, the sounds of the party feeling far away.

      “Are you still living in Brooklyn?” Ash asks. He’s standing just close enough to me to give me the tingles. I’m not sure if he’s doing it intentionally or not, but I find myself leaning into it.

      “How do you know all this stuff about my life?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Ben talks about you. I listen. Sometimes I ask questions.”

      “You ask questions? About me?” I shouldn’t be so pleased, but I am.

      “Why does that surprise you?” He looks down at me again, his face unreadable. I guess he’d had a few more drinks before I arrived because he looks slightly tipsy. Not out of control, of course, but I can tell he is definitely feeling it from the way he’s slowly becoming chattier. He wisely puts his cup down on the railing.

      “A little. I’m just your best friend’s little sister who you have a weird history with. And you’re doing bigger and better things.” I study him for a second before he looks at me, making me feel self-conscious. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I did like you a lot, Briony. Back then.” He runs his thumb around the edge of his glass. “I was just a dumb twenty-year-old with his head up his ass who had never really seen what a proper relationship looked like. I’m still not a fan of them, honestly.”

      His jaw tightens ever so slightly. I know that his father has been married four times, most ending with bitter divorces. The pain it clearly causes him tugs at my heart, too. In all of my brooding, I hadn’t thought about how deeply that sort of thing would affect his actions. His past doesn’t excuse the behavior, but at least he wasn’t just an asshole back then for no reason.

      God, how can he go from kind of a dick to someone I want to comfort in a matter of moments?

      “So what I’m getting at is,” he continues, “I ask about you because you’re an interesting person. Kind of like the girl version of Ben, who’s a cool guy. You’re him crossed with Mary Poppins, or one of those Disney princesses who can make flowers grow and squirrels dance.”

      There’s that little touch of asshole I expect from him.

      “How do you know I still have that goody-two-shoes tendency? I’m thirty-one now. I might have a little bad-girl streak.” I find myself mirroring his posture, one arm against the railing. I place one hand on my waist, though, since it looks very small in this dress. My body’s saying flirt. My brain is, too.

      We’re both adults now, and we can flirt if we want to. It’s not like Ben is going to rush over and roundhouse kick Ash off the roof for daring to look at me. And besides, I know what his deal is with women—no relationships, only sex—and he knows that I know that too. If I want to get laid, I have every right to go for it. Plus, Ash is a hell of a lot nicer now than he was back then. Or maybe I’m misremembering…

      “I don’t know for sure. Prove it to me,” he says.

      “Is that a dare?”

      “If you want it to be.” The look he gives me shatters any hesitation I have.

      I look around. The party is in an upswing since the sun has gone down, and there are so many people mingling and looking at the sky for stray fireworks that there’s no way Ben would bump into us sneaking away. He’s talking to another one of his old friends, fidgeting with his keys in his pocket and shifting his weight from foot to foot. I gesture toward the garden, and Ash follows. There are people mingling around outside of it, but no one is inside since the view isn’t as good. It’s a tiny oasis, with thick vines crawling up the posts of the overhang and spreading between each pillar, almost creating a tiny room. There’s a block of tall plants in the middle, with benches around it in a square.

      “So, you’re going to show me that site on the dark web? While we smoke a joint?” Ash asks once we’ve settled on a bench swing in the far corner.

      “W-what?” I stammer, my face going red immediately. Oh Jesus, I can’t believe I misread him wildly. I don’t even know what the dark web really looks like, or even how to get onto it, though I’m curious about it. Did Ben tell him about the documentaries on it that we watched last Christmas? And what joint? I haven’t smoked weed since college, and I wasn’t even regular with it then.

      He grins, full-on, and chuckles. He looks so full of life when he smiles. “I’m just fucking with you, Briony. I figured smoking weed would be the most bad-girl thing you could possibly do. And I pulled the dark web thing from out of my ass.”

      Before I can tell him off for that very un-funny prank, he reaches a hand into my hair, tilting my head back. The feel of his fingers softly running through my hair sends a sudden spark through me. My mouth opens ever so slightly, anticipating his lips on mine. My heart pounds, still high from his little prank. He scans my face, openly lustful, keeping me in suspense.

      “I still don’t do relationships,” he finally murmurs, brushing his lips on my jaw. “Just hookups. Are you okay with that?”

      “Yes,” I say breathily.

      From the firm grip on my hair, I expect his mouth to come crashing down on mine, but instead, his kiss is gentle. He gently teases my top, then bottom lip, before sliding his tongue against mine. I run my hands along his broad shoulders and let him guide my head where he wants it, giving up control. He grips my waist firmly, his fingers probably leaving light marks in my flesh for me to find later.

      Every time his lips touch mine, or my throat, or the hollow of my collarbone, fire licks my skin, leaving me breathless and arching into him for more. Oh hell, he could do anything he wants with me, and I would eventually give in. My desperation for more of his touch is growing and growing, until I can hardly take it. I moan in frustration, taking his hand and placing it on my breast. He smiles against my lips. Or smirks. I choose to believe smiles.

      “What, do you want me to feel you up, Briony?” he asks, the deep rumble of his voice giving me goosebumps. “Right here, where anyone could walk in on us?”

      He cups my breast like he’s testing its weight, thumbing my already-hardened nipple. The friction between the fabric of my bralette, my dress, and his finger combined with his mouth on my throat has me involuntarily rolling my hips toward him, trying to straddle his lap. He holds me where I’m sitting but pulls one of my thighs onto his lap so I’m sitting with my legs open, leaning on one hip. He skims a big, broad hand up my thigh over my dress to squeeze my ass.

      “Goddamn,” he grunts, nipping my collarbone. “I thought your breasts were fantastic, but this ass is giving them a run for their money.”

      “I knew you were looking,” I whisper.

      “I couldn’t help myself. I have a pulse. And you’ve always been beautiful, Briony.” He tosses that last sentence off like it’s nothing, but something inside me is shocked. He thinks that about me?

      The moment is quickly overtaken by more waves of pleasure as he kisses down to my cleavage, giving me another bite followed by a lick when he reaches a fleshy part. “Even if I wasn’t into women, I’d at least appreciate how good they look on an aesthetic level.”

      My snort turns into a whimper when he skims a hand up my bare thigh under my dress. Thank god I wore this dress. The bottom is so voluminous that it looks like his hand is on top of my skirt, but behind some other fabric. The skin of his palms is surprisingly rough, probably from lifting weights, which only makes my already-oversensitive nipples practically throb. The contrast between my softness and his hardness makes me feel petite and feminine. Except I’m wearing the most utilitarian, sexless panties ever—beige and seamless. That doesn’t matter to him, though, because he slips them to the side and runs a finger through my slit.

      I can’t hold down the gasp I let out. We’re outside at a party. Anyone can walk over here. And yet, the thrill of it all, of doing something so outside of my comfort zone, makes me buck my hips toward him.

      “So wet.” His finger dips just inside my entrance, just far enough to brush my sensitive spot, then brings his hand to his mouth. He sucks the wetness off his fingers before returning them under my dress. “Wish I could get more of a taste. We could make something up if someone sees me with my hand up your dress, but someone walking in with my face buried deep in your pussy… that would be harder to explain.”

      I want to ask how the hell he would tell a plausible story about being caught with a hand up my dress, but he plunges two fingers inside of me, making the words that come out of my mouth turn to gibberish. He presses a hand to my mouth while continuing his movement between my legs.

      “Can you stay quiet for us?” he asks, the hand across my mouth amplifying my feeling of absolute need. It sends delicious chills up and down my skin, as does the intensity of his eyes. “Can you stay quiet while I make you come all over my hand?”

      I can only whimper and nod back at him as I lose myself in sensation.

      I throw my head back, biting the inside of my cheek. I’m already so close. With the sound of the party, it’s hard to hear the sound of him fingering me, but I know it probably sounds wet. I grind against his hand, the chance of getting caught making my heart flutter even faster.

      Ash’s talented fingers make me lose control. My orgasm rips through my body hard and fast. I feel overwhelmed; the fire in my body spilling over and rushing through every nerve. It’s the best orgasm I’ve had in, god, I don’t know. Too long. I try to keep my voice down, but I’m panting as if I ran up all the steps in the building.

      “Good girl,” he grins, sucking my wetness off his fingers again. I’m so paralyzed from my climax that I can hardly react to how hot that was. I almost feel completely boneless. “Need a second?”

      I nod, sliding off of his lap, but remaining close. Once I recover enough, I pull him in for another kiss, only to be startled by some people stumbling into the garden.

      “Guys, speech!” One of Ben’s college friends—Mya? Myra? It doesn’t matter—yells. “Ben wants everyone out there.”

      Her voice snaps me out of my stupor, making me slide away from Ash’s lap so quickly that I nearly topple onto the ground. Can she tell what we were just doing? If she can, she isn’t showing it. I can’t even meet Ash’s eye. Oh my god. We did that.

      “Ben cannot know about this,” I hiss, adjusting my hair and dress. I dig into my purse to find my travel-sized perfume. Oh god, what if we smell like sex? What if I have a hickey somewhere? I accidentally smashed my compact last week, so all I have is my phone camera. I turn on the selfie mode and look myself over. I definitely look like I’ve just been making out with someone, and there isn’t much I can do about it.

      “Of course.” Ash is back to his normal, aloof self, as if he didn’t just make me come so hard that my legs are still quivering. “You’re good on hickeys, by the way. Just move your hair to cover a spot.”

      He brushes my hair over my shoulders before walking out, like nothing is wrong, his hands tucked in his pockets. And of course, my dumb brain is all out of sorts, going in fifty different directions. An endorphin high. Irritation at myself for letting my control go. Irritation at him for not even acknowledging me after, like he was walking out of a train station. Just because he said he only did hookups doesn’t mean he can just walk away like we don’t even know each other after, like I’m just a disposable paper cup in his eyes. Goddamn it. How could I have been so stupid again, as if he hadn’t done the same thing to me ages ago?

      I lose him in the crowd and take a spot near where Ben’s standing with a microphone. What is he doing?

      “Hey guys,” Ben starts, waiting for the sounds of the party to die down. He checks his watch. “It’s July 4th—”

      “No shit!” one of his friends yells, making the people around him laugh.

      “Which happens to be a special day for another reason,” he continues, reaching out toward Daisy. “Babe, come here.”

      She walks up, obviously confused, and takes Ben’s hand.

      “Do you remember what happened on July 4th four years ago, at 8:50 p.m.?” he asks.

      “No?” She looks around at the crowd, as if any of us have the answer. Her eyes are filled with nervous laughter.

      “It was the date and time of our first kiss—which I only remember because my fitness tracker vibrates ten minutes before the hour to remind me to walk around. I’m not that weird, I swear.” Ben laughs. “We were sitting down at a rooftop party just like this, talking, and half the time I was so shocked that a woman as beautiful as you was giving me the time of day.”

      “Oh my god, Ben,” she says quietly, her cheeks flushing.

      “It was the best night of my life at that point, so I thought it would be an appropriate time for me to create the newest best night of my life.”

      He gets down on one knee, and Daisy immediately bursts into tears. I shriek in a totally undignified way, forgetting all about my angst in an instant.

      “I forgot what else I was going to say. I had a whole speech memorized and everything. This was a lot more nerve-wracking than I thought it would be,” Ben admits, holding up a tiny black box. “But, uh, yeah?”

      The crowd falls utterly silent for just a split second. All eyes are on Daisy.

      Daisy nods and throws her arms around him, sobbing into his shoulder.

      “Yes!” she shouts, her voice echoing into the evening air.

      Everyone cheers, phones up to record the moment. Ben finally slides the ring on her finger and kisses her, full-on movie style. Daisy keeps staring at the ring in disbelief, mouthing “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

      Ben assures her that he’s dead serious, despite still laughing. People crowd them to say congrats once they finally stop smooching. I push my way through the crowd when I find an opening and practically tackle the two of them.

      “Is this why you were acting weird as hell?” I ask Ben once I stop hugging him. “I’m so excited for you two.”

      “Was I acting weird?” Ben asks, looking between me and Daisy like this is complete news to him.

      “Yeah,” Daisy and I say at the same time before bursting out laughing.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” I ask.

      “I thought I would completely blow it and ruin the surprise if I told anyone.” Ben shrugs. “I was just excited.”

      “Oh, Ben.” Daisy gives him a big kiss. Ugh, they’re two of my best friends, but can they be cute somewhere else?

      “Bro, you’re getting married!” one of Ben’s college friends yells, literally picking him off of the ground in a bear hug. They swamp him and pull him away, chanting some fraternity song that I don’t recognize.

      “Now that he’s otherwise occupied show me the ring,” I whisper to Daisy, reaching for her hands.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Daisy says, her fingers trembling as she shows me her ring. It’s a gorgeous, vintage-style silver ring with some pale blue sapphires around a diamond in the middle. “I know we literally got engaged like two minutes ago, but will you be my bridesmaid?”

      “What?” I grab her wrists and squeeze. “Seriously?”

      She nods. “And maybe you could do some of the flowers?”

      “Um, yes to everything.” I throw my arms around her, feeling overwhelmed in a good way for once. The optimist in me sighs in relief. See, everything’s going to be okay. I’ll just put my mishap with Ash behind and throw myself into making Ben and Daisy’s wedding events fun and memorable. I don’t need Ash. I don’t need that jerk who ghosted me, either. In fact, I think I’ll take a hiatus from men. Intentionally. And as of now, it has officially begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I can afford to get a car out to my father’s house on Long Island, but I still always take the train. Not out of false humility, but because it takes quite a bit longer to get there by train, considering the fluctuating train times and all. I know I’m only putting off inevitable suffering, but the ritual of standing in the station, finding my seat amongst the crowds, and looking out the window is soothing.

      It reminds me of college, when I actually enjoyed going home. Dad’s second-to-last wife, Ada, was lovely to have around. Too lovely for him, because they got divorced when I first entered the service. I still keep in touch with her. She got remarried to a guy who’s not a verbally abusive asshole.

      I find a seat nestled between a group of young guys going to the Hamptons for the weekend and a couple who are visiting someone outside the city. I place my closed laptop on my lap and whip out my phone. I have a text from Ben.

      Gym Monday AM? Getting my groom bod. He included a flexed-arm emoji and I snort. Ben’s always been the bright half of our duo, and now that he and Daisy are engaged, he’s practically brighter than the sun. So bright that I’m more excited for him than I’ve been excited about… well, anything, in a long time. He and Daisy deserve happiness. Even my less-than-optimistic self can’t deny that.

      I text back: as your best man, can I even say no?

      A typing bubble pops up on Ben’s end: Nah :)

      It’s still crazy to believe that he’s getting married. Not that it’s unusual to go to weddings—we’re in our early thirties, after all—but it’s Ben. The same guy who I had drunken conversations with about being bachelors forever, hooking up with chicks left and right. Then again, he and Daisy almost make me believe that being in a traditional monogamous relationship can be a wonderful thing. ‘Almost’ being the keyword here.

      The last time I had an honest-to-god girlfriend was when I was in high school, and even that didn’t end well. I sabotaged it for reasons I still can’t figure out. Deep-seated issues I still don’t want to address, probably. I was just a piece of shit to the girl—my moods were hot and cold, and I hardly called her back.

      When I dumped her, I used the whole ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ line, which was actually true in that case. She was a perfectly nice girl who didn’t do anything wrong. After that, I cut out the middleman, and these days I just sleep around, which I don’t intend to stop doing any time soon. It’s all the fun without the difficulty of emotions or the inevitable unhappiness or divorce that happen in relationships. Once I clarify what my intentions are, of course.

      Which reminds me of Briony, the whole reason why I’m extremely up-front about the fact that I don’t do relationships. Instead of a flare of shame and embarrassment, which I used to feel thinking about how I’d treated her, I feel a blast of lust. Goddamn.

      The 4th of July party was a week ago, but I still can’t get her out of my head. I’ve only seen photos of her on Ben’s Instagram from time to time, like at her college graduation in boxy robes, or at Christmas, wearing purposefully dorky holiday sweaters that coordinated with Ben, their parents, Daisy, and the family cat — yeah, if I wasn’t Ben’s best friend, I’d think they were nuts—the tradition is a running joke in the family, apparently—. Her pretty face, with those full lips and huge, golden-brown eyes, stuck out to me in every picture, every time. Always grinning, always happy.

      Seeing her in person after all that time, with that white dress on, nearly killed me from surprise. The last time I saw her in person, she was eighteen, still pretty but a little awkward physically, like a baby horse trying to figure out what to do with its legs. The years have been extremely kind to her body. She’s lush and soft-looking in the most feminine way, her pale breasts pushed up just right. I want to bury my face in between them. The modesty of the rest of the dress only turned me on even more that night.

      She doesn’t seem like the kind of girl to show off her body, even though it’s smoking hot, so the little taste of it was like a drug. So was making out with her, how she turned to putty in my hands when I tugged on her hair. How she blushed when I slid my hand under her dress and then slipped a finger into her slick tightness. I wonder if she would be loud in bed. I have my own brownstone, so we wouldn’t have to worry about disturbing anyone.

      It had been a while since I’d gotten so turned on so quickly. The contrast of her good-girl image with that unexpected naughty streak was like a chocolate truffle topped off by salt. The perfect blend.

      I open my laptop on my lap to hide the half-mast I’m now sporting so I can check my email. It’s exploding, of course. Maybe that’s part of the reason why I went for Briony so quickly, despite our history—my company has been growing so fast that I haven’t gotten laid in over a month, a new record for me. Briony is too damn tempting to leave alone, despite my better judgment.

      I can rest assured that Ben will never find out about what we’d done—I doubt Briony would dare mention it, considering the near friendship-ending meltdown Ben had before. And I definitely won’t mention it. Why would I, anyway? I can’t just drop in a ‘Hey, by the way, I finger-blasted your sister at your party’ into any conversation. She is an adult. I am an adult. We can do whatever we want, as long as we both consent.

      The only problem is that now I want more of her. We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other in the coming months, since we’re going to help Daisy plan her parts of the wedding. Ben has the actual event under control, but Daisy wants help with the pre-wedding events. I guess that falls under best man duties, or at least good friend duties.

      I sigh and look back at my emails. I need to focus if I’m going to have time for dinner with Daisy and Briony tonight.

      I make my way through my inbox, sending tasks off to my assistant and answering the questions that are relevant. I actually feel better after I get through the bulk of it, and not just because I’m being productive.

      Our program to train recent veterans to work in tech, particularly those who have been injured in the line of duty, is taking off. The first class of students have gone on to work at companies all over, including my own, in departments from front-end web development to IT to finance. Seeing them pop up in my email, sharing stories of their successes, is a nice, tangible reminder that good things can happen in the world if you try. I need that reminder frequently.

      The train conductor’s voice over the intercom immediately dampens my good mood. We’ve arrived. I gather my things and make my way outside, calling a car to drive me the short distance to my father’s house.

      He still lives in the house he moved into when I was in college—large, imposing, and sterile; it fits him perfectly. The gray stones of the outside aren’t exactly welcoming, despite the gardener’s attempt to make everything look cheery with flowers.

      I trudge up the front steps and unlock the door with my key. The house is silent and smells like antiseptic, even in the entryway. He always had maids come in, ever since I was a child, and insists on them using the least welcoming scents possible.

      “Dad?” I call out, kicking off my shoes. I go deeper into the house, toward Dad’s study. I can hear the quiet sounds of the TV, so he’s probably awake or has just fallen asleep.

      Even so, I knock gently on the doorframe when I arrive. The full-time nurse I hired, Nora, smiles at me and stands. Dad is asleep in his easy chair, covered in blankets. Even covered, I can tell he’s lost more weight. As a kid, he was intimidatingly large, almost as big as I am now, so it feels weird seeing him so frail. I guarantee he’ll still have a biting word ready to go when he wakes up, though, so he’s not entirely broken.

      “He’s been nodding off for a while. The blood transfusion went well, though,” Nora whispers to me.

      “Good, thank you.” I sit down in the chair next to him softly, hoping I won’t wake him. A pang of guilt hits me—I don’t want to wake him up because I don’t want to talk, not because I want him to get rest.

      I take a deep breath through my nose. I’m here, and that is a hell of a lot better than nothing.

      Dad stirs for a moment, coughing, before falling back asleep. None of the doctors know what’s wrong with him, probably because his symptoms are all so general and applicable to a range of diseases. It started right around the time I started my company, over the course of a few months. At first, he was just tired, but then that turned into mysterious pain, migraines, and rashes. Now he’s in and out of the hospital with difficulty breathing, kidney problems—basically every organ system has been touched. He’s been tested for every autoimmune disease under the sun, every cancer, and every out-there diagnosis the doctors could think of. Still nothing. All they know is that it’s probably terminal, considering his age.

      I stare blankly at the TV, which is playing ESPN, feeling strangely uncomfortable despite being at home. Not that it’s ever really felt homey. The interior decorators did a nice job, but it doesn’t feel like a home, like Briony and Ben’s place did when we were kids. Their house was filled with laughter and lined with family photos, decorated for whatever holiday was closest. Their mom even made after-school snacks by hand rather than just throwing a bag of chips on the counter like some parents did.

      Sometimes I wonder if Dad even thought about me at all when he made decisions about the houses we lived in. Even the room that I stayed in when I was home from college could have been a hotel room. None of my childhood stuff—the maids probably put it in storage years ago—or any family photos. Not that we have any of those framed, even now. They’re probably in storage, too. Guests probably don’t know I exist unless Dad tells them.

      I’m his only child over his four marriages. My biological mother passed away from a pill overdose when I was eight months old, and his other three exes basically ran away from him screaming and never looked back. If I’m not going to take care of him in his old age, who will?

      Ben points out that Dad isn’t exactly father of the year — in Ben’s words, my dad is a ‘fiery piece of shit’, which I don’t disagree with, but still. In my time as a Seal, I came to understand how important duty is. And forgiveness. More than one person I’ve been with close to their deaths admitted that they wished they could clean up some relationships before they passed. I have the opportunity to do that now, even if my actions are motivated by the guilt trips he took me on. I should be happy that my dad is even around, even if I feel like he doesn’t like me unless I’m making a ton of money.

      I hope it pays off for both of us because I sure as shit hate being with Dad most of the time. Maybe the silver lining will appear later.

      “Ashton?” Dad croaks, his eyes opening slowly.

      “Hey.” I try to sound a little upbeat. “How are you feeling?”

      “Mm,” he grunts. “Hand me that water, would you?”

      I hand him a plastic cup with water in it, making sure the straw is facing him. He takes a long sip and looks at the TV again. We watch the beginning of a basketball game for a solid fifteen minutes without saying a word to each other. I’m glad he’s not feeling chatty today. The last time I visited, I left feeling like a teenager again, locked in my bedroom with my music turned up loud, his hoarse yelling about how worthless I was still audible over it. He yelled at me about my company, yet again, and called me a fucking idiot for being resistant to the idea of taking it public immediately.

      ‘Fucking idiot’ was one of the tamer insults he’s thrown at me, actually. It was the same old thing—see, this company went public relatively early and look how big their customer base is! Or he’ll list a long list of people who’ve gotten millions and millions by being the CEOs of public companies.

      I bite the inside of my cheek and focus on the game. Sometimes I wonder what he would be like if my mom hadn’t died. He’s never said it outright, but I feel like he blames me for her death. She had terrible post-partum depression after having me, which might have led to her overdose. Dad denies it, though, and says the doctors gave her the wrong medicines. He rarely has a reason to lie about anything, and doesn’t give a shit about my feelings, but still. What if she committed suicide and he was hiding it for some reason?

      “How’s the company doing?” Dad asks during yet another Sprite commercial a few moments later. I jinxed myself, didn’t I?

      “Fine.”

      “IPO?” he asks, coughing.

      “Thinking about it,” is all I say in response.

      “Mm. I’m telling you, take it public while it’s hot,” he continues. He finally looks me in the eye. His body might be withered and frail, but that gaze is still cutting. Before he fucked everything over with his businesses when I was in the Navy, falling victim to his own greed, I knew he could use that look to change someone’s mind during a deal without a word.

      A strange mix of guilt and anger strikes me at the same time. I know part of the reason that he is all about me taking my company public is because he missed the opportunity to do it for his own company. But does that mean he has to pressure me into it? I want to keep it private to keep it under my control, and to keep it close to the original mission of improving lives. Tech companies these days often spiral away from that the moment someone dangles enough money in front of their faces. Dad wanted to take his company public for the money. It didn’t matter that his role would change.

      It really feels like Dad knows the cheat codes to my weak spots and uses them, frequently. With that one look, he makes me feel like I slapped him in the face for not doing what he said. I’ve been through some of the most brutal training and combat in the world, but I still can hardly stand up to my seventy-year-old father.

      Ben and Briony’s mom, Brenda, always says that they are still her babies despite being adults — usually to chastise Ben after he swears up a storm. I feel the same way with my dad, but for all the worst reasons. I’m still the kid whose stomach turns over when he hears his dad come home from work.

      “I’ll think about it,” I repeat, as firmly as I can. Thankfully, he leaves it alone.

      We sit in silence watching the game again. I’ve only been there thirty minutes, but I’m already itching to go home. If I pull out my phone, he’ll go on a ‘kids these days’ rant.

      “Nora said the blood transfusion went ok. What’d the doctor say?” I ask.

      Dad sighs, like the weight of the world is on his shoulders. “Still not sure what the problem is, but the blood transfusion should help with the anemia that just won’t get better. Kidneys are pieces of shit. Might try dialysis next. Trying some new pain medications that kind of help. Still not sleeping too well.”

      I nod. I know next to nothing about medical things, but I hooked him up with some good doctors that Ben knows from his work at a medical biotech company. Dad hasn’t thanked me.

      “Speaking of medicines, Mr. King,” Nora says, appearing at his side with a little cup of pills. “Here’s your midday round of pills.”

      Dad throws the pills down with surprising ease, burping like he just downed a beer. He snuggles under the covers again, and Nora tucks him in like he’s a child. She is truly a saint. A paid saint, but still. She doesn’t have to be so nice.

      “The pills will probably knock him out soon,” Nora murmurs to me.

      I nearly blurt ‘good’, but I manage to stop myself. We watch the game for a while longer, until Dad finally passes out. Once he’s out for ten minutes straight, I get up. I planned on staying longer, but we’ve already run out of things to talk about that don’t send either of us into a blind rage. My duty is done. At least I stayed as long as it took for me to get there this time.

      I call a cab and get back on the train, tension melting from my shoulders so quickly that I find myself nodding off.

      I wake with a start when we reach Brooklyn. I have some time to kill before dinner with Daisy and Briony, so I walk to the restaurant. Yesterday’s rain cleared a lot of the oppressive humidity, and it’s a bit overcast, so it’s tolerable. I briefly wonder if I’ll run into Briony on the streets someday. As if Brooklyn doesn’t have millions of people living here. According to Ben, she’s been living here for years. So have I, and yet I still have never run into her.

      I smile to myself, remembering how hellbent she was on moving out of Long Island and into the city after college. Hopefully Brooklyn is everything she wanted it to be.

      I take the scenic route, walking along Ft. Greene Park before finally heading to the restaurant. Am I nervous? Nervous isn’t the right word, but excited isn’t either. I want to see Briony again, but I’m not sure how to feel or act. Ben won’t be there since he had to pop into the office, so we can get away with a little more flirting than we could with him around. Or we can continue to play it cool like nothing happened. That’s probably the wisest decision, since banging my best friend’s sister, even after more than ten years since our ill-fated ‘relationship’, would only complicate things.

      Except when I turn the corner, the first thing I see is her. The sight sets my heart racing.

      She looks hot as fuck sitting in the open window of the restaurant, reading a book. Her black curls are up in a loose bun, and she’s wearing her glasses, which give her a hot-librarian vibe. Her delicate neck looks ready to be kissed and sucked on, and I know she probably has a cute sprinkle of freckles across her shoulders from the sun. She’s wearing a dress again—pink this time, but short, giving me a nice view of her smooth legs. She has on flat sandals, so she’d probably be nice and small tucked against me.

      My restraint goes flying into space faster than a rocket.

      “Hey, you,” I say, sliding up next to her and putting my hand on her lower back, just like I did at the party.

      She jumps and slams her book shut, looking up at me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      My mouth drops open, and I pull my hand off of her like her dress is on fire. “Well, hi.”

      “Uh, hi.” She stuffs her book into her bag and slides away from me like I smell bad. “More politely—may I ask why you’re here?”

      I’m so thrown off that I blink for a few moments before responding. “Dinner with Daisy? To go over some pre-wedding event planning?”

      This time she’s the one to blink rapidly, clearly horrified, which only pisses me off. Did we not clear the air a bit at the party? Sure, we hooked up, but I couldn’t exactly walk her home after that and make a big deal of it. She asked me to act like it hadn’t happened, so I did exactly as she’d asked.

      “But… why? What?” She would suck at poker because I can read the full emotional journey she’s going through right now—annoyance, confusion, resistance. Her large eyes are so expressive.

      “Did Ben not tell you that I’m his best man? And did Daisy not mention that she wanted me to make some cocktails for the pre-wedding parties?” A sinking feeling comes over me. Of course, neither of them would have mentioned that. They’re both smart people, but sometimes they assume that everyone can read their minds.

      “Nope, they both left that little detail out.” Briony catches a waiter’s eye. “Can I get a carafe of white wine? Whatever’s the house wine is fine.”

      “And I’ll have a whiskey sour,” I add.

      “A little early to be hitting the hard liquor, no?” she asks, her eyes narrowing.

      “Apparently I’ll need it to get through this dinner with you,” I snap. “What the hell, Briony?”

      “What do you mean, ‘what the hell’?”

      “What’s your problem?” I can hardly focus on how pretty she looks when I’m moments from losing my shit. Though the fact that I can even have a lustful thought when I’m angry is a feat in itself.

      Her mouth opens and closes like a fish trying to breathe on land. “I… what… ?”

      I close my eyes and take a slow, deep breath through my nose. I’m good at holding it together from my experience in the Navy, and sometimes, I need to put myself back in that mindset. “I asked what your problem is. You look like I just came from using your cat for javelin practice or something.”

      “How did you know I have a damn cat?” she asks, her voice rising. If the table wasn’t bolted to the floor, she probably would flip it onto the sidewalk.

      “What about Chunk?” Daisy comes from around the corner, smiling as always. She pulls off her sunglasses and tucks them into the case.

      Briony pastes a grin on her face, which miraculously looks natural. “We were just talking about pets. How I adopted Chunk and uh, stuff.”

      “Oh, cool. Ben and I were thinking of getting a puppy after the wedding. Is that a cliché? A couple with no kids getting a dog to kind of do the parent thing?” She takes a seat next to Briony, right as the waiter drops off our drinks. “Wow, you guys are hitting the sauce already?”

      I knock back half of the drink in one go. “It’s that kind of day.”

      Daisy gives me a questioning look and pulls out a folder. “What happened?”

      “Visited my dad,” I explain, thankful for the opportunity to change the subject, even if it’s to one of my least favorite ones.

      “Oof, I’m sorry.” Daisy knows all about my past with my dad and his illness. “How is he?”

      “Alive,” I shrug. Son-of-the-year winner, right here.

      Thank god Daisy knows when to leave something alone. A waiter transfers us from the window bar to an actual table and hands us menus. It’s all tapas, which would be nice if we were in Spain where tapas actually feel like a real meal. Instead, this place is unnecessarily pricey and with, from what I’m seeing on the other tables, microscopic portions that aren’t even worth sharing. I’m a billionaire, sure, but no one likes being ripped off. The quality better be good.

      “Are we down to share stuff?” Daisy asks. “I’m down for patatas bravas, of course… ”

      Daisy and Briony go back and forth about what they want while I watch, waiting for them to make a decision. They order most of the menu; then I ask the waiter to double it. I know Daisy is cool with sharing food, but I know Briony isn’t like that. Whenever she was around watching me and Ben play video games in high school, we always fought relentlessly over whatever snack was being passed around. The memory almost makes me smile. Almost.

      Briony reaches over the table for water right as I do, her gaze lasering right through me as our hands touch. She snatches it out of my hands and pours some for herself before slamming it back down on the table.

      This is going to be a long dinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      I don’t consider myself an angry person, but this whole wedding situation is already testing my own self-knowledge.

      I cannot believe that Ash is here and that he thought he could roll up to me with a sexy ‘hey, you’ as if he didn’t drop me like I was garbage after our hookup. But I can believe that Daisy arranged this dinner without realizing how awkward Ash and I are together. Ben has told her everything about our little debacle years ago, but he probably correctly assumed that we were both adults who were over it. But she doesn’t exactly know that we hooked up and are now right back in the awkward zone again.

      God, that hook-up. Even though time has passed, I feel like it happened yesterday. I blurted out everything that happened to Zara the second she came home from her long-weekend trip. She’s hard to impress, but her inky black eyebrows shot up in surprise, and she slow clapped for me.

      “Zara! This is not a slow clap moment! This is a roll around on the ground in shame moment!” I groaned, throwing myself on her bed.

      “Um, first, there’s no shame in sex,” Zara said, in her not-quite-British-but-not-quite-American accent, leaning more toward the American side. She’d gone to visit her mom’s side of the family in Westchester over the weekend and picked up the accent more. “Second, the man made you come all over his hand at a damn party, girl. That’s hot. And he’s hot. I’m proud of you for embracing your saucy side.”

      “Zara!” I rolled face-down, ignoring the warm throbbing between my legs. It really was hot. The hottest thing that I’d ever done. It was so hot that I still can’t stop thinking about it.

      “I know, I know.” She sat down next to me and rested her hand on the back of my head. “But more importantly, that’s a dick move he made. Let’s go talk to some wine about these feelings, yeah?”

      And that’s why she’s my best friend—whenever shit really hits the fan, she drops everything to help, even with my most annoying problems.

      What’s also annoying about this Ash problem? How he looks infuriatingly good. His outfit isn’t out of place in Brooklyn by any means—chinos, rolled up a little at the ankles, canvas sneakers without socks, a button-down linen shirt—but somehow, he makes it look especially delicious. I can’t help but imagine his body under the clothes, powerful and masculine, with a certain grace to his movements. Just catching the mix of the same cologne he wore at the party with a little sweat is killing me.

      He watches Daisy and I silently as we pick out some tapas to share. After we order, he asks the waiter to double everything we got.

      “So we won’t end up fighting over the last potato,” he explains to Daisy, glancing at me with a knowing look so briefly that I nearly miss it.

      I think back to high school when we would fight over who would get the last chip or who was eating more of the snacks. I had such a big, dumb crush on him back then that any sort of interaction would fuel my daydreams for weeks.

      “So…” Daisy pulls out her tablet from her bag and loads up a document, placing it on top of the folder she already pulled out. “Pre-wedding events! Thanks for coming to talk about them with me, by the way. I’m dead serious when I say that you guys can refuse to do certain things if they seem like they’ll suck away your time.”

      I believe her—her chill reins in Ben’s tendency to be over the top, and she’s understanding to a fault. She’s a psychologist, after all.

      “Ben and I were thinking of having a beach-themed engagement party, a joint bachelor/bachelorette party weekend at a ski resort, maybe, and a rehearsal dinner that we haven’t quite figured out yet,” Daisy continues. “The engagement party will be at the pool of that new hotel in Boerum Hill, which I’ve already reserved, and we were thinking Vermont for the ski weekend since it’s kind of close. We don’t want to fly out to Utah or anything. I’d love your ideas for the rehearsal dinner.”

      I nod, pulling out my notebook for the ideas that are already flowing. My brain is itching for any good distraction from the heat coming off of Ash’s knee close to mine under the table. Beach theme sounds fun for a pool party—hibiscuses come to mind immediately as the central flower. I’m not sure how flowers would fit in at a ski resort, or what event we’d even need them for. And a rehearsal dinner… Maybe she’ll be happy with actual daisies being incorporated into it.

      “So you want signature cocktails for each of these?” Ash asks, also pulling out a tablet. His hands are so big that he can hold it across its center with his thumb and middle finger without a problem. “How about one that’s more your speed and one that’s more Ben’s?”

      “Ooh, that would be nice.” Daisy nods, tapping away at her tablet.

      “You can design cocktails?” I ask Ash, surprised. “Or make them, whatever.”

      “Yep. Mixology.” He shrugs like it isn’t a huge deal. “I made the punch at the 4th of July party.”

      So he’s the one responsible for that booze bomb. And by extension, he was responsible for both of us getting so tipsy that he fingered me on a rooftop.

      I’m never going to drink again. After this carafe of wine, of course.

      “How do you even have time for hobbies?” I ask in wonder. Between my day job and my business, I’m pretty tired. I can’t imagine being a CEO, working out regularly, being involved in veterans’ charities, and having a genuine hobby.

      “I do have time to have a little bit of a life despite being the CEO of a company, Briony,” he says, a playful look in his eyes. I narrow mine in return, despite my fluttering heart. I am not going to fall under his spell again.

      “And you’re fine with doing some flowers for all of these, right?” Daisy asks me. “The engagement party would have flowers as decorations, but the other events would have centerpieces and whatnot.”

      “Of course.” It’ll be fun, and a good addition for my website’s portfolio. Plus, I’m happy to have any sort of distraction from Ash and my disaster of a dating life, especially if it makes Ben and Daisy happy.

      “We’ll pay you guys, of course,” she adds. “Your time is valuable.”

      “You seriously don’t have to,” Ash says. “I’m happy to do it for free.”

      Ugh, why did he have to say that? He’s a billionaire, and I am far from one. Getting paid would help my savings for my business, and I know that my parents are chipping in to pay for parts of the wedding. On top of Daisy’s wealthy parents helping out, and their combined income, they aren’t hurting for cash. How can I get out of this without sounding like a jerk? Damn it, Ash.

      “Thank you for the offer, Daisy. I’m excited to add some more stuff to my portfolio,” I finally say after a long stretch of silence. She smiles broadly, thank God. How did Ben find such an amazing person to spend his life with?

      “Great! I’m so excited.” She’s damn near glowing on top of her usual warm self. That’s what love does to you, I guess. It’s infectious.

      The waiter arrives with all of the plates of food, crowding them onto the table. We hardly have space for it all. We dig in, not coming up for air until half of the food is gone.

      Once we slow down enough to have an actual conversation, Daisy brings up some indie film festival that she and Ben went to, which leads to a thankfully peaceful and polite chat. The only times Ash and I look at each other are when our forks cross, going for the same pieces of food. We duel back and forth, snagging bits of meat or veggies out from under each other. I eat way more than I should, just to defeat him.

      This man is making me an idiot. Or maybe I’m just uncovering how many dumb things I do on a regular basis. I hope it’s the former.

      Once dinner is over, Ash slips the waiter his credit card before Daisy and I can pull ours out. I mutter a thank you and put my card away. For such a relatively small amount, the food is insanely expensive. Ash shrugs, as if it’s no big deal.

      We finish up and walk outside together.

      “I’m heading to the C train,” Daisy says, pointing behind her. “So I’ll see you guys later? Text me if you need anything.”

      We hug and watch her wander off. Tension falls from my body when I realize I can stop putting up a front for Daisy. I wave to Ash and start walking to the G train, only to find him following me.

      “What? Are you going to the G also?” he asks.

      “Can’t you just get an Uber home or something?” I ask, still walking.

      “Why would I when the subway works perfectly fine?” He catches up to me. “Just because I have the money doesn’t mean I need to throw it around. What if I like the grit?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “The grit of the G train running through one of the bougiest Brooklyn neighborhoods?”

      “I could get rammed in the ankle by a rogue stroller,” he says, mock-serious. “I could have a bruise that would last for weeks. I could have to wrestle a dad who’s hopped up on oat-milk lattes to get inside a crowded car. It could be devastating.”

      I snort despite myself and slow down a little, so he can stick with me. We make it to the train and swipe in, heading to the center of the platform. It’s sweltering. The hot, wet garbage scent that permeates the entire city during the summer wafts up my nose. The countdown clock blinks to show that the next train will arrive in five minutes. So that means five minutes of standing next to Ash, avoiding awkward conversations. It could be worse, especially on a weekend.

      “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t mention that I was coming to this dinner,” Ash says after a while.

      “Thanks. But it’s not your fault that Daisy didn’t tell me,” I point out.

      “I know. Just figured I would apologize, too.” He tucks his hands into his pockets and leans against the wall.

      “Oh.” I’m not sure what to say to that, so I keep quiet. My fingers itch to pull out my phone, but I don’t want to be the first one to do it. It’s rude anyway, even if we aren’t talking. But I want some distraction.

      The heat makes sweat drip down my lower back and between my breasts. If I focus on Ash, I’ll probably end up saying something stupid. He’s deep in thought, anyway, his eyes unfocused on something across the train tracks, so I stay quiet and watch the rats chase each other on the tracks below.

      The train comes rumbling up soon after. Even though it’s the weekend, the G train usually isn’t as full as other trains are. There are a few open seats that I nearly go for instinctively, but I stop when I realize that Ash might sit next to me, his broad shoulders pressed up against mine. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from frowning. I can handle sitting next to the man. Jesus. I’m acting like a kid terrified of catching cooties.

      Ash grabs the pole instead, to my relief, and I follow suit.

      “Are you upset about how I acted at the party? After our moment?” he asks, suddenly looking down from an ad for a mattress and into my eyes.

      “Yes,” I say quickly, laughing mostly out of shock that it’s taken him, a genius CEO, that long to figure it out. To my surprise, he looks genuinely embarrassed.

      “And that’s why you acted like I had used your cat—Chunk? Or Chuck?”

      “Chunk.” I appreciate the fact that he used his name, weirdly enough.

      “Like I used Chunk for javelin practice. Though I’m guessing he wouldn’t be a very good practice tool with a name like Chunk.” His lips press together, holding in a smirk. His sense of humor was always a little twisted like that. Back in high school, I found the fact that he sometimes laughed at his own jokes while he was telling them endearing. Honestly, it still is—it’s such a contrast to the dryness of his humor and overall seriousness. “Or is the name ironic?”

      “No, he’s huge. He’s never been a small cat. But basically, you just nailed it about everything else,” I say.

      “Jesus, I’m sorry, Briony.” He shakes his head. “I took the ‘pretend this didn’t happen’ thing a little too seriously. Seems like all I do is fuck up when it comes to you, even after all this time. I promise to keep things at a reasonable, friendly level.”

      “I accept your apology,” I reply, giving him a smile. Warmth tingles down to my toes. Even if he does fuck up a lot, I like that he’s quick to apologize.

      Even so, part of me that developed way back when I was 18 is still wary. Believe actions, not words, Briony, my mom’s advice rings in my head. I need to remember that, no matter how nice being around him feels sometimes.

      “The next stop is Bergen Street—stand clear of the closing doors,” the train conductor shouts over the intercom under the white noise of static.

      “That’s my stop,” Ash says, pulling out his phone. “Let’s exchange emails. I wanted to incorporate some edible flowers into the cocktails, if you can help with that.”

      “Sure.” I can always ignore an email if we start fussing. I type mine into his phone, and he puts his into mine.

      “We’re good?” Ash asks, giving me a friendly pat on the back.

      “Yep,” I say, soaking in the warmth on my phone from where his hands held it.

      He gives me a nod and slips out of the doors.

      My stop is only two after his, though the price of his rent is probably a billion times higher than my own. When I get home, I find Zara stretched out on the couch, her laptop in her lap and Chunk behind her ankles. The amount of light we get throughout the day is a blessing in winter, but in the summer, it’s absolute torture. She has a fan blasting directly on the two of them, and she’s wearing the bare minimum amount of clothing to stay decent—a tank top and boyshorts.

      “What’s up? How was dinner?” she asks, fiddling with her bun.

      “Ash was there,” I say, going into my bedroom. Thankfully I have the window open, or I would have passed out from the humidity alone.

      “What? Tell me more.” We’ve been best friends since our freshman year in college, and I know her face is probably lit up with excitement. Zara doesn’t love being a part of drama but she does love to hear about it. Luckily, she knows how to keep a secret and gives good advice. She has two older sisters, so she’s used to hearing everyone’s business anyway.

      I change into a flowy tank dress and free my boobs from my bra before I go back into the living room. As I sit down with my laptop and get settled, I fill her in on everything that happened. She nods along, taking it all in. She makes a few ‘hmm’s and ah’s’ when I mention some things, then stays quiet for a second.

      Finally, she says, “Honestly, it kind of sounds like you’re into him.”

      “Physically, yeah. Everything else? Still no. Pretty much.” I reach out for Chunk, who ignores me and closes his eyes, snuggling deeper into his spot between Zara’s ankles and butt. The little traitor.

      “Let me explain.” She sits up a little more. “First, you guys had that hot moment, and I’m guessing he still wants more of you. Second, he sounds like he’s become a better person—he apologizes to you and everything.”

      “He wouldn’t have to apologize if we could stop having misunderstandings,” I point out.

      “Ok, sure,” she sighs. “But what I’m getting at is why not try? You can always get better at communicating. Also, point three—he’s a fucking billionaire. Point four—he is a fucking billionaire, why do I have to explain the pros of this? You could quit your job and go live on a yacht off the coast of Monaco or whatever it is super rich people do.”

      I lean my head against the side of the couch. “A billionaire who took the train with me.”

      Now that I think about it, he isn’t flashy with his wealth, not that I know of. His clothes look expensive, but they aren’t all designer labels, from what I can tell. I know that he and his company donate to charity quite a bit, so he’s willing to spend for a good cause. Maybe he has expensive properties or cars or something.

      Still doesn’t mean that he’s worth my emotional energy and time. Voluntarily going after a guy who doesn’t do relationships with the hope that he’ll magically change for me is the definition of insanity. And I’m not sure if I can just sleep with him, especially after our history and my inability to casually date. I catch feelings way too easily.

      “I’m just saying,” she shrugs, then looks down at her laptop. “Oh! I forgot to tell you—we got to the next round of interviews for a place in that startup incubator.”

      “For real?” I nearly scream, but I don’t care. “Why didn’t you lead with that? Here I was, blathering on and on about some fuckboy—”

      “I’d say he’s a fuck-man. Fuckboys are usually broke messes. He played you a bit, but he has his life together.”

      “Zara, I swear to God. If we weren’t best friends, I would kick you right now.”

      She smirks as if I didn’t threaten her and this interview isn’t massive news. “We started talking about Ash and got off track. You know I love hot gossip. Email’s in your inbox.”

      I check the email and open it. BloomBrightly has been selected out of about a hundred small businesses. The interview will be with the head of the incubator, and we have to show him our business plan and executive summary. We already have them, but now we need to make them even better.

      This is huge for us. If we get into an incubator, our business can grow a hell of a lot faster than it could on our own. And that means I’m closer and closer to never having to work at a job I’m not passionate about. It’s only Saturday, and I’m already dreading going back to the office, with my bitchy boss and the unending wave of bullshit that comes my way.

      I know a lot of businesses never get off the ground, but I know somewhere deep in my gut that this is my calling. I just hope my gut feeling about this isn’t as off as it is about guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      It’s 5:30 in the fucking morning. A lot of CEOs go on and on about how waking up at early in the morning makes them infinitely more productive and happy, but they don’t mention how much it sucks in reality. It’s always dark, and in the winter getting out of a warm bed is like climbing Mt. Everest.

      I didn’t even like waking up early when I was in the Navy, where the punishment for waking up late is more dire than getting stuck in traffic or on a crowded train car. And yet, here I am again, shuffling into the gym with my bag over my shoulder before the sun. I can’t help but push my body to its limits, even when I’m exhausted.

      “Good morning, Mr. King,” the cheerful guy behind the counter says as he scans my card. I give him a nod since my vocal cords hardly work at this hour.

      As always, Ben is in the locker room before me, stuffing his bag into his locker. He gives me a low-five and sits on the bench while I put my things away, his eyes closed. We wordlessly go into the cardio room and choose two treadmills right next to each other, starting our warm-up—I’m on the left, and he’s on the right. Ever since our first season of wrestling in high school, we’ve worked out just like this time and time again. The familiarity of it is soothing, even when we’ve ended up doing it in different places over the years. Our gyms have gotten progressively fancier over time.

      After our warm-up, we go to the weights, still not speaking. My body is warm, but I’m still in no mood to talk. After two sets of deadlifts, though, the social part of my brain finally turns on. Ben’s takes a little bit longer, but soon we’re exchanging a few words here and there.

      “You don’t want to throw in a few extra sets for that groom bod that you’ll cover with a tux?” I ask, as Ben wipes down the machine we used.

      He shoots me a look. “I can hardly handle our basic workout today. Daisy dragged me along to Pilates yesterday, and it kicked my ass. And besides, we have our honeymoon, too. Gotta look ripped, even if I do cover it with a tux for a bit.”

      “Yikes.” I went to a Pilates class once at a friend’s request, thinking it would be easy because I’ve lifted weights regularly since I was fifteen. Yeah, no. It worked muscles I didn’t even know I had, and it hurt to even walk the next day.

      “Daisy’s going to outlive us all.” He shakes his head, that warm, lovey-dovey expression coming across his face. What a sap. I’m a little jealous and more than a little happy for him. “Speaking of Daisy, she said that you guys had a good chat over dinner about the pre-wedding stuff?”

      “Yeah, we did.” I wander over to the squat rack and start to add more plates to the end of the bar.

      I immediately think of Briony. I know I took notes about what Daisy thought for each of the events, but I hardly remember any of them. I’m good at keeping my emotions close to the vest, but Briony is threatening to undo me. The pure irritation in her expression when I came up to her was like a hard slap in the face. I spent half the meal trying to tamp down my annoyance and figure out what I had done.

      How did I not realize how I’d practically run from her after our hookup? Am I so out of practice dealing with women for more than one night that I didn’t even think about how I’d made her feel? I could have at least played it cool and walked next to her to where Ben was giving his speech instead of darting off and pretending I hadn’t seen her at all.

      At least I knew I had to man up and apologize when we were on the train, even though I technically did what she asked me to. I’d hurt her feelings, and I had to fix it. It’s never a fun thing to do, but I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t.

      Plus, I want to get to know her again. I avoided talking to her directly at dinner, but I nodded along with a lot of what she said. We’re into some of the same things, like bad action movies and trying new foods, but she’s into some things that intrigue me, like botanical science. And then there’s her business, which I’m curious about just from an entrepreneurial standpoint. Ben has been engaged for all of a week and a half, and I already know how much money could be made as a wedding vendor.

      But if I get to know her, will I be able to control myself? I have one female friend who isn’t connected to me through business, and that’s Daisy. And I don’t shit where I eat, so I never, ever sleep with coworkers or employees. Any time I’ve tried to be friends with a woman in the past, it ended up with us sleeping together.

      Just the thought of maybe sleeping with Briony has my thoughts spiraling in a dirty direction, so I have to pivot. I do my set of squats, then step out of the way for Ben to do his.

      “How’s work?” I ask on our break. Any topic would do besides the wedding or Briony.

      “Good. Busy.” He pours water into his mouth, getting half of it on his shirt. “It’s going to be nuts with the wedding planning on top of everything.”

      “You know, there are these people called wedding planners who do all that shit for you,” I offer.

      “You know how I am,” Ben says, grinning. “If I’m not going balls to the wall, did I even go at all?”

      I snort. Ben was valedictorian of our high school class and a member of a ton of clubs, on top of doing two sports. He graduated from Stanford in three years for no good reason besides the fact that he wanted to get a jump start on grad school for his Ph.D. in biochemistry. Before long, he was poached from the program to come work at the company where he still works long hours. He doesn’t understand how to slow down unless he’s literally cut off at the knees. “If you say so.”

      “You know I like to plan shit.” He goes to do his next set, grunting at the last chest press. “We’ve gotten another round of funding, so I’ll be stretched super thin. We’ve got a lot of good stuff going on at the company, though, so it’ll be fun.”

      “Congrats.” I take his spot, pumping out five chest presses.

      “Oh, speaking of—we’ve got something that I think could work for your father,” he continues. His face is as neutral as possible, even though I know he’s just as big of a fan of my father as I am. But he understands me like most people don’t—he knows why I go to Long Island so often to visit, even if doing so is a miserable experience. He knows the sick hold Dad has over me and doesn’t judge me for it.

      “Another medication?”

      “A trial.” Ben raises one shoulder in a shrug. “It’s still super early but based on the requirements for these in-human studies; your dad might be a good fit. From what you said, the doctors seem to think it’s autoimmune, right?”

      “Right.” Autoimmune diseases are more common in women, but it’s not unheard of for a man to be ravaged by one. The doctors have ruled out systemic ones like lupus, but they still think they’re on the right track in their investigation. Maybe he has something they haven’t seen before, even though I’ve gotten him some of the best doctors in the region.

      The idea of something finally working genuinely excites me—Nora sends me updates about Dad’s condition based on what he tells her after his appointments, but he still isn’t responding to any treatments. I wouldn’t have wished the suffering he deals with daily on my worst enemies. He’s gone from an athletic, robust man to a weak one who has to use a walker just to cross a room.

      “It’s still pretty risky, though,” Ben adds. “But it’s worth a shot, I bet.”

      “Definitely,” I comment, even though the realization has taken me down a notch. I want him to get better, sure, but I don’t want him to risk getting worse on a long-shot treatment. If I suggest something that makes him worse, he’ll likely never trust me again. Not that he trusts me much now, despite not having a reason to distrust me, but still. Our relationship is on a tightrope, and any breeze could throw us off.

      I wipe down the machine and move on to the next one. I need the gym to clear my head, not act as a place where I stew in my thoughts. So I throw myself into the next set, letting my muscles burn.
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        * * *

      

      I love my work, but some days are a little rough if they’re packed with back-to-back meetings like today. At least there’s the beautiful view—our offices are in Dumbo with views of the water and Manhattan. Even with the summer haze, our view is stellar, the warm sun streaming into the building. All of our conference rooms are bright and inviting, which I did on purpose. I’m in meetings day in and day out, and like hell am I going to sit in a dark room for all of them. As the boss, I can shape the office into anything I want.

      Sometimes I even bring my little mutt, Sarge, into the office if my meetings are mostly internal. I miss the little punk when I have long days like this, but he’s living it up at the doggy daycare. They send me text updates of what he’s doing a few times a day. Usually he’s running around with a ball in his mouth or sleeping, his two favorite things.

      I can’t believe I’ve turned out to be one of those Brooklynites who’s obsessed with his dog, but Sarge was an unexpected comfort after I left the service. I struggled with nightmares, though not nearly as bad as some people I knew and having him nearby brought me back to earth. I went to one therapy session, realized that doing it was the most uncomfortable thing I could ever imagine, then decided that Sarge would help more. And he doesn’t talk.

      “Mr. King?” My assistant, Malcolm, catches me on my way out of a meeting with our front-end development team. “Your lunch meeting got canceled, so you’re free until 2 p.m..”

      “Thanks, Malcolm. And seriously, you don’t have to call me Mr. King.” He’s one of the best assistants I’ve had in a while—serious and focused on making sure I’m where I need to go, though he can be a little too formal. Too many of my past ones spent half of the time they should have been working kissing my ass and trying to get ahead. If they just did their jobs like Malcolm does, they would have gotten ahead easily.

      I wander over to the cafeteria area one floor down and pick up a wrap before heading back into my office. Normally I try to catch someone and go out for something, but I need a little time to myself. I go back upstairs to my office, which has floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides and bask in the light for a moment. Maybe going to the beach would help me feel better. I haven’t felt quite on-base since Ben and Daisy’s party.

      I sit at my computer and open my personal email, deleting spam and sifting through various newsletters I’m subscribed to. In the left-hand corner, I notice Briony come online to chat. I almost click over to say hi but pause. We’re alright again, sort of, but that doesn’t mean we’re suddenly best friends. We weren’t even close friends when we were younger. She was firmly in the ‘Ben’s little sister’ corner of my brain most of that time. We carpooled together, and she hung out with us when we let her. And besides, I don’t have anything to ask her for yet—I’m not sure what I want to do for the cocktails.

      But do I really need a reason? I can talk to her for fun. I can keep myself under control, for fuck’s sake. If I can go into combat, I can keep it in my pants.

      AshJK: Hey

      I stare at the open chat box, hoping the reply bubbles will appear. I start in on my wrap, tearing at the wrapper a little harder than necessary.

      BrionyMc: Hey, what’s up?

      Relief surges through me. But what can I say next? The cardinal sin of starting any online conversation is just leading with ‘hey’. Am I fifteen again, before my growth spurt and ability to flirt appeared? Jesus.

      Thankfully Briony fills in the gap.

      BrionyMc: Does your username mean ‘Ash Just Kidding?’

      AshJK: Did you forget my middle name, Little B?

      BrionyMc: Oh no, how could I have forgotten this necessary piece of information? Whatever will I do?

      She includes a gif of a cat covering its face, almost like it’s ashamed before it flops over on its side. I smile a little.

      AshJK: J stands for James. K for King. I forgive you for your terrible mistake ;)

      Her reply bubbles disappear for a moment. Shit, did I lose her that quickly?

      BrionyMc: This is you -

      I click on the link she sent me, and it’s a video of a donkey braying at the sky as it rains, almost in defiance. My smile turns into a grin.

      AshJK: I’m a donkey?

      I know she has to be rolling her eyes on her end, her pretty, full lips pressed together to hold back her brilliant smile. Those years and years of braces when we were in high school were worth it.

      BrionyMc: You know what I meant. Ass.

      AshJK: Of course I did. But it brightens my day to tease you.

      I take a sip of the long-cold latte on the corner of my desk, waiting and waiting for her reply. I realize how ridiculous I’m being, waiting for her response, and open another tab. I need a break from work, so I pull up one of my favorite food websites.

      I hesitate to call myself a foodie, especially since the term is fucking ridiculous, but I do like trying new restaurants and bars. I need some inspiration for my cocktails anyway—something unusual, but perfectly Ben-and-Daisy. I’ve gotten my perfectionist streak under control in my work life, striking the right balance between having high standards and accepting inevitable failures from time to time, but it still rules me in my hobbies. Everything has to be just right.

      I click over to my chat tab the moment a message alert goes through.

      BrionyMc: You’re incorrigible

      I type, love those big sexy words before deleting them. Too far, and also weak as fuck on the flirt scale. High school seniors know what incorrigible means. I’m rusty.

      But I shouldn’t be flirting in the first place.

      BrionyMc: How’s your cocktail planning?

      AshJK: Still in the early stages. I’m not sure of what alcohol bases to go with yet. How’s your flower planning?

      BrionyMc: It’s going well. I have some preliminary arrangements for the engagement party space and some rough notes on the other events. Would knowing what flowers I plan to use help you? I know some are edible and that sometimes people make liqueurs out of them.

      AshJK: Yeah, it would. Want to meet up for a drink to go over some things? I’m probably dealing with some ‘unknown unknowns’ with all the flowers.

      She types for the longest time before her reply bubbles disappear. They reappear again, then disappear, then finally she sends her message.

      BrionyMc: Ok, sure. When/where?

      Thank God. Maybe she’s starting to trust me a little.

      AshJK: Somewhere between our two places? Maybe off Carroll St on the F/G tomorrow, around 7 or so?

      BrionyMc: Sure, how about here?

      I quickly search for the place she linked in another tab. Very casual, with outdoor seating. I love summer in the city, just for the outdoor seating at bars, but the thought of Briony in another tiny dress is going to kill me.

      I need to keep my damn hands off of her unless I want Ben to rip my fucking head off. Briony’s attitude still screams ‘goody-two-shoes relationship girl’ so nothing good can come of another hookup. Absolutely nothing at all.

      AshJK: Perfect. See you there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure why I suggested this bar. It was the first place I thought of, even though it’s definitely not a good place to have a business-like conversation. The outdoor seating is so packed that I had to save us a spot at the bar instead of a table, and music is blasting over the speakers so loudly that I can hardly think. Sweat drips down my back, even though I wore a linen dress that lets the air flow around my lower half.

      And this bartender. He’s been eyeing me ever since I sat down, mouthing that he’ll be right with me even though I’ve been waiting for a reasonable amount of time. His eyes dart directly to my cleavage. That’s the summer struggle—I can wear a dress that shows skin because it’s a hellacious fire pit almost everywhere and have creepers check me out, or I can cover up and sweat my ass off.

      The first few years I lived in the city, I covered up until I realized I don’t have to be nice to someone who’s giving me the creeps. It was a hard habit to learn, but Zara gave me pep talks to increase my confidence to say no. I have enough trouble with men without stringing along some random guy ogling me on the street just because I’m afraid of being harsh.

      “What can I get you, darling?” the bartender asks, putting his hands out on the bar. He gives me a long once-over that makes me feel cheap. “Let me guess… ”

      I hold my breath. I guess his guess—either rosé, a Cosmo, or a margarita, probably. I don’t have anything against those drinks — besides Cosmos— but so many guys assume that those are my go-to’s. Why do bartenders even try to guess in the first place?

      “Margarita?” he smiles, reaching for a glass.

      “I’ll just have whatever’s refreshing and on tap. I’m not picky,” I say, even though a margarita does sound nice. Maybe I really am predictable and basic.

      “Gotcha.” He goes for a different glass and looks over the taps. He finally chooses one and brings it over to me. “Want to keep the tab open?”

      “Yes, please.” I hand over my card, hoping the end of the transaction means he’ll leave me be.

      “Briony’s an unusual name,” he continues, studying my face and tapping my card against the bar. He’s doing the thing where his eyes flick to my breasts quickly, as if I won’t notice. Irritation creeps up my spine.

      “I didn’t pick it.” I give him a polite smile and pull out my phone. Would he take the hint?

      “It’s beautiful,” he says. And that’s a no. I shouldn’t have smiled, but I can’t help it—I have the opposite of a resting bitch face.

      “Thanks.” I look toward the entrance. Ash isn’t late, but I wish he would show up right about now.

      Someone appears between me and the guy next to me to order something, pulling the bartender’s attention away. I sigh, checking my phone again. No text from Ash. I’m not nervous about seeing him again, per se. Slightly sweaty palms? Check. My nervous tick of fiddling with my jewelry? Check. But my mental state is generally calm, which isn’t the case when my anxiety is through the roof. It’s Ash, and I’ve already decided that what happened between us will never happen again, even if Zara never lets me live with my decision. But that doesn’t change the fact that Ash is hot, and my inner awkward teenager still gets nervous around hot guys.

      “So, Briony,” the bartender keeps going, sliding back in front of me. “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Eric.”

      “Hi, Eric.” I adjust my bag on the seat next to me so Eric can tell I’m not going to be alone for long. I give him my most neutral face. I don’t want to escalate it to bitchiness, but I will if I have to. He seems fairly innocuous in comparison to some guys who have come onto me in the past.

      “Waiting for a friend?” he asks, putting emphasis on ‘friend’.

      “She’s waiting for me,” Ash says from behind me, putting his hand on my lower back. He pulls me close, almost possessively. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s fine—I was early,” I say as he climbs onto the stool next to me.

      “What can I get you?” Eric asks, suddenly going slightly cold. Hm, I wonder why?

      “An IPA, please. Any kind that’s good.” Ash takes his seat next to me, and Eric finally leaves. “You ok?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” I say, sipping my beer. It’s actually pretty good, so Eric wasn’t a total pain in my ass.

      “You looked a little distressed. That guy bothering you?” His eyes narrow at Eric. Is he jealous? Or feeling protective? Ben is already protective enough—I do not need two men in my life trying to guard me like ‘roided-up pit bulls. It’s exhausting, but also troubling. Do I give off a damsel-in-distress vibe all the time, or is it just them still assuming I’m a naive little girl?

      “Down, boy. He was just trying to hit on me, and I was trying to drop hints that I wasn’t interested.”

      He keeps looking at Eric for a second before he turns back to me. “Do men do that to you a lot?” Ash asks, his expression inscrutable.

      “Hit on me even when I’m giving hints that I’m not about it? Yeah. But I wouldn’t have survived as a single woman in this city if I didn’t know how to deal with the odd, uncomfortable bar interaction,” I shrug.

      “I’m going to talk to that guy and tell him to—”

      “Ash, no, Jesus.” I grip his forearm to stop him from hopping up—and doing what, going off on Eric for just being a creep? What would the good in that be? The guy’s left me alone, finally. “I’m fully capable of taking care of myself. Without needing to call in for backup.”

      “Fine.” He sighs, handing over his card and keeping his tab open. Eric doesn’t give me a second glance as he exchanges Ash’s card for his beer. “And I know that you can handle yourself, Briony.”

      Ash gives me a long look, his dark brows furrowed as if he isn’t sure what to do with me. I swallow more of my beer to take the edge off the knee-jerk feeling of irritation and the subsequent guilt that comes with it. Being a little sister, I sometimes resent being protected, but his heart is in the right place. And he listened to me without complaining about it, which Ben doesn’t always do.

      “Anyway, Ben and Daisy,” I say, steering the conversation away from myself. “Flowers. Alcohol.”

      “Right.” Ash pulls out his tablet and puts it on the bar. “I’m at a loss.”

      “How so?” I flip through the pages of my notebook until I reach the section on Ben and Daisy’s events. The engagement party page is a little bit extra—I’ve gotten into the way-too-detailed journal craze, so I’ve drawn each of the centerpiece flowers, along with descriptions and pricing on one side of the spread, with logistical notes on the other. Our app developer is still working the kinks out of BloomBrightly’s app, so I’m not able to use it yet.

      “I’m trying to hit the balance Daisy was talking about at dinner. Delicious, but interesting, something that encapsulates them as a couple.” He turns on his tablet. The lock screen is an absolutely adorable dog, not big but not tiny either. He has big ears that flip over at the tips like a puppy’s, and dark, intelligent eyes. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s a border collie mixed with a shepherd and maybe a smaller dog breed. Like Chunk, he’s black and white.

      “Is that your dog? You have a dog?” I ask.

      “Yeah, that’s Sarge.” He turns the tablet toward me. “He’s probably taking a nap in the middle of my bed right now.”

      I grin like an idiot. I didn’t peg him as the type of guy to have a pet, but he and Sarge make sense. Sarge looks like a smart little dude who likes to go on runs and protect the house. “He’s so cute.”

      “He’s a little punk, but I love him.” Ash smiles gently, and it makes my heart flip-flop in my chest. Men with cute dogs are a weakness of mine, apparently. Ash unlocks his tablet and pulls up a note app. “Anyway, I have some general directions I was thinking of going in, but I’m worried I’m off base.”

      I look over his notes. They’re split into a Ben column and a Daisy column, with their favorite drinks in a list below. Underneath those are flavor notes, question marks, and types of alcohol.

      “These look like solid starts. What’s wrong with these?” I ask, my brows furrowing.

      “They might not be ‘them’.” Ash shrugs and takes a sip of his beer.

      “You’re overthinking it.” I turn to a new page. “Would Ben and Daisy overthink it?”

      “Ben? Maybe. Daisy would go with the flow.”

      “So just roll with that vibe,” I say. “Ben’s drink would be a little fussy and extra, and Daisy’s would be simple.”

      I nibble the end of my pen, comparing my list of flowers with some of the flavor notes he put down. I feel his eyes on my face in a curious way. I blush despite myself, suddenly aware of how close together we’re sitting. Our knees are inches away from each other, and I feel the heat from him against my skin. My body responds to him whether I want it to or not, the traitor.

      “What’s with the blush?” he asks, an eyebrow going up.

      That only makes me blush more. “Nothing.”

      Like a shark, he senses blood in the water and grins. “Something had to make your chest and neck go that nice shade of pink.”

      “Nothing, seriously,” I insist, even as I color even more. Damn every ancestor who passed down the pale-skin gene.

      “Uh-huh.” He gives me a once-over, totally unlike the one that Eric gave me earlier. This one makes my nipples tighten and a dull throb pulse between my legs. “I could tease you about it, but I’m trying to be good.”

      “Kudos for managing to do the bare minimum,” I shoot back. He holds in a smile and takes a long swig of his beer.

      “Do I get a gold star? For being only a slight ass?” he asks, resting his chin on his fist, so he’s facing me, mirroring the same position that others along the bar are in. That little half-grin-half-smirk is still on his face. If Sarge is a little punk, then the pup must be taking after his owner.

      “A silver one. Maybe.” I am definitely still blushing, hard, and my smile is probably bordering on goofy. He has to know what he’s doing to me. There isn’t a hot guy on Earth who isn’t aware of his power.

      “That’s a blow to the ego,” he says lightly, sitting back up.

      “Doesn’t hurt to get taken down a notch every once in a while,” I point out. “Let’s get back on track. My arrangements for the engagement party have hibiscus, which is edible. Why not use that?”

      “I thought of that, but I wasn’t sure if it was too easy. Beaches, hibiscus—very expected.” He goes deep into thought for a moment before tapping away on his tablet.

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t put your own twist on it. Wouldn’t that make it even more special? Something that people would expect in an unexpected way?” I point out.

      “Sure.” He’s still deep in thought, now running his hands through his hair. “I think I can pull this off. Maybe.”

      “So much self-doubt,” I comment, watching his fingers fly over his tablet’s keyboard. “If the cocktails are as good and boozy as the punch from the party, no one will give a shit if it’s groundbreaking. Everyone will get wrecked.”

      “I know.” He keeps typing. “I’ve relegated my perfectionist streak to my hobbies since it was only hurting me in the business world.”

      “Why not throw it away all together?” I ask.

      He opens his mouth to speak but closes it and looks at me. These looks are going to melt my face away if he keeps them up. What’s going on in that head of his?

      “You say it as if I can pluck the tendency out of my brain and throw it down a trash chute.” He finally looks away from me.

      “I’m saying that if you can do it for part of your life, you can do it for the others, that’s all.” I doodle a daisy in the corner of my notebook, uncomfortable with the strange, sudden tension in the air.

      “You’re very optimistic,” Ash snorts.

      “I’m being realistic.” I sip my beer. “I believe that people can change if they really want to. It’s not easy, but it’s possible.”

      The relevance of my words sinks in, at least to me. Could Ash change into the boyfriend type? I know I shouldn’t even think those words—Zara and I used to watch episodes of Dr. Phil in college when we were bored, and so many women struggled with men who they thought they could change. They never succeeded. If the guy didn’t want to make changes, he wouldn’t.

      From what Ash said at the party, he has some deep inner issues that prevent him from being attached. I’m no therapist, even if my friends say I’m the ‘mom’ out of the group. I need to shove my optimism into the back of my mental closet. Even getting my hopes up that Ash might magically want to change for me is a waste of time.

      “Well, I’m not going to change today.” Ash looks at his tablet again. His notes have gotten quite a bit longer. “I’ll tinker with some stuff based on some hunches. Do you have a source for food-grade hibiscus in the city?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I email him the name of the place. “What’re you thinking?”

      “A simple hibiscus margarita for Daisy’s drink. For Ben’s… I’m probably going to do something weird with the hibiscus,” he says.

      “Something super extra?” I smile.

      “Of course.” He gives me a half-grin. “I could use a taste-tester if you’re interested.”

      “How do you know my taste in alcohol is good? I’ll drink just about anything.”

      “Isn’t that all that really matters? You don’t need to be a pro to know what’s good. I want a reaction from a regular person who won’t tell me that the flavor notes taste like global warming and volcanic ash or something.” He makes that expression again, the one where he’s clearly holding in a grin. “Besides, from what I remember, you have pretty good taste. At least in some things.”

      His voice is criminal—the way he can lower it to just the right frequency to make me squirm. I think back to our ill-fated hookup when he whispered dirty things in my ear as he blew my damn mind. Between that and the steaming-hot gaze he just turned on me, something clicks in my head.

      “Wait, are you flirting with me?” I blurt.

      He blinks, taken aback. “Shit, I guess I kind of am.”

      “Even though we both decided to keep it friendly?” I point out, keeping my voice steady and firm. No matter how hot he is, I cannot let him walk all over me. I vowed to stop being so damn nice at my own expense when I graduated from high school, and it still takes a lot of work for me to assert myself. I wiggle my toes, since fidgeting with my rings would be a much more obvious nervous tic.

      “Yeah.” He looks chastened.

      “So please stop,” I say softly but firmly, forcing myself to look him in the eye. “I enjoyed our um, hookup, but I don’t think we want the same things. I think I’m still a relationship kind of girl after all.”

      My stomach flip-flops. I’m proud of myself for speaking up like that, even though he probably doesn’t want to hear it. But aren’t I just saving us both time and needless angst?

      “I’m really sorry—it’s a problem I have with women in general, not just you.” He looks down at his beer, sighing. There’s a lot of weight in that sigh.

      “It’s fine. I… didn’t exactly discourage it from the start. But then again, I’m still pretty awful at knowing when guys who are smooth are flirting with me.” I glance at Eric’s back down the bar.

      “At least I’m smooth, eh?” He knocks back the rest of his beer and drops the glass on the counter with a thump.

      I let out an undignified snort. That smoothness is going to be the death of me. “Yeah, at least there’s that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      Briony’s request to stop flirting with her only makes me want her more. I don’t understand it myself—I’m probably just a masochist.

      Maybe what’s making me more interested is the fact that she’d stopped me in my tracks and knows what she wants out of life. Women who aren’t afraid to speak up, even if the person they are talking to won’t like what they were about to say, are extremely appealing to me.

      She didn’t use to be like that. Back in high school, she was notoriously nice to a fault, somehow tamping down the temper that Ben said could rear its head when she was with family. She wasn’t the kind of person who got bullied, but she was firmly in the dorky kid section of the cafeteria, always willing to help someone out even if they didn’t deserve it. She was the queen of the geeks if that was a crown anyone wanted to have.

      Though I’m not thrilled that she won’t be up for another round, or anything casual at all, not even some harmless flirting. Honestly, I’m not sure what to do—I’m not going to be a dick and keep hitting on her against her wishes, of course. So that leaves me lusting after her from afar. I haven’t had to do that since high school.

      Or maybe I can fuck someone else to get her out of my mind.

      I look through the contacts on my phone. Out of the long list of women I know who I might booty text, some are now dating someone exclusively or married. The others are either not worth reaching out to because of our lack of chemistry, or they’re clingy. I only keep the latter in my phone so I can recognize when to ignore their texts. None of them seem to compare to that moment Briony and I shared.

      I sigh. Now that I think about it, getting laid isn’t even that urgent, especially as I look over my inbox. I probably don’t even have the time for anything but my hand. Jesus Christ, I’m drowning, and it’s already 6 p.m. I’ve gotten in at seven in the morning every day this week.

      I sigh yet again and run my hands over my face. The work won’t get done if I spend my time just sitting here and bitching about it. I quickly order some food for delivery and dive into my inbox. It takes me a while to get into a flow, but eventually I make it through the backlog and onto some of the more exciting stuff. Right as I’m about to open up some new designs for our latest laptop, my phone rings. It’s Ben.

      “Hey, you in the office by chance? I’m passing through the area,” he says.

      “I am—how’d you guess?” I look out the window.

      “Because I know you’re usually the last guy in the office and I can see the lights are on, on your floor,” he explains. “And the delivery guy is here too.”

      I go to let them both up. Ben strolls into my office, holding my food and a bag of his own. He must have come from the office too—he’s wearing his office clothes: jeans and a button-down. Daisy bought him all his clothes, thankfully. He would probably wear wrestling sweatshirts with cut-off sleeves and shorts outside of work if she hadn’t. He’s that guy who has worn shorts in the dead of winter most of his life, just because he’s never wanted to buy new pants.

      “Thai?” he asks, putting my food on my desk. “Let me guess; it’s chicken pad Thai?”

      “You know it is.” I sit back down and stretch my legs out, opening the carton. It’s my ultimate late-night work meal, even if it’s boring. “Dumplings?”

      “Yep.” He sits in the seat across from me and puts his feet up on the ottoman I keep nearby.

      We eat in relative silence until we’ve taken enough of the edge off of our hunger.

      “Why were you in the office so late?” I ask, taking a sip of water.

      “Just got overloaded.” He swallows. “On the project I mentioned—the one that your dad might be a good fit for. They’re willing to evaluate him to see if he’s a good fit.”

      “Seriously?” I put my food down. “That’s amazing news. What does he need to do?”

      “Well, first you need his consent, since we can’t just throw him in the hospital and pump him full of drugs.”

      “As if he’d let anyone take him anywhere against his will,” I comment. “He’d still try to kick someone’s ass even though he’s frail as hell.”

      “Psh, of course he would. But I’ll get my assistant to send over the info.” He picks up another dumpling and stuffs it into his mouth. “Shit, I should probably make a note of that or I’ll forget.”

      “Damn, you must be overloaded.” His memory is usually like a trap.

      “Wedding planning.”

      “Wedding planners can do all that shit for you, you ass.”

      “Too anal for that.” He taps out a reminder on his phone. “Daisy did the smart thing by asking you and Briony to help her. I’m surprised you guys haven’t strangled each other yet.”

      “We’re fine. Why wouldn’t we be?” I ask, a little too quickly. I hoped I don’t sound too guilty.

      “You guys are kind of opposites. She’s glass-half-full, and you’re kind of glass-half-empty, if you get me.” He runs his chopsticks along the bottom of his dumpling box. “I can see how that would be a little grating sometimes. You guys fussed all the time back in the day over basically everything.”

      “We’re fine. Pretty good, actually,” I insist. “She’s helped me out a lot with the drinks.”

      Ben nods, studying my face. He’s known me for so long that he’s one of the few people who can accurately read me. I steady my nerves so he can’t see how I’m starting to sweat.

      “You two aren’t fighting at all?” he asks, his suspicion clear.

      “Maybe a little bit,” I say, which technically isn’t a lie. “What’s with you? We’re both adults who can handle themselves.”

      Ben sits back in his seat, letting his feet hit the floor. He runs a hand through his hair. “I trust you—both of you—but Briony’s been having a hard time with men lately, and I don’t want anything bad to happen. I’m just being paranoid, I’m sorry. I’m being an ass.”

      Well, at least his paranoia is kind of accurate.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I give him a half-smile. “Though I’m pretty impressed that you have time to worry about her at all.”

      “Psh, it’s in my blood.” Ben laughs without his regular humor. “Did you know my mom still calls me and asks me to keep an eye on Briony? As if she’s not a grown-ass woman. But then again, I’m a grown-ass man who still feels compelled to do what his mother tells him, even if it’s ridiculous.”

      “Your mom’s ability to persuade people is a little terrifying, so I don’t blame you for doing what she says.” She’s the nicest woman I’ve ever met, which is what makes her ability to change minds even more powerful.

      “Seriously.” He slumps in his seat even more. “I get it though, kind of. I remember when Briony got sick when we were kids. I’d never seen Mom get so scared before. That kind of fear doesn’t get out of your system for decades.”

      I nod. When Briony was eight or so, she got a terrible virus that almost killed her. She was completely fine and has been ever since, but everyone treats her like that kid still. With her sweet, geeky nature, they’re doubly worried that people might hurt her. I get smacked with a wave of internal cringing. Her irritation when I tried to handle that bartender must have hit a raw nerve, even if she doesn’t seem too pissed off at me still.

      “She’s a smart woman. And more assertive than you think,” I say. “Everything is fine between us, and it’ll stay that way.”

      Now that I’ve spoken it aloud, I have to hold myself to it. If there’s any guaranteed way to guilt myself into a behavior, making a vow is the way to do it.
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        * * *

      

      For once, walking up to my father’s house doesn’t fill me with dread. I have some paperwork that Ben’s assistant sent over regarding the drug trial Dad might be eligible for in my bag. I look it over, and it really seems promising. Hopefully, he’ll feel the same.

      He’s in the same position he was in during my last visit—tucked under blankets in a recliner, watching TV. This time he’s watching a business news show, his eyes bright and alert on the screen. He’s clean-shaven and has gotten a haircut since then. Nora is sitting next to him, arranging a bunch of pills into a holder, split up by day of the week and time of day.

      “Hey,” I say softly, so as to not startle either of them. Dad looks over at me and nods before going right back to the TV, and Nora says hello. “Just wanted to stop by with some good news.”

      “Hm?” Dad looks away from the screen.

      “You know how my friend Ben works for a biotech company, right?” I dig into my bag to get the pages I printed.

      “Nope,” Dad says without an ounce of embarrassment.

      I take a deep breath through my nose. He’s known Ben forever, and yet he probably doesn’t even know that we’re still best friends. In contrast, Ben’s parents send me handwritten congratulations cards when they read something big about my company in the news. I keep my expression steady since I don’t want to derail the conversation into a fight so quickly.

      “Well, he does work for one. He knows about the medical problems you’ve been having and let me know that there’s a drug trial that might be a good fit for you.” I hand him the packet. “Here’s the information on it for you to look over. From what he says, it could be a great opportunity to try something new, since your other treatments have had mixed results.”

      He puts on his reading glasses and looks over the first page. The summary of the drug and the study are written in plain English since the participants need to give informed consent to even get to the patient selection phase. I watch his eyes dart across the page; his expression unreadable at first. Sometimes that’s worse than his full-on rages, almost like the greenish tinge to the sky before a storm. It might be a run-of-the-mill thunderstorm or an F5 tornado. As if she can sense it too, Nora excuses herself to the kitchen.

      “The drug is for patients with autoimmune symptoms,” I speak up to fill in the silence. “Since there’s been a rise in people who have certain sets of symptoms without a clear diagnosis, they hope that this medicine can alleviate symptoms until something’s officially diagnosed.”

      He doesn’t react to that—he only turns the page. After what feels like ten minutes of quiet, he flips back to the first page of the packet and takes his glasses off.

      “Why the fuck would you give me this?” he snaps, his voice low.

      “W-what?” I stammer.

      “This bullshit study. Did you even look at the risks?” He flips through the pages and tosses them back to me.

      I skim over the page. It lists a whole gamut of potential side effects, from small things like insomnia and bloating, to potential organ failure and death, along with the prevalence of those effects in animal studies. Admittedly, there are several instances of the most severe effects, but the benefits could far outweigh the potential risks. They wouldn’t have moved onto human trials if it’s too risky.

      “I did,” I say. “Considering that your state is deteriorating, and your doctors say that some things that have worked aren’t as effective anymore, don’t you think it’s worth a shot to at least get evaluated to see if you’re a fit?”

      “What and kill me in the process?” he spits out. “Why’d you tell anyone about my illness anyway?”

      “Because you’re my father and I care. Ben’s in a position to help—”

      “You don’t really care.” He coughs, long and hacking. “I bet you’re only here to save face. If the public knew that a big-shot CEO let his dad die without at least pretending to help, they’d go berserk.”

      I’m not that much of a public figure, but still, his words manage to find my deepest, darkest shame. Yes, part of me is doing this because if I don’t, then how would people view me? Hearing the words aloud is a punch to the gut.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” he continues, dipping his head so he can try to catch my gaze. I didn’t even realize I’m looking at my lap.

      “No,” I manage to say. “Why is it so crazy for me to want to help you?”

      “Because you’ve never liked me.” To anyone else, he would have sounded weak or wounded. But I know his games.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I look up, my blood pounding in my ears. “I’ve never liked you? Do you not realize how much shit you’ve put me through in my life?”

      “What? Disciplining you? Pushing you to be your best in everything you did? Paying for a world-class education?” he says. “Where would you be if it wasn’t for me? You sure as shit wouldn’t be a CEO of anything.”

      He can barely lift a cup filled with water, but he might as well have slapped me across the face hard enough for me to stumble backward. Again, he’s right. He did push me to do my best, which led to me getting straight A’s, always. I was always at the top of my sport, no matter what it was, because he made me get up and practice early even if there was a foot of snow outside. I didn’t even have to worry about student loan debt since he’d set aside money for my tuition. He always told me to work hard rather than complimenting my natural intelligence, which got me farther than some of my peers who had more talent. He was harsh, both then and now, but he got the job done.

      I close my eyes, feeling a headache coming up behind my eyes. I don’t cry, but the headaches I get from frustration are almost as bad. I don’t have a comeback for what he said.

      “Take this bullshit and get it out of my house,” he says, gesturing to the papers. “And don’t you ever try to foist some nonsense death-trap treatment on me again.”

      I get up as if my body is being controlled remotely, put the papers back in my bag, and leave. I stand outside, waiting for a car to pick me up, tearing up the consent form that came along with the paperwork. I crush it into a ball and stuff it into the recycling bin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      I wish my day job was as satisfying as working on BloomBrightly. I work in marketing, which I need to do for BloomBrightly, but this is marketing for insurance companies. Literally nothing is more boring, even though it pays well, and I get to work from home. I only have to physically go into the office about once a week.

      Of course, not all of BloomBrightly is fun, but that’s what Zara is for. She’s the business operations and finance person, and I’m everything else, more or less. She finds that part engaging—or at least she looks like she’s engaged. We sit at our kitchen table—ok, our table that’s next to the open kitchen because our apartment is tiny—blasting music and working away. Sometimes we toss popcorn into each other’s mouths or crack some jokes, then get right back to it. Going back to my day job after evenings like these is torture. I’m not sure if anyone has cracked a joke there in months without it flying over everyone’s heads.

      I look over the beta version of the website one last time before I switch gears to Ben and Daisy’s wedding. Things on the site still aren’t efficient enough for me to use it to plan this time around, but I’ll be able to soon. For now, I have a spreadsheet with the flowers listed, each marked with their arrival date and what I have to do with each, along with information for the people who will be helping me transport the arrangements from my apartment to the engagement party venue. My notebook is open to my sketch page, where I’ve taped a few test photos I took. Sometimes working on paper helps me think the arrangements through a little better.

      “Ugh, got another polite ‘thanks but no thanks’ from that new Brooklyn brides publication,” Zara mumbles. She must be checking our joint company mail.

      “Did they give a reason why?” I ask, my mood dipping.

      “No, just a ‘not a great fit at this time’ form rejection.” Zara sighs. “Sorry, B.”

      “It’s ok. They aren’t the only publication out there.”

      They aren’t even in my dream publication list, so my mood pops back up again. If we got a rejection—or hell, even any kind of response—from Modern New York Bride, my heart would have exploded. Our company or my work getting featured in it would be a dream come true. They’re the top-rated publication in the region, and a lot of small businesses have taken off by being featured there. And it’s the first publication that made me realize that being a professional floral designer is even a thing. I was at the orthodontist of all places when I was twelve and thumbed through it in the waiting room. I have no idea why it was in that waiting room, but I’m happy I stumbled upon it.

      We pitched BloomBrightly to the magazine a few times in the past, to no response. At a networking event, someone told me that they rely heavily on personal connections and word-of-mouth in choosing their content. I’ve done everything besides straight-up stalking their editors, trying to get in front of them, but they’re almost as impossible to get to as the president. Or at least a junior senator. If I keep trying, I’ll get there eventually.

      At least Ash’s compliments on the business have kept me going more than I want to admit. I can push aside all of our drama to recognize a genuine compliment. If anything, I’m good at remaining professional.

      My phone alarm chimes under the pulsing sounds of whatever song Zara is playing. Ugh, it’s already six? I have a date in a little over an hour. Even though I’m not excited in the slightest, I can’t roll up to the bar wearing a big t-shirt that says COOL CAT LADY in hot pink letters and some running shorts from high school with a hole in the butt.

      “Hey, want to help me with an outfit for this date I have?” I ask, standing and stretching.

      “Ooh yes, of course.” Zara shuts her laptop and stands, too. “Tell me all about this guy.”

      “My nice coworker set me up with him a few weeks back, so I can’t just blow him off.” I sigh and go into the bathroom, leaving the door open. “But I’m not excited.”

      I start the shower and undress while Zara putters around in my bedroom on the other side of the wall. She pops into the bathroom a few moments later.

      “More details, please,” she prods. “Not excited because he’s not cute? Not excited because you think he’s an arse? And where are you two going?”

      I sigh again and grab my plain body wash. He’s not worth using the fancy stuff. “Not excited because I’m just over dating. And we’re going to that casual beer garden that I mentioned the other day. It’s outside.”

      “Why are you going if you’re over it?” she asks. I can’t see her because of the shower curtain, but I know she’s wearing her ‘girl, why?’ face. If I’m the mom friend, Zara is the ‘bad cop mom friend’—she’ll hold you while you cry, but once she’s comforted you enough, she’ll tell it to you straight.

      “Basically, because I might as well.” I smooth my hands over my belly, then down my sides. “I feel like I should give the guy a shot, at least. He’s not bad-looking, and he’s a veterinarian. Based on my Instagram stalking, he’s pretty decent. Not that looking good on Instagram means anything.”

      “Mmhm.” She is definitely not convinced. “What’s his vibe? Like, outdoorsy vet, or bougie vet who only deals with fancy dogs?”

      “Mm, probably closer to outdoorsy vet, but it looks like his patients are regular cats and dogs based on his Instagram.”

      He has a cat, so at least we have one thing to talk about. We might have a lot of things to talk about—he’s perfect on paper. Maybe my dread is coming from the fact that he’s yet another first date. I’m so damn tired of first dates. I need a break, like I’d promised I would take, but I have to sit through this last one. I can do this.

      I finish up my shower and dry my hair hastily, not bothering to fool with my diffuser or keep my curls tidy. After I have my tiny bit of makeup done, I go into my bedroom, wrapped in my robe. Zara has laid out a cute outfit on my bed: high-waisted denim shorts and a vintage t-shirt, plus a big floppy hat. We’re the same height, but our bodies are basically opposites—she’s fine-boned with what she affectionately calls an elegant board body where I’m curvy and clearly born of ancestors who had to plow fields and milk cows all day. Picking out each other’s outfits is kind of a ‘how the other half lives’ experiment.

      “Is this a good blend of being cute, cool for the weather, but not too try-hard because you’re probably never going to see this guy again?” Zara asks.

      “Yeah, it’s cute.” I get dressed, then come out of my room to do a twirl.

      “Go get ‘em,” Zara says, slapping my butt before I can block her. “But not too long, though, because I want to watch the next episode of Great British Bake Off with you.”

      “Ok, I’ll tell him that I have to leave promptly so I can yell about rough puff pastry with my best friend,” I say dryly, gathering my purse and phone.

      “Great, he’ll be so accommodating.” Zara smirks. “Rough puff is important stuff.”

      “I wish. See you soon.”

      I head out, taking the train two stops and making my way to the bar. I find him right away, sitting in the window. He’s cuter in person, at least—longish brown hair and a nice smile. And yet, I don’t feel much actual attraction. It’s like I’m looking at a nice painting and understanding that it’s aesthetically pleasing, but not feeling compelled to stand in front of it for more than a few seconds.

      “Hey, Briony?” he asks, standing when I come inside.

      “Yes, and you’re Drew?” I go in for a handshake, but he goes for the hug. It’s just as awkward as I expect it to be. He’s wearing cologne, but it doesn’t appeal to me one way or the other. It’s a step up from Axe body spray, I guess.

      “Nice to meet you.” He smiles again and pulls out a seat for me. A gentleman, at least. Maybe the date won’t be too bad.

      Thankfully, he hands me the menu, so I have a few moments to not speak. I can feel him studying me, but I’m not sure if it’s interest or him comparing what my coworker said about me and the reality. I order a glass of white wine, and he orders a beer.

      “So…” he starts, filling the awkward silence.

      I glance at his hands, which have a long, but shallow scratch that crosses both of them. “Is that from one of your patients?”

      “What?” He looks down. “Oh, right. It is.”

      “A cat?”

      “No, a parrot.” He smiles again. He clearly had braces in the past—his teeth are too perfect. “People underestimate birds, but they’re really smart and can get a little moody.”

      “Do you like being a vet?” I ask. A very lame question, but the struggle is already apparent. What is with me? I’m not shy, but sometimes my social faucet gets clogged.

      “Yeah, I love it. I’ve always been big on animals.” He thanks the waiter when he puts our drinks down. “Do you have any pets?”

      “A cat, Chunk.” If there’s anyone who won’t be turned off by me whipping out my phone and showing off pictures of my cat, it would be this guy, right? I show him my screen background—which is Chunk sitting in his favorite spot on my windowsill—and then launch into my photo album of him.

      “He’s well-named,” Drew remarks after scrolling through my album.

      “I know. His vet told us to put him on diet food, and he just ended up eating a lot of that instead,” I say, laughing. “So, we’re cutting his portions. He’ll always be a big boy, though.”

      “Yeah, cats are stubborn when it comes to food. He looks like he’s a big cat no matter what his weight is. I hope he’s taking his diet well.” He takes a long sip of his beer.

      “Not really. He stares at us while we eat dinner. It’s a little sad.”

      And the awkward silence comes back with a vengeance.

      We revert back to small talk—where we’re from, what we like to do, things like that. He’s from Maine. He likes hiking and rock climbing, which are two things I would probably never do. It’s going perfectly fine.

      But that’s the problem. Fine isn’t enough anymore. I keep thinking of Ash and what he would do or say in this situation. He would probably make some joke that would make me roll my eyes and grin like the idiot I am around him. I’d feel that something in the air that I couldn’t put into words.

      I throw back my wine, trying to push the feelings away. I can’t think about another guy who is 100 percent unavailable while I’m out here on a date with a perfectly nice and decent-looking person who didn’t run away screaming at my cat pictures. That alone is a miracle. God, I suck.

      “Do you want fries or something?” he finally asks, grabbing the food menu in desperation.

      “Sure,” I say before immediately regretting it. Sure, we’ll have something to do with our mouths, but we’re only extending this bland blind date even more.

      “It’s been really nice outside lately,” Drew says. Oh god, we’ve gotten to the weather. The lowest form of conversation.

      I look out the window, watching the heat roll off the sidewalk. Yeah, really nice, if hell temperatures do it for you. I just smile and nod. And then my breath hitches because Ash walks by, holding a bag filled with groceries. We have lived in the same five-mile radius of each other for years, but now I run into him? Granted, it isn’t that weird since this is a major street. I might have passed him tons of times without noticing. But still. I’m not sure if I should be excited or nervous.

      He glances up at just the right time and sees me staring at him, wide-eyed, like a true idiot. Instead of waving and walking by, he strolls right in. Oh god.

      “Briony, hey,” he says, his expression as close to bright and beaming as it ever could be. “Can’t believe we’ve lived in the same borough for years and never bumped into each other until recently.”

      “Yeah,” I say weakly. Good lord, he looks amazing. The way his t-shirts stretch across his muscular torso should be a crime or come with a black box warning. He must be on the way to the gym because he’s wearing running shorts that show off his muscular thighs. I have to be blushing. Here I am, in front of a date someone was nice enough to set me up on, ogling some other guy. I’m the literal worst.

      “I’m Ash, by the way,” Ash says to Drew, reaching out to shake his hand.

      “I’m Drew—nice to meet you.” Drew is still smiling, but some of the energy behind it has dipped. “How do you and Briony know each other?”

      “Oh, we go way back.” The way Ash says it is vague enough for Drew to get all kinds of ideas about what he meant, but thankfully he follows that up with, “Her older brother’s my best friend.”

      “Oh, cool,” Drew says, his energy still a little low. He grabs at his pocket and pulls out his phone. “I’m sorry, I have to take this call—it’s a work thing.”

      He smiles apologetically and slips outside, raising the phone to his ear.

      “I didn’t hear his phone ring,” Ash notes.

      “It could have been on silent.” Or he could have been faking it. I don’t blame him.

      “Uh-huh.” Ash leans against the bar. “Is this a date?”

      “A blind one, yeah.” I watch Drew pace on the sidewalk, his brow furrowed.

      “You looked like you were in a boring class.” He glances at the menu.

      I cringe. “Did I look that bad?”

      “Not really, but Ben makes the same expression when he’s bored.” He mimics the expression, his brow muscles going a little slack and his eyes wide. “So I figured I’d come in and save you.”

      “Save me? Really?”

      “If any friend besides me had stopped by, how would you feel about it?” he asks.

      My eyes narrow. I would have been happy if anyone else interrupted because I could pivot the date into a clear ‘we’re just friends’ hang out. But with Ash, the vibe is entirely different. I know some women get jealous if a man has a beautiful female friend, but I didn’t know it goes the other way too. Even though Ash hasn’t said that we have a history, Drew still looks at Ash through the window, his annoyance palpable.

      Why does Ash have to be right?

      Drew comes back in a few seconds later and tucks his phone into pocket.

      “I really hate to do this, but I got called in for a work emergency. A dog ate a sock and a grape, which is a bad combination,” Drew says. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. I understand.” I smiled, trying to not seem as relieved as I am.

      “I’ll grab the waiter and pay—”

      “I’ve got it. Don’t worry about it,” I say.

      “You sure?”

      I nod.

      “Ok, then. I’ll text you, I guess?” He gives me a polite kiss on the cheek, the kind you’d give your great-aunt who smells like dust.

      “Yeah, text me,” I say for reasons I can’t quite understand. We both know that we were going to politely friend-zone each other—why did I ask for that? That’s the thing I hate about dating. There’s so much posturing and nonsense when it would be in everyone’s best interest to just be straightforward. Then again, I’m a part of the problem.

      Drew gives Ash a quick handshake and slips out, and the slight weight off my shoulders feels amazing. I push aside my guilt for being such a crappy date till later.

      Ash takes Drew’s seat right as the fries arrive.

      “Nice, fries?” Ash digs in immediately.

      “Hey now, did I say you could have some?” I ask, playfully pulling the basket toward myself.

      “Come on now, B. We both know that fries that are shared are better than fries eaten alone.” He pulls the basket back.

      I finish my glass of wine, and the waiter comes by with a second not long after. “I guess I do need some help with them since Drew left.”

      “You think he really had an emergency?” Ash asks. He drains Drew’s leftover beer like they were old friends and gets a new one. He smirks at the judgmental look I give him.

      “He’s a veterinarian, so maybe. Dogs do eat socks and food that can kill them all the time.” I push a stray hair out of my face and reach for another fry.

      “That’s true. Sarge once ate half a pillow.”

      “God, why?”

      “Who knows? He’s a smart dog, but sometimes he does dumb shit like that. Maybe it tasted good. I didn’t get down there and try it myself,” he says. “Anyway, sorry I tanked your date.”

      He scoots closer to the table, which makes his broad shoulders brush mine. Drew is in shape, but he isn’t as broad as Ash is. My skin tingles where we’re touching.

      “It was already in the shitter.” I groan and hold up my generously poured glass of wine. “At least I’m getting a buzz out of it.”

      “Sorry, B,” he says. “He seemed like an okay guy. What was wrong?”

      “I cannot believe you’re asking me about this,” I laugh bitterly.

      “It’s a date post-mortem. We do them for businesses, so why not for dating?” he points out. He gives me one of those not-quite-smiles that make me feel like my insides have turned to oatmeal. “I can give you the male perspective.”

      “I just wasn’t feeling anything toward him,” I admit after a long pause. “Isn’t that why most dates go awry?”

      “The guy threw in the towel the moment I stepped inside. Isn’t that worrying?”

      “Psh, have you seen yourself?” I mumble.

      “What was that?”

      “What?” My neck gets hot instantaneously. Thank god I wore my hair down. “Nothing.”

      “Pretty sure that was something,” he smiles, with a lightheartedness in his voice that makes me feel slightly less terrible.

      “He probably saw you and assumed a bunch of stuff,” I say, trying to divert attention from the obvious fact that Drew’s jealousy made him leave. “He already realized our date was doomed, so he saw an out.”

      Ash pauses, slowly dragging a fry across the top of the ketchup, hardly getting enough to taste. He falls deep into thought quickly, the way he frequently does, which gives too much space for me to think.

      “I feel like a shitty person. I should have tried harder,” I say, filling the quiet. My head dips in shame.

      “Tried harder to like someone? It’s not like you had to marry the guy,” Ash comments. “It was a first date, wasn’t it?”

      I hesitate. We’re quickly treading into dangerous territory, and I’m not sure if I want to keep going there. I glance at Ash, who is listening intently. Someone besides Zara wanting to listen to my love life troubles is new, and I appreciate it. Besides, we’ve settled what we are—just friends—and it’ll be helpful to have a guy’s perspective anyway. He’s never going to be my boyfriend, so it won’t be weird to discuss these things with him.

      “Of course not… but I don’t know. I claim to want a relationship, but I find it hard to make that connection. And on top of that, I keep getting burned,” I explain, swallowing a fry. “It must be my fault.”

      “Christ, Briony, it’s not your fault at all.” He says the words with such intensity that it startles me. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I… I don’t know. Maybe I expect too much or something. Maybe I’m too much of a romantic.” Now that I’ve admitted something, the rest starts to tumble out. Maybe it’s the wine, too. God. Me, Ash, and alcohol do not mix.

      “In what sense?”

      “I don’t know. Like expecting texts back within a certain time frame or wanting to go on dates that go beyond just Netflix and sex. Maybe getting flowers every once in a while,” I go on. “I haven’t had an actual boyfriend since I was twenty-three. That’s eight freaking years. But surely things in the dating world haven’t changed that much.”

      I feel so pathetic that I want to slide from my stool and through the floorboards.

      “I’m not trying to be anyone’s boyfriend, but even I answer people’s texts within a reasonable amount of time. It just sounds like you’re finding stealth douches.”

      “Stealth douches?” I giggle.

      “Oh yeah. Guys who put up a front about being ‘good’ are usually the ones you have to watch out for. They’ll go out with you and do the whole song and dance just to keep their reputation intact when in reality, they just want to fuck you and move on with their lives. And it seems like that’s the kind of guy you might be going for.” One side of his mouth lifts. “As a certified Non-Boyfriend Type, I know these things.”

      “Where’d you get that certification? Non-Boyfriends.com?” I ask.

      “Nah.” He sips his beer. “I got it on Amazon like a normal person. Free two-day shipping.”

      That makes me laugh genuinely for the first time that evening.

      “But in all seriousness, don’t lose your optimism. It’s special,” he continues, lowering his voice. “In the Navy, I learned that having just one positive person in a scenario could change the whole feel of an operation for the better. You can be that person.”

      Now I want to melt onto the floor for a whole other reason. He’s being genuine again, and it’s blasting through every single barrier I put up to not fall under his spell. I want to bury my face in his broad chest and soak him in, but I hold myself back.

      “Thanks, Ash.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” His fitness tracker blinks and vibrates. “Shit, I need to go, actually. See you around?”

      “Yeah, of course.” And before I can stop myself, I add, “Do you want to hang and work on some flower arrangements with me? The ones for the engagement party? I swear it’ll be more exciting than it sounds.”

      “Seems like an appropriately friend-zone activity,” he says with a gorgeous smile. “Sure, why not? Text me when you need me, and I’ll try to stop by.”

      My stomach twists at him saying ‘friend-zone.’ It’s what we have to do, even if my heart is trying to steer my brain to leap into his arms. And besides, Friend Ash is a pretty good listener underneath the snark. I want to get to know that Ash more.
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      I shouldn’t have gone back to my father’s house so soon after our shit-show of a visit last time, but here I am, rolling up to the hospital where he’s just been discharged. He’s sitting in a wheelchair outside, looking cranky as always, with a nurse standing guard. She’s wearing scrubs with pink hearts on them, a contrast to her clearly annoyed expression.

      “Finally,” Dad says the minute I get out of the car I rented. “I’ve been waiting.”

      “You’re all set?” I look him over.

      He has on a gray t-shirt with ‘Navy’ emblazoned across the chest and gray sweatpants. He looks small, like he’s swimming in the clothes. His thick white hair is lank and a little greasy, which never would have happened if he weren’t sick. He was notoriously vain back in the day, never stepping out of the house without his hair styled — it was his pride and joy, since he still had a full head of it— or a neatly pressed outfit.

      His nurse, Nora, has had a few days off, and his interim nurses clearly aren’t as diligent as she is. At least they got him to the hospital when he passed out. They called me in the middle of the night two days ago, when I was in Atlanta on business, and I drove in the minute I got back. I need to get a car to keep in the city. I only have some at my houses in Miami and L.A.

      I push down the surge of pity I feel for him. He won’t want it.

      He was vague about what had happened to him on the phone. He just said that he had passed out in his chair all of a sudden, and that his nurses decided to take him to the hospital. His doctors said that it was a severe hypoglycemic episode, even though his blood sugar is usually fine. He’s always kept in shape, and he doesn’t have diabetes.

      “Make sure to watch his blood sugar for the next few days. Feel free to call us if anything else changes, okay?” the nurse says, plastering on a fake smile.

      “I just want to get out of here. Goddamn hospitals. Goddamn nurses.” He stands slowly and shuffles over to my car. I dart around to get the door for him, but he yanks it open and plops down before I can do it. The nurse books it back inside now that he’s in my custody. I sigh and get behind the wheel again, peeling off toward his house.

      I have the radio playing gently, and he turns it off without saying a word. The silence is absolutely miserable, but anything we could talk about would be worse. He doesn’t like music—any of it. It just doesn’t appeal to him at all, which is by far one of the weirdest things about him. Maybe that’s why I like it so much, since it was an easy act of rebellion to blast it from my room as a teenager. Metal was particularly annoying to him.

      “Let’s go to Bagel Factory,” he says, adjusting in his seat, pointing to the old bagel shop’s sign off the side of the highway. It’s the one place that we both agree on liking, and admittedly, I’m pretty hungry.

      “The nurse literally just said for you to watch your blood sugars, though,” I say, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. He pauses, and I can feel him glaring at me. “Bagels have too many carbs.”

      “Get off at this exit,” he says, ignoring me. “They have eggs, don’t they? You must be hungry.”

      As if on cue, my stomach growls, and I do as he says. I flash back to high school, when we’d go to Bagel Factory after my wrestling meets. Dad was always trying to get me to gain weight to go up to the next class, where there was less competition. He would order a dozen bagels and cream cheese and watch me eat until he was satisfied that I was trying enough.

      Not that he had to encourage me much—I was a sixteen-year-old boy, for fuck’s sake. I was going to eat a shitload no matter what. But the very memory is a bit of a shock to the system. I bet normal people don’t have those memories with their dads.

      I get two egg-and-veggie scrambles and black coffee, even though I want a bagel myself. He begrudgingly takes it and digs in right away.

      “Your appetite’s better,” I note. He just grunts and keeps eating his eggs.

      When we get home, I help him back into his big leather chair. He groans and covers himself with a blanket.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask, sitting down with him. Nora won’t be back for another half hour or so.

      “Like shit.”

      I hold in a sigh. “Did they give you any paperwork about your diagnosis? Any discharge paperwork? I only know what you’ve told me.”

      He shakes his head. I raise an eyebrow. Usually I’m not around when he has medical treatments, so I always get information through his lens. I want to see what the doctor says directly, but since Dad hasn’t granted me the right to access his medical records or given his doctors consent to talk to me about his condition, I can’t see them.

      “What?” he snaps.

      “Why would they send you away with no information?” I ask. “Where’s your bag?”

      “Sit down, Ashton,” Dad hisses. “You don’t think I can take care of myself?”

      “Christ, Dad, I was just trying to help—”

      “Trying to help by putting me up to some bullshit medical tests or giving me a damn egg scramble when I could be eating a bagel.” He grabs the TV remote and turns it on.

      I glare at him, wondering if I should just get up and leave. But there’s a real risk of him passing out again, and if he made it through, he would never let me hear the end of it.

      God, why is my fear of being berated greater than the fear of him dying? I’m a piece of shit. Maybe Dad’s guilt-tripping is warranted.

      I hate this, passionately. I want to say I hate him, but I can’t, for reasons I don’t understand. A lot of people openly hate their parents who don’t say things that are as fucked up as what Dad has said to me over the years. So many of my friends who know him beg me to tell him to fuck off, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      I grit my teeth, trying to get myself into a more positive mental space so I won’t have a damn meltdown. I glance at my watch. Once Nora gets here, I can head back to Brooklyn, to Briony’s place. I’ve never been so excited to do something boring like arranging flowers before. Briony makes a lot of boring things more exciting.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. Trying to be just friends with her is harder than I thought it would be, though I do enjoy her company. It’s something beyond just physical attraction, though that’s definitely a big part of it. Something about her that I can’t place draws me to her and makes me feel like myself in a whole new way. She’s opened a little door in the back of my mind that I’ve never even noticed. We just click somehow.

      Do I have a crush on her?

      Jesus, I’m a grown man—I don’t have crushes. But I am feeling something I haven’t felt in a long, long time, and I’m not sure what to do with it. I stuff it in the back of my mind. It’s not like I can act on it. That would be like strolling into enemy territory without a plan and expecting it to go well. I can either have Briony as a friend for a long time, or have her as a girlfriend, inevitably feel claustrophobic and tied down, and break up with her. The first option is much less of a headache.

      “Nice news,” Dad says, breaking my train of thought.

      “What?” I look up at him.

      He nods his head toward the TV, which is covering my company. The segment ends and moves on to something about Google before I can learn what it was about. I never get used to seeing myself on TV, even if it’s just a photo.

      “About the company’s valuation going up,” he says. “Nice.”

      “Thanks.” I’m already a little proud of myself for that, but hearing Dad say it makes me feel even better. Pulling praise from him is like pulling teeth.

      I drum my fingers on the arm of my chair, feeling guilty yet again. What he thinks about what I do shouldn’t matter to me, but old habits die hard. It’s like the twelve-year-old Ash popped up out of nowhere, excited that Dad told me I did a good job at anything for once. Those moments were so rare as a kid and are even more so now as an adult.

      “Now’s the time to—”

      “Take it public. Yeah, I know, Dad. We’ve talked about this,” I say, shutting down and turning up the TV.

      Even though I’ve cut off the conversation, the juxtaposition of him being pleased with me and the idea of giving up control of my company for a shit-ton of money connects some synapses in my brain that need to stay unlinked. I can’t be that guy, the one who gives something up because he feels pressured to. But god, is the idea tempting.

      And now that the company is worth more, we can get a ton of money by going public. We could do so much more with our training program and raise wages across the board. Unlike Dad, I don’t want to hoard it all. Another glass of lemonade from my lemon of a childhood—I never want to be a slave to money. Not that I dislike nice things or having a salary that’s much higher than 99.9 percent of America’s, but it isn’t the end goal of what I do. I have three homes, one in Brooklyn, one in Miami, and one in LA. They’re nice, but nothing too extreme. They’re just enough.

      Thankfully, Nora comes bustling in not long after that, putting away her things and starting to check over Dad’s medicine. Once she gives me the okay, I leave, speeding back to Brooklyn.

      I run back home to let Sarge out in the backyard before I go to Briony’s. Over text she mentioned that she wanted to meet him, but I doubt Sarge and Chunk would get along. Sarge sees anything smaller than himself as a very fun challenge—and by challenge, I mean snack.

      Her apartment is in an old brick building not too far from Prospect Park, tucked down the block from a nail salon and a drug store. I press the buzzer for her apartment and wait… and wait.

      Am I in the right place? The address is right. The vibe is right, too. The area is filled with thirty-something professionals and young families. Briony had called it the bargain-brand version of Park Slope over text, which I’d read mid-meeting. I’d snorted so loudly that my CFO asked if I needed a tissue.

      “Hello?” she finally says over the intercom, sounding out of breath.

      “It’s Ash.”

      “Oh, shit. Okay. Just a second. Hold on.” The door clicks open, and I walk up the three flights of stairs to her place. The stairwell has worn marble stairs and a railing that really needs to be replaced before someone dies breaking it.

      “You’re early!” Briony shouts from down the hall, poking her head out of the apartment.

      “Am I?” I look at my watch. “By five minutes.”

      “Five minutes I was hoping to have to pull myself together. Come in.” She holds the door open for me.

      The place is small, which I knew it would be, and basically every available surface is covered with flowers. It smells great, which momentarily distracts me from the fact that it’s insanely hot inside, even with the windows open. It’s been a long time since I lived in an apartment building without central air. I’m only wearing shorts and a t-shirt but sweat is already pooling on my lower back. Damn, I’m getting too soft.

      I curse the late July heat but am suddenly very thankful to be sweating my ass off inside when I see Briony in the tiniest running shorts I’d seen in a while and a thin t-shirt. The shorts are cut in just the right way to show off her hips and thighs; the fabric pulled tight across her curves. I know her ass will look just as good if she turns. I like how sturdy she is, for lack of a better word. She’s womanly as hell with her little waist and broad hips but looks like she can withstand a hurricane with enough willpower.

      Her cheeks are flushed from the heat, not makeup, and her hair is up in a messy knot on the top of her head. Is she wearing a bra? From the way she’s moving, it seems like she isn’t. I don’t look hard enough to see if her nipples are hard. Goddamn, she’s tempting.

      Maybe this appropriately friend-zone’ activity is a bad idea.

      “Have a seat wherever you can find a spot,” Briony says, navigating the minefield of vases on the ground to her bedroom. “Give me a second.”

      I kick off my shoes and sit down on her couch, sinking deep into the cushions. I hear a chirp and look down to find Chunk butting his head against my leg. I give him a scratch behind the ears before he flops down on the other side of the coffee table, adequately greeted.

      I look around the apartment. It’s clearly a shared space, but it still has touches of Briony. The walls are pale pink, which is probably still her favorite color, and plants are in every nook and cranny. A speaker is sitting on the shelf next to a row of romance novels, and a few photography prints of some Long Island beaches are on the wall. It’s cozy without feeling too cramped.

      Maybe it’s because it’s filled with flowers, but it smells like her, too. Well, her perfume, rather. Maybe I can find out what brand it is if I get a chance to snoop in her bathroom. But that’s way too creepy, isn’t it?

      I like it, besides the lack of cool air. Maybe I can buy her the silent window unit that a buddy of mine’s company makes. Friends do things like that, don’t they? It isn’t like I’m buying her a dildo.

      Why do I torture myself with thoughts like this? My body is thinking with my dick way too often for my comfort.

      “Okay, I’m back, sorry.” She comes out of her bedroom. Jesus, she wasn’t wearing a bra before, but now she is. “I took way too long in the shower and lost track of time.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I run my hand through my hair.

      “And sorry it’s literally two thousand degrees in here. C’mere, Chunky boy.” She leans over to pick up Chunk, giving me a view down her shirt. I look away immediately and start thinking about calculus to keep my dick under control. “Let me get the fan.”

      She moves Chunk out of the way and fills his spot with a tower fan. The relief is instantaneous. Chunk wanders back in front of it and flops on his side, letting the air hit his belly.

      “That’s better.” She sits down beside me, laptop in hand. “Thanks again for your help. I’m guessing you’ve never put together flower arrangements, right?”

      “When would I have done that, Briony?” I ask, laughing.

      “You surprise me sometimes.” She shrugs. “Here’s what we’re trying to recreate, more or less, for the tables.”

      She pulls up a photo of a flower arrangement. I don’t know shit about flowers, but I can tell it’s something thoughtfully put together and deceptively simple. It's beautiful.

      “Okay, so…” She gets up and gathers a bunch of flowers in long boxes, the ends wrapped in damp paper towels. “Here’s the order you put the flowers in the vase—basically, small to large. The greenery, then the small flowers, then the big bulbs. Don’t worry about making it look fancy, because I’ll do that once you’re done. Sound good?”

      “Thanks for putting it into my language,” I say, picking up a big leaf I vaguely recognize. “These plants have names, don’t they?”

      She grins, one of her dimples appearing next to her mouth. “Yeah, but does it matter to you?”

      “At this moment? Not really.”

      “Well, there you go.” She stands up, putting her ass right at my eye level. Maybe I’ve gone to hell, and this is my torture. “What flower-arranging jams would you like to listen to?”

      “What does a person listen to while arranging flowers?”

      “Hm.” She gives me a mischievous glance over her shoulder as she puts her phone into the speaker I noticed on her shelf. “We could make it a throwback kind of day.”

      “Please no Lady Gaga or whoever,” I beg. She had just gotten big when I was in college, and my neighbors spent so much time blasting her music that I can hardly stand her even to this day. And when they weren’t blasting her music, someone in the quad was.

      “You’re pretty much asking for Gaga, then.”

      “Please, no. Is this going to be like our carpools in high school?” I ask. Whoever got shotgun picked the music, which meant that Briony and I spent a lot of time fighting for the front seat. Since I was bigger and stronger than her, I used to hip check her out of the way and scramble inside, even if she’d called it first.

      In retrospect, I treated her like one of the guys half the time, which probably confused her the rest of the time when I playfully flirted with her. No wonder things had blown up between us.

      “Yes, except we have more than whatever I burned onto my CDs.” She puts her hands on her hips. “Eminem, for a classic ‘Ben and Ash post-wrestling practice’ throwback?”

      “Oh, god.” I run my hand over my face. There was a long period when Ben and I listened to excessive amounts of Eminem. We listened to it because it drove both our parents and Briony absolutely crazy. She hated how loudly we blasted it, and our parents thought we were going to become violent psychopaths because of him. And, as teenage suburban white guys, it’s the law to listen to him at some point, more or less. “What about Aerosmith?”

      “Did you seriously just suggest Aerosmith?” she asks, her eyebrow going up.

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Old-people music.”

      “It’s not old-people music.” I get up and go behind her to see what she’s doing. “I think the word you’re thinking of is classic.”

      “Fine, it’s classic old-people music.” She rolls her eyes, still smiling so hard that her dimples showed. “Let’s go with some pop.”

      She scrolls through Spotify and picks an album. A horn plays a long beat and shifts into something pop-y. “Carly Rae Jepsen. Then you can pick the next thing.”

      “Fine.” I’m close enough to her to see the freckles on the tops of her shoulders. If we were going to hook up, I’d probably put my hands around her small waist and kiss along her neck, pulling her into my arms. I like how she’s smaller than me, but not too short. She has just enough meat on her to sink my fingers into a little bit. I force myself to take a step back from her, so I won’t break down and do it.

      We get to work. I place the proper flowers in the small white vases while she works on two large arrangements in floor vases, trimming the ends of plants and putting them in stem by stem, stepping back and looking at her work with her head cocked to the side. Sometimes she mumbles something to herself and undoes whatever she just did. I find myself falling into a groove with the flowers, the poppy music brightening the atmosphere.

      “Are you dancing?” she asks, her head suddenly inches behind me. I jump. “Do you love this?”

      “Hold up; love is a strong word,” I protest. “It’s catchy. I can’t help it. And bobbing my head isn't dancing.”

      “Uh-huh.” Her smile is contagious. “Sure.”

      “Even if I did like it, who cares?” I point out. “It's music. Everyone likes music.”

      “Old Ash wouldn't have been caught dead listening to this girly pop.”

      “Thankfully I've grown quite a bit since I was twenty.” I snort. “What were you expecting me to be like, B?”

      She pauses, looking up at the ceiling in thought. “I don't know. I need to stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Comparing current you, to past you. If someone tried to compare me now to me in college, I would throw a fit.”

      “Eh, it's a natural impulse. People develop, but their base nature is still there. Like, I would be shocked if you were sullen and not enthusiastic, but I'm not shocked that you're starting your own business.”

      “You think past me was the kind of person to start a business?” she asks, clearly flattered.

      “Yeah. Once you're into something, you run.” I lean back in my seat. “And you're not the type to jump into things without thinking a little first.”

      Except for our hookup, but that’s beside the point.

      “I guess you're right. About our natures.”

      She goes silent, and the only sounds are the music and her clipping off the bottoms of flowers. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Yeah, go ahead.”

      “Am I crazy for wanting to start a company? What am I really getting into?” Her eyes are serious and thoughtful; her smile gone for once.

      “Everyone who starts a business is a little crazy.” I smile wistfully, remembering the early days of my own. “There’s a lot of sacrifice and a lot of deep shit you have to face inside yourself. So yes, you’re crazy, but so am I. You have to get comfortable with risk.”

      “Hm.” She mulls that over.

      “If you ever need anything, I’m here,” I say before realizing how it sounds. “Y’know, for your business. And in a friend way.”

      Her smile comes creeping back onto her face. “Really?”

      “Of course. I haven’t been through it all, but I know a lot of people who can help.”

      She makes a little sound of displeasure in the back of her throat. “We’re having trouble raising additional capital. A lot of investors are like, ‘Flowers? Who cares?’ even though I think our presentations are solid. Maybe it’s the people we’re approaching.”

      “They can be fickle. I know some people who might be interested, though.” I dig through my mental contacts list. Someone has to be the right fit. “No guarantees, though.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says, her eyes bright. “You seriously don’t have to put me in touch with anyone if it’s a hassle.”

      “Business tip number one—if someone offers to connect you to someone, always take the info. Don’t be a humble hero,” I say, pulling out my phone. I make a note to call a few folks on Monday. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      “Thank you, Ash,” she says quietly. “It really means a lot to me.”

      The way she says it makes my neck heat up like the words came from the most shielded parts of herself. Seeing that in her sends my heart fluttering into my throat. I clear it and swallow. This is the kind of things friends do for each other. Just because she looks at me like I’ve just given her the gift of life doesn’t mean anything beyond simple gratitude, even if the atmosphere in the room has shifted to something I can’t quite name.

      The song changes to something equally catchy, and she starts to dance, back to her normal groove. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      “Are you still anti-dancing?” she chuckles, shaking her hips to the beat. It’s doing things to me that I want to shove into the back of my mind.

      “Yep. I know my weaknesses.” I have a sense of rhythm, but my body doesn’t move like that.

      “Suit yourself. There's nothing more fun than dancing around while doing things around the house.” She keeps dancing, and I force myself to focus on what I’m doing. If I don’t, I know I’ll be staring at her perfectly shaped ass and thinking of how she would look with it in the air as I plowed her.

      I need air, or I’ll do something extremely stupid.

      “Want me to take this trash out?” I point to the bag of discarded leaves and cardboard at her feet.

      “Oh sure, thanks. You have to walk down to the garbage room since the chute is messed up,” she says over her shoulder. “You can’t miss it.”

      I grab the bag and walk down the stairs, finding the garbage room easily. It’s a tiny place, with some rickety-looking wiring on the opposite wall of the compactor. It looks like bad news, like mice nibbled through some of them, leaving them exposed.

      “Hey, you should talk to your super about that wiring down there,” I comment when I return. “It looks like a fire hazard.”

      “Our super might as well be a ghost. He says he’ll fix something, but it never gets done. We’ve mentioned the wiring to him lately, but he hasn’t done jack shit.”

      She says this like it’s no big deal. I own my brownstone—I have to handle hiring repair people on my own, so this ineffective super problem is a little startling. Do people really not care about their jobs that much?

      “Call him again. Seriously,” I insist.

      “Fine, fine.” She steps back from the vase she’s arranging and looks at it. “What do you think?”

      “It looks amazing.” I give her shoulder a friendly squeeze.

      She looks up at me over her shoulder, her face bright. She is so goddamn beautiful that my breath catches in my throat for a second. When was the last time I felt like this? Enchanted by how pretty someone is, rather than only by lust?

      This is bad, isn’t it?
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      The flowers arrived at the hotel space without all of the vases shattering, thank god. After getting everything up the freight elevator to the rooftop, the hotel’s team starts working to put all of the arrangements that Ash and I put together yesterday onto the little tables sprinkled across the roof. I adjust the flowers in their vases as I wander through the space, taking in how everything looks from a step back.

      I did a pretty good job—not to toot my own horn or anything. The space itself does help a lot, though. Just like at the party where Ben proposed to Daisy, the roof has a gorgeous view of the city. They’ve reserved the roof for the evening, so I can see how the flowers will look in golden light. The afternoon sun feels nice, sure, but the gigantic pool in the middle is calling my name. It’s yet another hot day. The thought of diving into the water then sitting on the side of the pool with a drink makes me want to speed time up.

      “Briony, these look so amazing,” Daisy squeals as she steps out from the elevator fifteen minutes into the set-up. “The photos you sent didn’t do them justice.”

      I smile, taking a look at the two big vases along the path to the party area. I’ve gone with a lot of tropical plants I haven’t used before, but I pulled it off. The bright orange of the flowers mixed with the rich green of the leaves is inviting and frames the entryway nicely, coming up to my shoulder.

      “I’m so glad you love them.” I give her a hug.

      “How long did it take you to do all of these?” she asks, pointing at all of the smaller arrangements on the standing tables.

      “Not too long. Ash came over and helped,” I explain. Just saying his name almost makes me blush. God, having him over was probably a mistake. Now I can’t stop thinking about how he looked in my space, his big, manly form on my tiny little couch delicately trying to put together the arrangements, gently bobbing his head to whatever music played.

      I want him in there all the time.

      “Wow, that’s nice of him.” She puts her sunglasses on top of her head, unaware of my internal embarrassment. “Want to go get changed and put your stuff down?”

      I look down at my jean shorts and t-shirt, which I’m wearing because I hate wearing a swimsuit for anything but lounging or hanging out in the water. I have to get changed at some point, even though the thought makes me nervous for a lot of reasons, most of which involve Ash.

      “Sure.”

      Daisy has a hotel room for the evening, just to have a place to keep all of our stuff without worry. She has her makeup and sunscreens on the vanity table, which she pushes aside so I can have room for my stuff. I’m not going to put on a full face of makeup only for it to get messed up in the pool, so I only have my sunscreen and hair ties to put on. I grab my swimsuit and go into the bathroom to change.

      Before I strip, I hold up the swimsuit I just got and look at it. It’s ‘quite daring’ as Zara put it, her vaguely British accent making it sound somehow scandalous.

      I bought it because I like it, obviously, but I would be lying if I said I hadn’t been thinking of how Ash would react when he sees me in it. I might be a total fuck-up when it comes to dating, but I’m not a complete idiot when it comes to men—I could tell he’d been lusting after me when he came over yesterday, and I hadn’t even been trying to impress him. My teeny running shorts and thin t-shirt were to keep me from passing out from heat exhaustion, but he didn’t seem to care about the outfit’s functionality. I felt his eyes on my body more than once, and every time, I got a little thrill that I haven’t felt in a long time. It’s the same look of anticipation that guys have given me when they know we’re going to end up in bed eventually. And when he looked me in the eye? I could practically see him undressing me in his head.

      I wonder how he’ll handle me when I’m actually trying to look hot. Or how I’ll react to him seeing me mostly naked. Being around him and talking to him almost every day via text is breaking down my willpower to not fling myself at him. It doesn’t help that we’re actual friends now either—we text most days or chat, shooting the shit or sending cool articles to each other. My subconscious is trying to shove my very reasonable reservations about having casual hookups to the side, but it’s starting to look like a futile fight. If I hadn’t invested in a fancy sex toy for myself, I would have cracked like an egg already.

      My swimsuit is a red one-piece, which is cut very, very low on my back and in a deep V in the front that makes me look like a pin-up model. The leg holes are cut pretty high, which make my legs look longer, and my butt looks like a ripe peach. It shows just enough cleavage to be enticing without getting too out of hand. By some miracle, it keeps my boobs from popping out if I make a sudden move, which makes it worth the price. It’s not a tiny bikini, but sometimes what isn’t showing is what makes the difference, especially for my body.

      “Wow, hot mama,” Daisy whistles when I step out of the bathroom. She’s putting her hair up into an elaborate, braided updo. “You trying to kill someone out there?”

      I laugh and pull on the loose men’s button-down that I use as a swim cover-up. I leave it open. “Not intentionally.”

      “Well, a lot of our guy friends are single if you’re looking,” she winks, examining her handiwork on her hair. “Can you help me with my sunscreen?”

      We slather ourselves in sunscreen and go back up to the roof, where Ben and Ash are talking with the bartender and his team. I’ve seen Ash in a t-shirt before, obviously, but knowing that he’ll shed that shirt sometime in the afternoon makes warmth pool in my lower belly. He gives me a good once-over that makes me squirm, even though my cover-up doesn’t show just how revealing my swimsuit is.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Daisy kisses Ben on the lips and Ash on the cheek.

      “Just getting the specialty drinks set up. Want to taste?” Ben asks, grabbing two different glasses. One has a simple hibiscus flower in what looks like a margarita, but the other one is a rich green color.

      “Let me guess—the green one represents you?” Daisy takes the green drink and sips, her eyes going wide. “Wow, what is this?”

      “It’s bitter melon, gin, and lime, with a bit of simple syrup,” Ash explains.

      I take the glass from Daisy and sip, feeling Ash’s expectant gaze on me. It’s just the right balance of bitter and sweet and goes down smooth. It’s the perfect kind of drink to sip slowly over a summer afternoon.

      “This is amazing,” I say, taking another long sip. “You killed it, Ash.”

      Ash shrugs like it isn’t a big deal. But I know that he’s probably very pleased with himself since he struggled with the concept. I search his face for signs of pride and feel a little bummed that I can’t find any. For such an accomplished person, he acts like nothing he’s ever done is good enough.

      “Is this as boozy as the one you made at the 4th of July party?” Ben asks, taking the drink back.

      “That one isn’t. I think too many people wrecked themselves that night, so I didn’t make both of them alcohol bombs,” Ash says, giving me a brief, knowing look. I want to glare at him, but Ben and Daisy would notice.

      “It was a fun night, though.” Daisy takes one of the margaritas; the one Ash created with her in mind. “This one is amazing too. You’ve outdone yourself.”

      “Please, you’re making me blush,” Ash cracks dryly, like a joke, looking at his watch. “People are going to start showing up soon, right?”

      “The early birds, yeah.” Ben looks out over the party area. Things have come together quickly. Then again, the only decorations are the flowers and the view, so there isn’t much to do. The DJ is already playing some upbeat music, and the food is under the gazebo.

      “I want to lay out for a bit before people get here. Join me?” Daisy asks.

      “I think I’m going to take a quick swim first.” Ben peels off his t-shirt and throws it on the back of a chair. “You guys down for that?”

      “I think I’ll wait until later,” Ash says. “Want to eat something, Briony?”

      He looks at me like I’m the one he wants to eat. God.

      “Um, okay.” He could have asked me if I wanted to skydive off the roof and I would have done it. The look he’s giving me is that potent.

      We head over to the food spread, a good distance between us. I know I’m being paranoid, but I feel like every single person in the area can see the vibe burning between us like a fire. I focus on the food instead. Everything looks delicious—there are little pulled-pork sliders on Hawaiian sweet rolls, a make-your-own poke bowl station, and basically every kind of fruit you could imagine.

      Ash gets a plate and loads it up with an alarming amount of food. I get a plate too and grab a few things. I don’t want to get too full before diving into the pool.

      “You hungry?” I tease once we’ve settled at a standing table under the large gazebo.

      “Yeah, I went to the gym earlier and didn’t get a chance to eat. Plus, I can’t turn down free food,” he says.

      “Ash, you’re rich as hell, if you don’t mind me being blunt. And yet you’re still up for free food?” I ask, stabbing a bit of pineapple.

      “Old habits die hard.” He shrugs. “It was ingrained in my brain in college, and I never got over it. I didn’t want to spend my father’s money on anything besides my tuition, so I hit up every free food event I could. Plus, if you haven’t noticed, I need to eat a lot.”

      “So, you’re not pulling a Warren Buffett?” I ask. He’s worth billions but is frugal as a super-rich guy can be.

      He smiles a little like he’s holding in a secret. “Nah. I splurge when it’s worth it.”

      I look him up and down as silence spreads between us. Standing right next to him while I’m only wearing sandals makes me realize how freaking big he is. I have to tilt my head up to look him in the eye. Being close to him makes me feel like I’m being held in his magnetic field, slowly getting closer and closer against my will.

      “Aren’t you going to get sick if you eat before you swim?” I say absently. Did my brain melt by looking at him too hard? Because, god, I sound stupid as hell.

      Ash just laughs loudly and takes another bite. “Briony, I’ve literally swam miles and miles in the freezing ocean with a forty-pound weight on my back after getting three hours of sleep for days on end. And that was easy in comparison to some of the other shit I did. If I got a little sick from eating before going for a swim, I’d be really embarrassed.”

      “God, please pretend my brain is working. I don’t know what my problem is.” I run a hand over my face.

      He gently touches my forehead with the back of his hand, making my eyes flutter closed for a moment like a cat being petted. “Not heat exhaustion. Maybe it’s just my irresistible charm.”

      I roll my eyes and gently smack him in the arm. He’s right, yeah, but he doesn’t have to know that. I keep my ridiculous questions to myself for a bit while we eat, only stopping to murmur about how good it all is.

      I like that he likes food and isn’t put off that I do too. Some guys made me self-conscious about it in the past. All they had to do was look between what I was eating and my not-quite-thin, but not-quite-heavy body and say something like, “Wow, you really like to eat, huh?’ It’s infuriating, both that they somehow thought my body wasn’t good, and that it got to me, deep down. But honestly, food is good, and if I could spend every night going to different restaurants and tasting everything, I’d be a happy girl.

      “Hello, hello!” Zara calls from right behind me out of nowhere, squeezing my shoulders. I jump, just like I always do. She’s like a damn ninja. “Want to introduce me to your friend, here, Briony?”

      I nearly give her a look that says, ‘really?’ Zara knows damn well who Ash is already.

      “Ash, this is my best friend, Zara. Zara, this is Ash—Ben’s best friend from high school and the guy who thought up the Ben and Daisy cocktails.”

      “Nice to meet you. You’re Briony’s business partner, right?” Ash asks, shaking Zara’s hand.

      “Yep, I am. I’m the numbers girl. Though I guess we’re both everything since it’s just us,” Zara says, grinning at me. I know that smile, and that smile means that she’s holding something in. “Briony’s talked quite a bit about you.”

      If we were in a sitcom, I would have stomped on Zara’s foot under the table or made a ‘cut it out’ signal with my hand. But instead, I settled for glaring at her for a second.

      “She has?” Ash looks at me, that unreadable expression he often wears on his face.

      “Just about what we’ve done for the wedding and all that,” I cut in quickly, feeling my face heat up. “And that we’ve known each other for a long time.”

      “Ah.” Ash nods. “I was worried that my reputation preceded me.”

      “Your reputation?” I sputter. “Oh please, Ash. Zara’s been my best friend since our freshman year of college, so she’s seen me at my worst and beyond. You’re hardly the worst person I’ve ever crossed paths with.”

      “You sure about that?” he fires back, his voice even but his eyes twinkling with good humor. “She doesn’t know about how many times I fought you for the front seat of Ben’s car. I was a savage.”

      “Okay, true—you were a front-seat-hogging asshole back then. I’m surprised Ben didn’t force us both to sit in the back seat to make us stop whining.” I have a sudden memory attack of wishing I could make out in the back seat of a car with Ash, since teenage me thought that was hot stuff. Adult me’s mind goes right to the logistics of finding a car big enough for us to fuck in.

      I must have looked embarrassed or horny or both because Zara glances over my shoulder, her face way too animated for her to actually be making eye contact with anyone. Should I thank her, or make plans to smother her in her sleep?

      “I think I see someone I met at a conference last month,” she breaks the silence, sliding past me. “I’ll catch up with you later, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I say weakly. “See you.”

      “Let’s swim,” Ash says once Zara is out of earshot.

      “Swim, or float?” I point out the huge floaties. “I say float.”

      “Maybe I’ll just watch you float while I swim around,” he says, putting emphasis on watch. I’m glad he’s not wearing sunglasses at the moment so I can soak in the intensity of his green eyes.

      “Fine. As long as you don’t push me off of it.” I go to get a float shaped like a duck, peeling off my button-down shirt and tossing it on a chair.

      I know I look good, but I didn’t think I’d make his mouth drop open for a moment. He realizes that he’s gawking at me and pulls himself back to the calm and collected guy he always is.

      He can play it cool all he wants, but I’ll remember that look for a long time. It’s sending warm vibes down between my thighs and blowing a big hole in my self-control. It’s as if my brain threw away any and all reasons to not hook up with Ash again in the trash, then turned on the incinerator to high.

      I toss my duck float into the water and slip into the shallow end. I watch Ash peel off his t-shirt, slowly and deliberately. Now it’s my turn to gawk. His shoulders are so broad that his body’s taper down to his waist is actual perfection. I’m not the only one who stares.

      Ash hops in after me and holds my float still while I scramble on. I roll onto my stomach and slide my sunglasses on, propping myself up on my elbows just a bit. He pushes the float into deeper water, so his gaze is right in line with my breasts. I raise an eyebrow, and he gives me a devilish grin.

      “You want to go to the far end of the pool?” he asks, nodding at my cleavage. We slowly rotate as he pushes us into deeper water, so I’m facing away from most of the party. People probably can’t see Ash over the float.

      We don’t speak to each other for a few moments, just letting the music and the sounds of the party wash over us. Things have kicked up quite a few notches, and people are standing around the tables, sipping drinks and laughing. Ben and Daisy are probably flitting from group to group. But none of that matters, since Ash is playing with the ends of my hair, looking at me like he did when I first took off my swim cover-up.

      This is so, so bad.

      First of all, even though we’re facing away from the party, the party is still there. Someone could see us. But Ben is the only one who would be bothered by that—no one else really knows of our history. And second, should we even do this? I know what he wants—bachelorhood from now until forever—and that isn’t what I want. But at the same time… my body is craving Ash.

      “Briony,” Ash whispers, his voice low and commanding. My eyes snap to his. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Whether or not we should do anything,” I mumble.

      “Mm.” He slides his fingers into my hair further, like he did the first time we hooked up. “I’d like to. And at least part of you wants to.”

      “And you’re doing the hair thing you did to me last time.” I glance at his mouth as his tongue darts out to wet his bottom lip.

      “I am.” His grip tightens a tiny bit. “Y’know, I love your hair, holding it like this. Do you want me to wrap it around my fist as I fuck you from behind, baby? Because that’s what I’ve been wanting to do since I saw you today.”

      I nearly whimper, sliding my thighs against each other to ease the ache. I nod instead, which makes Ash smile brilliantly. God, he is beyond gorgeous when he smiles like that. It spreads across his whole face and makes his eyes light up like pure joy is beaming from inside of him.

      He kisses me, slowly but with fire behind it, tugging on my hair just hard enough to make me stand at attention. I’ve never had a guy be rough with me before, and never thought it would be my thing, but every tug makes my nipples harden a little more.

      “Do you want to go somewhere?” he asks, his green eyes locked with mine. That look is always what gets me—the desire and pressing need on his face is a rush.

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation. The man has hardly touched, me and I’m rapidly getting wetter.

      “Do you have a key to a room?” Ash asks. I nod again, telling him the number. “Go up to your room. Wait for me on the bed and keep your swimsuit on. I’ll be there soon, so don’t play with yourself. You’re all mine for the afternoon.”

      He kisses me firmly and pushes me to the edge of the pool so I can hop out of the water without getting soaked again. My legs are trembling like I’m a foal just learning to walk, which makes walking alongside the pool feel just as risky as what I’m about to do. There are enough people at the party now that I can leave without anyone really noticing, but I still feel like I have a big arrow above my head that reads ‘Briony’s going to get laid!’

      I snag my key card from my tote bag and head down to the room Daisy and I used. The bed is untouched since Daisy only arrived earlier today. I kick off my sandals and pace, checking myself out in the mirror and fluffing my hair. I want him desperately. I didn’t think that his instructions to not play with myself would be a problem, but I’m quickly falling apart. I need to get off before I explode. So, I gently rub myself over my swimsuit, sucking in a gentle breath. When will he get there? What if it’s another twenty minutes?

      After what feels like a century, there’s a knock on the door. I rush over and open it, finding Ash with that same grin on his face. Without saying a word, he steps in and shuts the door behind him, throwing the bolt lock on. I step back instinctively as he walks forward until I bump into the bed.

      “Please,” I whisper, putting my hand on his chest.

      He cups the back of my neck and brings his lips down to mine. The kiss is hungry and desperate like he needs me to keep himself alive. I try to lean back and pull him on top of me, but there’s no way I can move him. It’s like trying to push a boulder.

      “Mm, none of that, sweetheart,” he says, cupping my face and resting his forehead against mine. “When I said you were mine for the afternoon, I meant it. Give yourself to me, and I’ll make it well worth your time.”

      “But…” My mind pulls in two directions—anxiety and anticipation. He’s not going to do anything crazy, right? I know he would never hurt me, but what if he’s into something extreme?

      “You can always say ‘red’ if anything gets to be too much,” he continues as if he’s read my mind, pushing me backward on the bed. “I’ll stop right away. I won’t tie you up or spank you or anything but having a safe word no matter what is helpful. At least in my experience.”

      “Okay,” I say, a flutter in my stomach. “I trust you.”

      He smiles again, a little softness behind his eyes, and straddles my body. His large frame looms over mine like a storm cloud, electricity crackling between us. I squirm, putting my arms around his neck and kissing him, greedily opening my thighs so he can be closer to me. He keeps his distance so I can’t grind against his crotch, pushing down each shoulder strap of my swimsuit, so my breasts are exposed. My nipples are already hard, so the chill of the room doesn’t make any difference.

      “Goddamn,” he murmurs, pressing my breasts together and burying his face in them. He gives each nipple a brief kiss before he moves on, down the deep V of the neckline of my suit, making me whine. “Don’t worry—I’ll come back to those. Trust me; I can’t resist.”

      Instead of peeling off my suit, he pushes my knees back and apart, moving my hands around to hold my thighs, so I’m spread open to him. I feel myself flush, realizing that with the lights on, he sees everything. The thought is both a little embarrassing and arousing.

      “Stay just like that,” he says, pressing a kiss over the crotch of my swimsuit and inhaling. The warm of his breath makes me jerk my hips forward. “I only got a taste of you last time, and I haven’t stopped thinking about it since. I’ve jerked off to those memories more times than I can count.”

      “Ash,” I say breathily, wishing he would just do it already. His words are going to kill me if he keeps delaying this. “Please.”

      He pulls aside the crotch of the suit and studies my sex, satisfaction warming his voice. “Your pussy looks delicious. So pink and wet for me.”

      Finally, finally, he runs his tongue up and down my slit, making me shudder, and spreads me open even further with his fingers. Every motion of his lips sends a new overwhelming rush of pleasure straight into me. It’s all I can do to keep my sanity. Despite everything, I try not to move. Unsuccessfully.

      He takes his sweet time tasting every part of me, from my clit to my ass, like he wants to fucking torture me. I let go of my legs and thread my fingers through his hair, pressing him to me so he’ll stop playing around.

      “Briony.” Ash sits back, his voice low. “Didn’t I tell you to stay just as I’d placed you? And that I would take care of everything?”

      “Yes, you did.” My nipples throb at the power and authority in his voice. I melt, like butter on a pan.

      “And what did you just do?” He slides off the bed, grabbing me by the ankles with one huge hand and sliding me, so my legs are hanging off the bed.

      “I didn’t do what you asked.”

      “Exactly.” He rolls me over onto my stomach like I weigh nothing and props me up on my knees, spreading them apart. He pushes me face-down onto the bed and positions my hands on either side of my head. “Now stay absolutely still, and I’ll give you what you need.”

      Even though I want to push my pussy back into his face, I don’t move a muscle voluntarily. I shake with anticipation.

      He dives into me face-first, starting from my clit and working his way around my entrance, making me moan into the comforter. He licks and sucks and kisses me in just the right spots, keeping me from ever having time to breathe. I feel my entire body tingling with pleasure and desire and need. I clench the blankets so I won’t move, my chest heaving with every breath. God, where did he learn to eat pussy like this?

      He dips one thick finger inside of me without warning; my muscles clamping down hard. His fingers are so much thicker than mine, and it’s been a while since anything has been up there. He makes a little sound of pleasure in the back of his throat as he works me, the pleasure almost too much to stand. It rises and rises until Ash suddenly moves back, right before I come.

      “What the fuck?” I gasp, lying down on my hip.

      “I don’t want you to come yet.”

      He grins and stands up, tugging his t-shirt off again, followed by his swim trunks. My eyes widen when I see his erection, so much so that I barely take in his beautiful torso. His cock is proportionate to the rest of him, which means that I’m slightly terrified of that going inside of me. It’s both long and thick, arching up toward the left of his bellybutton.

      “You look worried,” he notes, smiling.

      I force myself to look up at his chest, which makes me feel a little less worried and more aroused. He’s built perfectly, like someone did the math to create the most symmetrical and good-looking human being possible. Even his chest hair is just the right thickness.

      “I haven’t had sex in a while,” I say bluntly. “Your cock is… a lot.”

      “A lot, eh?” He grabs my ass, giving me a smack and pushing me back onto my stomach. I love the sting. “But you want it, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I moan as he slips two fingers inside of me, his thumb flicking across my clit. I bury my face into the sheets until I get the strength to prop myself up on my elbows. I turn to look back at him.

      “Say it—tell me how much you want my cock, baby,” he says, grasping himself at the base and pumping with his free hand.

      “I want your cock so badly,” I whisper, my face and neck flushing pink as he brings me higher and higher with his hands. “Please give me your… ”

      I don’t even get to finish my sentence, because a bright light explodes somewhere in my head and my orgasm crashes down over me. He watches my face as I come, the pleasure on his face making it all the more satisfying. He keeps playing with me as I ride the waves, shuddering and whimpering.

      “I love hearing dirty words coming out of that pretty mouth of yours.” He leans over and kisses my hip. “Do you happen to have a condom on you?”

      “No, I fell out of the habit of carrying them,” I gasp, still out of breath from the earth-shattering orgasm he just gave me. I prop myself up on one elbow. “But I’m clean, and I’m on birth control.”

      Ash nods slowly. “I’m clean, too. You’re sure you want to go without it?”

      I glance at his cock, which is gently bobbing from the beating of his heart, and gulp. I’ve never not used a condom. But this is Ash, and it only takes a second for me to nod. “I’m sure.”

      I get up on my knees and pull off my swimsuit slowly, grinning like I want to give him a show. His jaw drops again, and I swear his eyes pop out of his head like a cartoon character. The sight of his utter shock is enough to make me want him even more.

      Without a word, he crawls back on the bed and softly pushes me down with his own body, until I’m on my side with my hip cocked up a little bit. He slides into me slowly, his eyes locked with mine. It doesn’t hurt, but his girth makes it a little uncomfortable. Once he bases out, he pauses, letting me adjust. I feel deliciously full, which makes my clit throb without even being touched.

      He starts moving, thrusting steadily. It’s been way, way too long. I almost forgot how good sex feels—my whole body is alive and tingling; my senses overwhelmed with Ash. His natural smell mixed with the cologne he’s wearing, the size of his body over mine, his gaze burning into mine.

      He peppers my neck with kisses as we shift positions, face to face. He puts my legs together and holds them over one of his shoulders, making me arch off the bed. I didn’t even know I had the sweet spots that he’s hitting. With every thrust, I feel explosions traveling up every nerve ending in my body.

      “Shit, you feel so fucking good. I don’t know how much longer I can last,” he says, burying his face in my neck. He sounds raw and vulnerable, which I’ve never heard from him before. It tugs at my heart.

      He flips me over onto my stomach before I can protest and slides into me again, wrapping my hair around his fist with one hand and grabbing the flesh of my ass in the other. Somehow, he gets himself even deeper into me, and the feeling is incredible. I’m still recovering from my first orgasm but already I feel the pressure building within me once again.

      He doesn’t even have to say anything—I know he loves my ass from the way he lets out a grunt of pleasure with every squeeze. He pulls my hair so he can kiss me, grinding up against me. The kiss is sloppy and heated but feels so damn good that I don’t care.

      With another few thrusts, he sends me over the edge again, clawing at the mattress and moaning so loudly that I surprise myself. My legs are trembling. I’ve never had an orgasm this good before.

      That sends him over the edge a minute or two later, pounding into me before cursing under his breath and groaning like a weight was just lifted off his shoulders. He doesn’t pull out right away—instead he balances over me on his elbows, his chest heaving, a sheen of sweat making our bodies slide against each other.

      The only sound left is our heavy breathing.

      “Fuck.” He laughs, sounding exhausted. A lazy smile spreads across his face.

      “Seriously.” I squeeze his shoulder, feeling sated, finally.

      “Hold on a second.” He pulls out and darts to the bathroom. “Let’s clean you up.”

      I don’t realize why until I feel his cum on my inner thighs. It’s a new sensation, but I like it, in a weird way. It’s like he’s claimed me.

      I lay back into the pillows, sighing. I don’t want to think about any of that—being someone’s girlfriend—at least at that moment. I just want to pretend that things can be normal without all of our baggage.
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      I feel like my bones have left my body, satiated beyond what I ever thought possible. If I hadn’t forced myself to get up and get a cloth to clean Briony up, I probably would have merged with the mattress. Briony seems to feel the same way because she’s resting with her head on my shoulder, my arm around her. We’re not cuddling, per se, since she isn’t turned toward me, but it still feels nice to have her close.

      I hesitate to say anything in life is ‘the best,’ whether it’s a movie or city, but that sex was the best I’ve had in a long, long time. Maybe it’s because I hadn’t gotten any in a while but stopping myself from coming almost immediately was torturous. Briony felt good in all of my senses—her soft skin, her taste, her breathy moans, and her lush little body. She looks even better naked than I thought was possible.

      I glance down at her body and zone in on her breasts. I haven’t had a chance to play with them enough.

      I’m not an energetic twenty-one-year-old anymore, so it takes me a few minutes to get hard again. The wait makes me think a little too much.

      We’ve scratched the itch, yes, but now I want more. If we had all the time in the world, I would take her again and again through the middle of the night. But we don’t have that luxury. We have to return to the party eventually, and then what? Pretend this didn’t happen?

      I really like Briony but hopping into a relationship based on sexual compatibility and friendship would be an awful idea. My idiotic brain would find every way to sabotage it, and I don’t want to fuck things up between the two of us and Ben again. I’m not even sure if I’m capable of being a normal, settled-down guy.

      I sigh.

      “You okay?” Briony asks, inching her way closer to me little by little.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I stare up at the ceiling. “I’m just wondering what we should do.”

      “About this?” she asks. “This meaning whatever we are?”

      “Yeah.” I roll over, so I’m facing her. “I’m not sure if we should do this again.”

      Is that a hint of disappointment in her eyes? Even so, she says, “I agree. We scratched the itch, but I think we should try to put this behind us. Things would be too messy since we’re both looking for different things.”

      “Good.” I study her face, trying to tamp down the rush of attraction I feel toward her. She’s beautiful, especially with the post-sex flush across her cheeks and the brightness in her eyes. “I’ve never been just friends with a woman I’ve slept with, but I’ll figure it out. I like hanging out with you, and I need to stop thinking with my dick all the time.”

      She smiles. “I’ll try to keep myself under control too.”

      “Cool.”

      We lay in silence again, feeling each other breathing through where we’re touching. I glance down at her breasts for a second and feel my cock stir against my will. I’ve never smoked or anything along those lines, but now I understand why people try and fail to break their bad habits. We just talked about how complicated a fuck-buddy situation would be and yet, I’m still looking at the clock, trying to figure out if we can stay in the room long enough for a quickie.

      Just one more time. Then we’ll be done. I run my fingers down her upper arm.

      “Um…” Briony sits up a little, her breasts jiggling in the most mouthwatering way. “Since we’re putting this behind us after today, do you want to do it one more time?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing.” I grin and roll her onto her back, kissing the junction of her neck and shoulder. She throws her leg over my hip and grinds against me.

      If we just have one more time, I want to make it count.

      She leans forward and kisses me tightly, clamping down hard on my lips with her own. I feel my eyes roll back into my head with how good her mouth feels against mine. The scent of her overwhelms my senses: she tastes like the summer breeze.

      I reach my arms around her again and run my fingers down her shoulders, savoring every inch of her body underneath my touch. She shudders, whimpering against me. She takes one hand and runs it up and down my chest, softly brushing her fingertips against my rock-hard muscles.

      I kiss her again, deeply, and start to move as if I’m going to get back on top of her. She stops me with a hand, then looks up at me, with a glint in her eye, and shakes her head. Her beautiful black curls cascade down her shoulders when she does it.

      “Nuh-uh,” she winks. “My turn.”

      She pushes me back down and lifts herself up, throwing a leg over me until she’s straddling me and I’m on my back. Briony grins and bites her lip, leaning forward to plant kisses all the way up my chest, only making my cock strain even harder. Her hair brushes against my abs, sending tiny pinpricks of warmth straight down to my stiff rod.

      “Besides, you promised me something,” she continues.

      I grin and reach my hands to her breasts, reveling in the warm fullness of them against my hands. I pinch her nipples, one at a time, and she moans in pleasure.

      Briony sits straight up, still with my hands clasped to her breasts, and lowers herself onto my desperate cock. The sensation of being inside her once again—even if it’s the last time—drives me absolutely wild.

      After a few seconds of adjusting, Briony starts to bounce up and down on me, increasing in speed. I buck my hips underneath her, trying to match her rhythm while still maintaining a firm grasp on her breasts. She grips the sheet for balance and somehow starts bouncing even faster, which only serves to drive all rational thought from my mind and replace it with thoughts of Briony.

      I remove my hands from her boobs and instead wrap them around her back, pulling her down against me. They land right in my face, and I take the opportunity to start licking and sucking her nipples while she continues to rock her hips against me.

      My hands start wandering down and grip her ass firmly. Briony responds by gripping my shoulders and digging her nails into them. She hangs on for dear life and lets out a cry, convulsing with waves of lust. I can tell she’s getting close to coming again. I’m not too far behind.

      I start rocking my own hips faster now, taking over the work. She rolls her eyes back into her head and stops thrusting, but her hips and whole body are convulsing. Briony leans forward and clamps her teeth onto my shoulder, letting out a scream. She comes again, gasping heavily for breath against me.

      I take the opportunity to pound into her even harder as she rides the waves of her own orgasm, building up to mine. I clench my fingers deeper into the flesh of her ass, and with one last push, I feel myself explode.

      We lay there for a few moments, each barely able to catch our breath.

      Briony finally lifts her head from my chest and looks me in the eyes. Her expression is deliriously happy, satiated—and yet, somehow, sad.

      “Okay. We really should get back to the party,” she says.

      I know she’s right. But the truth doesn’t make me feel any better.
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      I still hate getting to the gym at 5:30 a.m., but I know I need a workout more than anything. My mood is in the shitter and has been since the party. It’s like I’ve come down from an endorphin high and can’t get back up. Briony and I spent a little more time together, hoping no one would notice that we were both gone. And when she went back up to the party without me, no one seemed to connect the dots.

      Ben notices how bad I’m feeling right when I get in the locker room, but he also knows I won’t feel like a human being until I’m well into the workout. So he fills the air when he can.

      “My coworkers keep raving about those cocktails from the party,” Ben starts as we switch places at the squat rack. I add a few more plates at the end of the bar.

      “That’s great,” I say absently, preparing for my lift. Sometimes I hate working out as much as I hate getting up early, but I do it anyway, no matter how much I ache. I do my set of squats, groaning on the last one. If there’s anything I have going for me, it’s my discipline.

      In the days since the engagement party, my discipline is being tested. I’ve wound myself up tighter and tighter, trying to not think about Briony, but I’m failing miserably. I want to text her and ask if she wants to hang out, but I know that if we didn’t have an external force keeping us apart, like being in public or needing to be somewhere later that day, I would crack.

      I can’tcrack. But I can spend a horrifying amount of my free time jerking off to take the edge off. It’s almost like I’m sixteen again. I go at it in the morning, when I wake up, and in the evening when I’m trying to wind down. I’m going to strain a wrist muscle at this rate. How could I even explain that to Ben? I can’t say, ‘Sorry, can’t work out because I jerked off too hard to your sister’.

      On the upside, I’ve thrown myself into my work to distract myself, and it’s paying off. I’ve never been so productive in my life. Even my assistant noticed that I’m answering his emails almost immediately these days, which never happens. I shrugged and told him I’ve just had a lot of coffee lately, which helps me work. He’s a smart kid—I know he knows I’m bullshitting him. But thankfully, he also has good judgment and hasn’t asked me what’s wrong.

      I watch Ben pump out his next set of squats; then we move on to the bench press. I go first, and he spots me. I focus on every aspect of the lift, engaging the right muscles, and breathing at just the right time. How long can this last? I can’t keep myself distracted all the time. Maybe it will get better with time. After all, this is the first time I’ve ever been in this situation. I’ve kept my feelings and sex far, far apart from each other and now they’re mixed up. I’ve been through worse, though. If I could make it through SEAL training, I can make it through anything. I just need to try harder.

      “Fuck, my shoulders.” Ben winces and rolls them forward.

      “Getting old, man?” I chuckle. Ben rolls his eyes a little. I wish it didn’t remind me of Briony, but it does. They don’t look like twins or anything, but the sibling resemblance is apparent if you see a photo of them. It’s mainly their mannerisms that make it clear that they’re close. It’s a little eerie seeing their whole family together—I can see where both of them got certain parts of their personality, like the eye rolling. That’s from their mom, who’s the straight arrow to their dad’s jokester.

      “More like getting sick of sitting at my desk all day. I guess I’ve been tense.” He shakes out his arms. “I have a red-eye flight tonight, so I’ll probably feel even worse.”

      “Where are you heading?”

      “San Francisco. It’s only a short trip, so I’ll be on planes back-to-back without any time to loosen up,” he sighs. “I can’t wait to be back home, and I haven’t even left.”

      “I know the feeling.” Sometimes business trips are just a pain, even if they’re productive. Maybe I can get a trip on my calendar to distract me from Briony.

      God, why can’t I go more than five minutes without thinking of her?

      I put my barbell plates back a little harder than necessary. I want to be friends with Briony without breaking her heart or Ben’s trust, but can I handle it with my will intact?

      We make it through the rest of the workout and go our separate ways after we shower, him to his office in lower Manhattan and me to mine in Dumbo. I grab coffee and a breakfast burrito on the way. As usual, I’m the first person in. No one else is going to arrive for another hour or so, around 8:30, so I have time to get some focused work in before things get hectic.

      I start with my email, noticing that there’s one from Dad’s nurse Nora. She sends updates every few days or so.

      Hi Ash,

      William’s last check-up was fine—his blood sugar was normal, as was his blood pressure. His appetite is normal, but he’s not gaining any weight. He’s been complaining of headaches lately. I’ll keep his doctor posted. His mood is as it usually is.

      I smirk. Nora is a good person, but even she has her limits. That’s good to know because if she put up with him without any complaint, I’d think she was a cyborg.

      Forgive me if this is crossing a boundary, but I did want to point out that he seems to play up his symptoms more when you’re around. I’m not sure why, but I thought I would bring it to your attention. Most days he seems to be okay, so please don’t worry if he seems in bad shape when you see him. I’ll let you know if anything changes.

      Best,

      Nora

      I close the email, sitting back in my seat. I’m no stranger to my dad manipulating me, even though I don’t always see it without someone else pointing it out to me. Usually, Ben is the one who does since he gets me in ways that most don’t. But now Nora is bringing it up, too.

      I take a sip of my coffee, even though it’s only adding to the dull, anxious ache in my gut. Dad is truly sick—he can’t fake that. But why would he play up his symptoms? He already has me wrapped around his finger, so he probably isn’t trying to milk more money from me. I’ve gotten him a personal, live-in nurse, I send in organic, healthy meals every day, and I even took over his medical bills. If I had done any less with the means I have, I couldn’t live with myself. It isn’t a lot of money to me in the big picture, which he has to be aware of. He knows of my approximate net worth from asking me questions and piecing together bits of news about the company.

      What’s going on in his head? Will I ever find out? I’ve spent most of my life trying to get closer to the answer, but he has a gift for surprising me with new, nasty parts of his personality. It’s like he’s the world’s least pleasant piñata.

      I push the thought aside and open up some happier emails. I’ve been tapped to speak at a veterans’ charity event at the end of September, and one of my old employees has gotten a promotion at her new gig. I shoot off a few responses to smaller things, immersing myself in the work.

      I rarely like to congratulate myself before things are fully settled, but we’re kicking ass. We’re growing steadily, but not so quickly that we can’t keep the pace up for a few more years. We’ll have enough money to fund all of our projects and more. But our success means that we are more valuable, and with more value comes more pressure to take the company public. My father’s constant reminders of that fly into my head.

      Before long, my employees start trickling in. Most of them wave at me or pop in to say hi. I know every single person who works for me personally—I’m not the kind of CEO to sit in an ivory tower without talking to anyone who isn’t a manager. That’s something I would miss if I gave up control of the company. Going into work is hard some days, but it’s always worth it to be around some smart, hard-working people.

      After nine o’clock, I go from meeting to meeting, hopping on various conference calls, and can hardly take a minute to breathe until one. My assistant makes a group order for salads, to my relief, so I don’t have to leave. I close the door to my office — I’m firmly against the open floor plan, those glassed-in offices that are popular in tech—, taking my salad to my desk.

      I pull up some mindless YouTube videos and my personal email to decompress, but of course, I notice Briony is online. We haven’t spoken since the party over the weekend, but there isn’t much of a reason for us to. Once we both agreed to put what we’d done behind us, we headed back to the party separately and stayed away from each other for the rest of the night. No one seemed to notice where we’d gone.

      I miss her, though. We had fallen into the habit of talking throughout the day whenever we had a free moment. Since my free moments were few and far between, I usually had a nice little backlog of her random thoughts and favorite memes to go through in the afternoon.

      She hasn’t sent me anything since the party.

      I hover over her name in my chat list, debating whether to message her. If I’m trying to not screw things up between us, I need to give myself more time to calm down. I close my email instead.

      The rest of the day goes by in a blur, and before I know it, it’s 7 p.m. I’m tired and hungry—all I want to do is pick up some dinner and head home to watch TV with Sarge on the couch.

      On my walk to the train, my phone starts buzzing in my pocket. My stomach clenches, hoping it isn’t Dad or the hospital. To my surprise, it’s Briony.

      We never talk on the phone, so why is she calling?

      “Hello?” I ask, stepping to the side so people walking faster than me can get by.

      “Ash?” Briony sounds like she’s been crying, and there’s a lot of noise going on wherever she is. “Can you hear me?”

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. Panic starts to flood through me.

      “My apartment,” she says, hiccupping and sniffing. “My building fucking caught on fire.”

      “Holy shit. Are you okay? What about Zara and the cat?” I stop. My heart starts racing.

      “I mean, I’m fine, and Zara wasn’t home. Chunk is good, too, since I was able to wrap him in a blanket and carry him out, but I’m kind of freaking the fuck out,” she explains, still sounding shell-shocked. “Ben is on his flight and my parents are in Florida on vacation, so I called you. I’m not sure what to do, and I can’t seem to pull myself together.”

      “I’m coming. Be there in less than twenty minutes,” I say. “Stay there.”

      Before she can say anything, I hang up and snag a car. The driver must sense my worry because he books it to Briony’s apartment.

      We can’t get onto the street itself because it’s packed with fire engines and news crews. The air is smoky, making the sky hazy. People are milling around the perimeter of the area, but I don’t see Briony.

      I call her again, pushing through the crowd. She told me she was over between two fire engines.

      I finally see her among the crowd, and a wave of relief washes over me. She really is safe.

      She looks like hell. She must have been relaxing at home because she’s wearing cotton shorts and a tank top, her hair up in a messy bun. Her makeup has run down her face, and her eyes are red. Her bag is at her feet, along with a cat carrier that’s labeled PROPERTY OF FDNY. I can hear Chunk yowling away inside, possibly unaware that he just escaped death.

      She hesitates a moment but opens her arms. I hug her, surprised at how relieved I am to hold her. She bursts into tears with her face buried in my shirt, her shoulders shaking. I stand still, trying not to tense up. Hearing her crying on the phone versus seeing her are two very different things. What the hell am I supposed to do? I want to make it better, but will I make things worse if I try to get her to calm down? Have I ever comforted someone as they cried?

      “Thank you for coming,” she finally whispers, her crying slowing down.

      “It’s no problem.” I pat her back softly. “Do you know what happened?”

      She shakes her head. “I just know that there’s a ton of fire damage in the building, so I can’t go back in for the foreseeable future. All of my stuff besides what was in my work bag went up in flames.”

      “It was probably that shitty wiring down in the garbage room,” I mutter, even though I have absolutely no evidence of that. I need to put my anger at her situation somewhere. “Stay with me,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “I don’t want to be a bother,” she says, looking at her feet. She probably ran out without shoes, because the sandals she’s wearing are too big and clearly not hers.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I have a whole brownstone to myself, and you have nowhere to go. I have a comfortable guest room, and I’m close to a bunch of trains.” I squeeze her shoulders. “Please.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that you’d carry me to your place like a caveman if I turned you down?”

      “Because I probably would.” I pick up her bag. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      Everything feels surreal. One minute I was winding down after work and cooking dinner with a glass of wine, and the next I was out on the street with my hissing cat wrapped up like a burrito under one arm and my bag under the other. Everything I own besides what’s in my bag and on my back is gone. I don’t even have a pair of my own shoes. Thankfully, my laptop and wallet are safe, which will save me a lot of hassle. But all of my family photos, keepsakes, and favorite things are gone forever.

      And now I’m at Ash’s place. I have never been inside, but I’ve actually walked past it a number of times, not realizing it was his. It’s one of many gorgeous old brownstones that the neighborhood is known for, with a huge staircase going up to the front door, which is painted red. I’m not quite sure what I expected his home to be like inside, but this isn’t it.

      It’s surprisingly cozy, with rich brown wood furnishings and fuzzy rugs. Modern art lines the walls in the entryway. A big staircase goes to the second and third floors, and his living room appears to be to the left of where we’re standing. I can see a huge, fancy couch and a coffee table. I can’t imagine him relaxing in there, though. Maybe it’s just his formal living room.

      Before I can take in any other details, Sarge comes running up to us, barking and wagging his tail. He ignores Ash and puts his nose right up against Chunk’s carrier, sniffing wildly. Chunk scoots to the back, hissing and spitting. I lift up the carrier even higher. He’s just as adorable as he was in the photo Ash showed me, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let him use my cat as a chew toy.

      “Shoot, I wasn’t thinking about how they’d interact,” Ash mutters, kicking off his shoes before pulling Sarge back by the collar. Sarge sits down, but still dances around a little, excited to see Chunk up close. Chunk definitely does not feel the same way. He’s so heavy in the back of the carrier that it dips backward, almost making the cage door face straight up.

      “I can put him in the bathroom, I guess? For now. Shit, I need a litter box and his food…” I want to start crying all over again. I’m overwhelmed with everything that I have to do. I didn’t even think about all the stuff I used in my everyday life, about what I’m missing.

      “Hey, don’t worry. I’ll put Sarge in the backyard for now, and then I’ll get you settled. C’mon, buddy.” He snaps his fingers and Sarge follows, trotting a few steps behind Ash. I hear a door open and close, and Ash comes back. “The guest room is upstairs.”

      He grabs my bag and Chunk’s carrier, then walks up the huge staircase. The second floor is a little sparser, with the walls painted a masculine dark blue. It looks like he has a study down the hall. The third floor feels more lived-in. Ash’s bedroom is on one side of the floor, and the guest room is on the other. It looks like a nice hotel—fluffy white duvet and pillows, a little bathroom off to the side, and a closet. Best of all, it’s blissfully cool despite the heat outside. He puts my stuff down.

      “Towels and washcloths are in the closet, and extra toiletries are in the bathroom,” he says. “What else do you think you’ll need?”

      I snort, tears stinging my eyes. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Let’s start with what you’ll need tonight. You want anything to eat?” He pulls out his phone.

      “That would be good. The fire happened right in the middle of dinner.” At least I don’t have to worry if I left the burner on.

      “Okay.” He glances down at Chunk’s carrier. He’s meowing sadly and shifting around, my poor baby. “Will he be okay in the room alone? Do you want him with you?”

      “He’s going to run under the bed the moment I let him out, so no.” I’m touched that he even considers Chunk’s feelings. Some of my exes never seemed to understand why I’d have a cat since Chunk isn’t the type to be all in my face trying to get affection all the time.

      Ash isn’t my fucking boyfriend, the logical half of my brain hisses. Could my brain just calm down for once?

      “Okay. Come on, let’s order food and some basic stuff you’ll need right away.” He leads me back downstairs.

      I was right—the room I saw when I first came in is more of a formal living room, and the space where he really relaxes is a bit further in. It’s a total man cave, with big leather seats, a massive flat-screen, and all sorts of gadgets. Built-in bookcases line one wall, stuffed with a variety of paperbacks and hardcovers here and there. There are floor-to-ceiling windows and a sliding glass door that face the backyard, where Sarge is running around with a stick in his mouth. In the daytime, it’s probably filled with light. I love it.

      “I haven’t gotten groceries in ages. I think I only have coffee, protein powder, and some freezer-burned vegetables,” he says, sitting down on the couch.

      I sit next to him, far enough away that I’m not tempted to curl up with him. I want to be comforted, but if I touch him, I know I’ll lose my self-control. And do friends who have amazing sex and then pretend it didn’t happen end up cuddling, even in pretty dire straits like this? Nope.

      “Briony,” Ash says, poking me on the leg with a tablet. “Pick out the groceries and cat stuff you need. I’ll have it delivered tonight.”

      I stare at the tablet, then at him. He is definitely buying all of this, and I’m not so stupid that I’d refuse any help. I don’t even want to think about my money situation yet, because it’s probably a true disaster. So I pick some things out, like my favorite coffee creamer and oats, and get the essentials like Chunk’s food and litter box, as well as shoes and fresh undies. Nothing too crazy like hand-pressed green juice or hand-sewn underwear or whatever rich people buy for their homes. I hand him the tablet, and he orders it without even looking at the price.

      “If you want food recommendations, I highly suggest this Peruvian chicken place or this Thai restaurant,” he continues, scooting closer to me and pulling up the Seamless app. “I haven’t cooked a full meal in my kitchen in about two years, so I order in a bunch.”

      I go with the Peruvian chicken. Now that the most pressing things are over, the weight of my situation falls back on my shoulders. I need a distraction.

      “Do you need pajamas or something?” Ash asks, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “Or are you okay?”

      “I’m okay for now, but thank you.”

      “I’ll be right back.” He leaves quickly, leaving me with the big TV and about fifty million remotes on the coffee table in front of me. How many could he possibly need, and for what?

      I pick some up and poke at the on buttons. Things come to life, but not the actual TV. Just as I’m about to throw in the towel, Ash comes back. He’s changed out of his button-down shirt and jeans into sweatpants and a Navy t-shirt. His brown hair is a little messy, and he has dark circles under his eyes. I haven’t seen him so normal before. Ash always seems to be put together, even when he’s critical of himself.

      “It’s the one with the purple tape on the back,” he explains, grabbing it from the coffee table and punching the on button. “Sorry, I’ve got a lot of shit piled up over here.”

      “I’m just impressed that you have this many remotes, honestly. What do you even have over here?” I squint and adjust my glasses. Shit, all of my contact lenses have gone up in flames. They’re so expensive, even with my health insurance. I make a mental note to call my doctor and maybe sort something out with my payments.

      “A VR headset and video game consoles, mostly,” he says, walking over to the sliding glass door. Sarge is waiting patiently, his tail thumping faster as Ash approaches. God, Ash’s ass looks way too good in those pants.

      “I didn’t know you played video games still.” I think back to high school when he and Ben always pushed me to the sidelines so they could play whatever manly two-player games they were into. Sometimes they let me play with them if it was something like Mario Kart or Super Smash Brothers.

      “Yep. Not often, since I don’t have time, but I play enough that I have the systems.” He opens the door, and Sarge zooms in, darting back and forth. He picks up a stray rope toy and skitters across the hardwood, his tail a blur. “Don’t mind him. He has to get the crazy out.”

      “Didn’t he do that outside?”

      “Yeah. He doesn’t make much sense.” He shakes his head, a tiny smile on his face. He’s such a Brooklyn dog dad. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sends Sarge to a fancy doggy daycare and feeds him the organic food from those fridges in pet stores.

      Ash sits down next to me, close enough for me to feel his body heat. His arms are muscular, and his t-shirt hits just the right spot to make his biceps look delicious.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I’m technically homeless and now only own one outfit on my back, a laptop, and an overweight cat—why am I thinking about anything sexual, especially when we both want to stay friends? Maybe real life is like TV, where the two main characters kiss when shit’s getting crazy. It makes no sense, but in the heat of the moment, they think it does.

      “You want to play anything while we wait?” he asks once Sarge has settled down. The pup walks over to us with a stuffed owl in his mouth, his eyes bright. Ash’s expression softens as he takes the toy, tossing it across the room. Sarge runs off to fetch it and settles into his bed with the owl. The look in his eyes melts my heart.

      “What games do you have?” Video games and a dog seem like they could distract me enough.

      “Want to play Super Smash Brothers?” he grins. “For old times’ sake. There’s a new one.”

      “I’m still going to kick your ass, so, yeah.” I smile. “Bring it.”

      We play until the doorbell rings, swearing at each other and laughing whenever one of the characters flies off screen. He seems to relax, and so do I. Eventually Sarge joins us on the couch, snuggling right in between us. It’s just what I needed.

      Ash hops up and gets the food when the doorbell rings, calling me into his kitchen. The space is absolutely drool-worthy. It’s huge, with all-new appliances and fresh white cabinets. I want to cook everything on that stove. I could bake so many things and not torch them because the oven actually has a gauge that tells you what temperature the thing is on.

      “You might want to close your mouth, or a bug might fly in,” he cracks, tapping the underside of my chin.

      “This kitchen is amazing.” I sit down at the table, facing everything. “And you say you don’t cook in here?”

      “Not because I can’t. I’m just really busy and don’t want to cook anything elaborate when I get home from work.” He shrugs and takes the food out of the packages. “I’m a decent cook.”

      I thank him for the food and dig in. It’s beyond delicious. I don’t realize how hungry I am until I’ve plowed through half of my chicken in two minutes.

      “Isn’t it good?” Ash says, cutting into his chicken like a civilized human being.

      “It’s so good. I was starving.” I take a sip of water. “I tend to stress-eat, too.”

      I forgot about everything for a second, but the pain comes rushing back.

      “You okay?” Ash asks, putting down his fork.

      I could lie to him, but he’ll see right through me. I usually appreciate that about him, but not at this moment. I shake my head. “I don’t want to think about anything having to do with the fire, but I have to, don’t I?”

      “You do.” He looks serious again, back to the Ash that most people see. “But better now than later, right? Attack the problem an inch at a time.”

      “Maybe.” I sigh and rest my head on my hand. Just the thought of starting over makes tears come to my eyes. “It’s just… I feel defeated. I felt like things were finally starting to work with BloomBrightly, but now I need to spend money on replacing all my shit and finding a new apartment instead of using my savings for the business. Not that I had a ton in savings, but it was helpful. And that doesn’t even include the emotional toll of all of this. I can’t replace a lot of the things I lost.”

      That thought breaks me down, and I burst into tears again. I’m not a pretty crier or a quiet one. Zara has likened it before to the sound of a dying animal, and I can’t even call her on that. I usually lie face down to muffle the sounds, but I’ve already started. The dam is broken.

      “Briony,” Ash says, sliding around to my side of the table. I look up at him, sniffing. The concern in his bright green eyes breaks my heart again.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper between hiccups. “I’m really gross.”

      “You’re not gross. You’re a person whose apartment went up in flames, which is a perfectly reasonable thing to cry about.” He pats my shoulder awkwardly like he isn’t sure what to do. It’s strangely endearing. “Do you want tissues? Or ice cream or something?”

      I bark out a laugh in between my tears. “You don’t have to try so hard to make me feel better, you know. You’ve already let me stay here, which I’m beyond grateful for. But tissues would be good.”

      He leaps up and grabs some from a closet, handing them over to me. I wipe my face and nose, honking into the tissues like a duck. He sits back down, fidgeting his hands in his lap. Ash isn’t the kind of guy to fidget.

      “I just… I don’t know.” He shrugs. “I want to help you. I can help you replace all of the things you’ve lost. It’s really not a problem.”

      “I don’t think I would feel comfortable accepting all of that,” I admit. “It would be thousands of dollars.”

      He gives me an incredulous look. “A few thousand bucks don’t mean much to me. Especially when I’m helping out someone I care about.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest. How can I tell him how I feel without making things weird? I really like him, and his words are only making me fall harder.

      Instead of speaking, I fall into crying all over again. It might not be a big deal to him, and I know that he isn’t the type to throw his money around to get people to like him. It means a lot to me. But…

      “I would owe you so much.” I blow my nose again after I can finally speak.

      Ash looks slightly annoyed for a second, in an ‘are you serious?’ kind of way.

      “B, you wouldn’t owe me shit. That’s not how this works.” He stands and crosses the kitchen in a few strides. “Eat this. I forgot I had it.”

      He drops a pint of chocolate ice cream on the table with a spoon. I laugh and dig into the ice cream.

      “What, you want me to stress-eat instead of actually dealing with my problems?” It’s creamy, clearly the pricey kind that costs twelve dollars at Whole Foods.

      “No, I just want to make you feel less shitty because it’s terrifying when you’re unhappy. Will you let me do that?” he asks, his eyes serious. They look incredibly green in this lighting, almost too beautiful to be real. “At least for tonight? We can talk more in the morning.”

      “Fine.” I take a big spoonful of ice cream. It really is making me feel better.

      “Good.” He stands up. “You can take that upstairs to the bedroom if you want to. You seem sleepy.”

      I really am exhausted, but the weight of it hasn’t hit me until now. But I don’t want to be alone.

      “Can we hang out a little more?” I try to smile, but it comes out watery. “I would feel weird being alone right now. Not that Chunk isn’t good company, but he doesn’t have thumbs and can’t talk.”

      “Of course.” He sits back down. “C’mon. Let’s watch something dumb on YouTube.”

      Nothing sounds more comforting. Except for maybe cuddling, but Ash has already given me more than enough. I’m not sure how I can ever thank him properly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I never read physical newspapers—who does these days, anyway?—but there’s one sitting on my desk when I walk in after a meeting, open to the finance section. In a sidebar down the page, a headline reads: “Seven Companies That Should Go Public Now.” It’s a list article, so it’s easy to find my company’s name at number three.

      It’s too early for this shit, and it’s only 10 a.m.

      I must have groaned loudly, because my CFO, Talia, pops into my office doorway.

      “Hey. You saw?” She strolls in, wearing her usual uniform of a white button-down shirt and black jeans. Her auburn hair is in the same ponytail I’ve always seen it in—I have never seen her look any different. If there’s anything I can count on, I can count on Talia being consistent. Usually it’s a comfort in the chaos that is running a tech company, but today it isn’t helping.

      “I did. Since when did newspapers start doing those Buzzfeed-style articles? Can’t they do better than that?” I ask, sitting down hard in my chair. I grab my coffee and suck it down.

      “Journalism isn’t doing so hot these days.” She sits across from me. “I just thought I’d show you this since we’ve been getting questions about it.”

      I grunt. That’s my fault, from one stupid interview I did two years ago. I offhandedly mentioned going public on live TV, probably because Dad had weaseled his way into my consciousness. The idea feels like a terrible nickname—it just sticks and follows me around. I was never big on doing interviews before all this, and now they’re just torturous.

      “So… should we make a statement or something?” Talia asks, leaning back in her chair.

      “Let’s just wait and see if this sparks questions.” I hit the space bar on my keyboard, and my computer comes back to life.

      “Do you want to have the conversation about going public again or will it end up with both of us being frustrated and hissing like cats in an alleyway at each other?” she asks, smirking.

      “I’m leaning toward the cat scenario.” I look at my computer background—a picture of Sarge at the beach—and wish I was home. Not in the literal sense, but in that I want to be shielded from the world in a comfortable place, at least for a minute. But nothing ever progresses by hiding within a comfort zone. “But maybe we should. My father keeps bringing it up, so it might be worth reevaluating what it would mean for the company.”

      “Ash…” Talia gives me a skeptical look. “Come on now. Your dad is extremely sick and all he talks about is this? Why?”

      “He’s big on prestige and appearances.” I give her a half-hearted hand wave. “I guess he just wants to be proud of me if he’s dying. One last hurrah.”

      “That’s a little fucked up, isn’t it? Look around. Look at yourself, for fuck’s sake. You’re successful by literally every measure. Is this not enough for him?” She gestures toward the window behind me, the beautiful day filling my office with warm sunshine.

      I breathe out slowly, feeling annoyance creeping up my spine. I like how brutally honest Talia is. I never have to guess if a situation is truly bad or not, but that also means that she’ll call me out when I’m being full of shit.

      “I don’t want to discuss this right now.” I open my email.

      She doesn’t say anything, but she keeps giving me that look, like I’m being a little shit. “Fine. We’ll have to eventually though.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Well, just think about it. Someone will touch base with us if we get any more questions about it.” She stands. “See you at lunch?”

      “Yeah, see you.” I watch her leave, then rest my head on my hands.

      I’m no stranger to pressure, but that doesn’t mean I always handle it gracefully. It isn’t immense, but it’s just enough to bother me, like how sitting on your own foot doesn’t hurt, but eventually your weight makes it fall asleep. I want to say fuck it and tell everyone to back off, but I just can’t. But why? I could easily tell a lot of people to fuck off if they were bothering me, but not with this.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I should hold up a sign that says ‘Ask me about my daddy issues!’ whenever the topic comes up. I know that I could ignore his persistent pressure, but god, would I be able to forgive myself? It’s like the worst form of peer pressure, mingled with guilt and a lifetime’s worth of expectations. He isn’t going to live much longer. Wouldn’t it be worth it to have something in our fucked-up relationship that we’re both happy about? I can always start another company at some point, but I can’t have another father.

      I click through my email, sighing. I need to work and not dwell on the issue.

      The rest of the day passes without a lot of pressure regarding the IPO issue. Instead of staying late, like I usually do, I decide to head home. Briony is there, working from home while she tries to pull her life back together. It’s nice having a human around, even if I have to battle my attraction to her most of the time. Maybe things will get easier the longer she stays.

      If she stays much longer. She seems hellbent on not using up any of my resources, even though I constantly remind her that a couple thousand dollars won’t make even a tiny dent in my bank accounts. Unlike other women I’d been intimately involved with, she isn’t champing at the bit to get me to spend money on her. She’s surprisingly practical in that way. She’s been staying with me for a week, and she’s only gotten the basics, like toiletries, t-shirts, underwear, a single outfit for work and jeans.

      “Why bother getting fancy things when there are much more important matters to take care of?” she said at one point, from her spot on my couch.

      I text her to ask if she wants me to pick up dinner, and we agree on Mexican food. It feels domestic. Natural, almost. God, I do not want to think about that. I can’t do ‘normal’ or ‘domestic’ without feeling like a caged animal after a while.

      When I open the front door, Sarge comes running up to me like I’ve been gone for a month. I give him some rough scratches on his butt, which he loves, before he bolts deeper into the house, barking. He hasn’t been to doggy daycare since Briony insisted on taking care of him during the day, and they’ve bonded. She’s even managed to get him and Chunk to not murder each other, though the cat usually perches as far as he can from him whenever they’re in the same room.

      I follow Sarge to his destination, the living room. Briony is sitting on the couch, the evening sun on her skin and her laptop in her lap. Chunk is wedged between her and the couch, protected against Sarge’s enthusiasm. She looks up at me and smiles, making my heart flip-flop in my chest against my own will.

      Goddamn it.

      “Hey, how was your day?” she asks. “You look kind of rough.”

      “Well, thanks.” I flop down on the couch. I usually change right away, but I’m already in jeans and a t-shirt. Plus, wearing sweats and a t-shirt usually makes Briony look at me in a way that weakens my self-control. I didn’t think a woman would like me if I looked like I’d rolled out of bed, but Briony is surprising like that.

      “Sorry, just calling it like I see it.” Her smile turns gentle. “You want to talk about it?”

      “You don’t have to listen to my issues, B.”

      “I know, but you’re usually Mr. Stoic, and you look like someone shat in your shoes.” She rests her head against the side of the couch. “And you’ve listened to me ugly cry all over your house, so I could return the favor.”

      I regret not grabbing a beer before I sat down.

      “It’s just my dad,” I mumble, suddenly feeling self-conscious about saying it aloud. “He wants me to take the company public, but I don’t know if I should.”

      “Okay.” She strokes Chunk’s head absently. “Gimme the pros vs. cons list.”

      “The cons are that I wouldn’t have as much control over the company. I’d have to answer to a lot of people, and it would change how I work when I already like what I do. And if I don’t, my dad would be massively disappointed and never let me live it down.” I look down at the coffee table, not wanting to meet her gaze. “The pros are that I would make a fuck-ton of money, and the company could grow a lot faster.”

      “Mmhm. And your dad being disappointed in you is a major con because…?”

      My eyes flutter closed for a moment. Briony knows vaguely of my dad’s overall shittiness since she met him maybe once or twice and knows of his illness. But letting it all out would be like ripping the stitches out of a gaping wound.

      “It just is,” I finally say.

      “For a guy who talks all about facing problems head-on, you’re super reluctant to dig into your deeper issues,” she observes, raising an eyebrow. “It’s not going to be like a business problem, which you can fix more immediately. It sounds like your dad problems will never be a quick fix.”

      “It’s not easy to rip open a vein in front of someone, even if they’re your friend,” I say.

      “Would it help if I told you I wouldn’t judge you?”

      “What, are you my therapist now?” I crack, trying to keep my tone light. I tried out therapy when I got out of the service to deal with some of the anxiety I was having, but even that felt like I was being too open. They legally couldn’t tell anyone about my problems, but that didn’t help me relax in the slightest. Instead, I got Sarge.

      “No, you ass.” She stretches her legs out and tucks her toes underneath my thighs. “I’m just trying to help.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      “You don’t have to spill your guts if you don’t want to.” She looks down at Chunk, scratching behind his ears. He’s so fat that his head looks huge compared to his small ears. “From my experience, letting it out feels really good. You can articulate exactly what’s bugging you, which helps you deal with it.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t a therapist?” I ask, half-smiling.

      “I’ve just been getting introspective. Losing all of your belongings will do that to you.” She smiles again, sadly. “Anyway, our food is getting cold. Let’s eat.”

      She reaches over to open the bags of food, pulling into herself ever so slightly for the rest of the night. We’ve fallen into a routine of watching TV together and joking around, but she’s quiet, focusing on her computer and looking up every once in a while.

      Shit, I regret this. Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed her away, but I feel crowded. My feelings are my own, even if they’re fucked up. But I trust her, don’t I? That’s how friends treat each other—she surely trusts me, since she called me right after her home went up in flames.

      But the more I think about it, the more I realize that I only trust her with the outermost parts of myself. I can’t break down and cry about how shitty I feel whenever I deal with my dad, or how nothing I do is truly good enough for him. But I still keep trying like an idiot anyway. It’s an unwelcome revelation in my mind, and actually saying it would make things far too real.

      I go to bed early that night after a scalding hot shower, hoping to scrub away the discomfort and shame.
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        * * *

      

      Nora calls me the next day when I’m in a cab on the way to a meeting in Manhattan.

      “Hi, Mr. King—er, Ashton,” Nora says, sounding nervous. She usually sounds calm, almost like a yoga teacher.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” I give the driver an apologetic look in the rearview mirror.

      “Not really,” she explains, sighing. “Your father’s complaining of rashes, which are new, and he’s been having terrible insomnia. His pain seems to be getting worse also. He wants to go back into the hospital for more tests.”

      I run my hand across my jaw, feeling the stubble. Dad has gotten so many tests that have come back inconclusive. If there’s anything good to say about him, it’s that he’s persistent as hell, even at his worst.

      “Okay, what has his doctor said?”

      “He’s still at a loss, but he’s open to more tests. He pretty much does whatever your father asks for,” she continues. I can hear her loading the dishwasher in the background, even though I keep telling her she doesn’t have to clean.

      “Wait… he’s the one ordering the tests? Not the doctor?” I frown.

      “Well, not really. He does his research online and suggests the tests to the doctor, from what I can tell. Since he still has his wits about him, the doctor can’t force me to stay in the room during the appointments. And he gets upset if I try to get involved.”

      I pause, an alarm going off in the back of my mind. “That’s not your fault—he hardly lets me in on what’s going on. But that’s odd. Maybe I can—”

      “He told me that he’d given you the right to access his medical records and consented to his doctors giving you updates on his health. Is that not true?” She interjects.

      “He hasn’t given me access to his records or let me know of any doctor updates,” I say slowly, trying to wrap my head around what’s happening. He doesn’t tell me anything because he doesn’t have to, at least where the law is concerned—if he tells his doctor not to disclose any information, his doctor can’t. I get the medical bills, which list what services were given to him, and pay them off, which is the extent to which I see what’s going on. But I never get any substantial updates or information.

      We sit in silence so long that Nora asks if I’m still on the line.

      “I’m here,” I say. “I’m not sure what to tell you, Nora. Maybe I can swing by for his next doctor’s appointment and tag along.”

      “That might be wise. He has a follow-up with Dr. Cross in two weeks.”

      “Thank you for calling me, Nora.” I hang up, putting my phone back in my pocket. What is Dad’s problem? Besides 99 percent of his personality.

      Asking him for answers directly is the worst idea—if he suspects an ulterior motive for anything, he shuts down fast and never opens up again. But trying to manipulate him is like some guy who took a boxing class once in college going up against Muhammad Ali. He would knock me out before I had a second to breathe.

      So I need to make it a normal visit, at least on its face. I have my assistant clear my calendar that day and try to think of how I could possibly find out the truth about my dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      The month and a half or so that I’ve been at Ash’s has been the best I’ve felt in a while. Sure, he lives in a gorgeous brownstone with central air conditioning and has a cleaning lady who keeps everything spotless and a kitchen that would make Ina Garten weep but that isn’t everything.

      I miss Zara but hanging out with Ash in the evenings is just the right mix of relaxing and fun. If he isn’t too exhausted after getting home late, we eat dinner and watch something stupid on Netflix or play video games. If I’m working, he helps where he can with BloomBrightly. With his advice, Zara and I slayed our first interview with the startup incubator we applied for, and I’ve spoken with a few of the investors he’s connected me to.

      I’ve even put my feelings for him… well, not totally behind me, but at least into the backseat. I wear baggy, unflattering sweats around the house, no makeup, and trick myself into putting my feelings in the ‘celebrity crush’ zone. I can lust after celebrities all I want, but there’s exactly zero chance of me dating Chris Hemsworth or whoever. But I definitely still lust.

      It kind of works.

      I’m still getting back on my feet financially, picking up some freelance floral design jobs and searching for apartments. Ash says I can stay as long as I need to, so I’m not going to rush into another shithole that might catch on fire because of the super’s negligence.

      It’s all really exhausting, though. Despite how exciting everything is, between getting my life together, my day job, and BloomBrightly’s growth, I’m feeling a little under the weather. Maybe I need a vacation day.

      Instead, I settle for lunch with Ash, which will cheer me up at least a little. I worked from home this morning, so I eventually get dressed and head downtown. He tells me to look for a yellow truck in the sea of food trucks parked outside.

      I see him before I see the truck, looking so good that I’m a little annoyed. He’s just wearing his usual work outfit—blue button-down shirt, jeans—but the way his hair is tousled by the wind, and the way his shoulders look in that shirt is almost too perfect. I’m not the only person noticing. He is totally oblivious to the women — and men— giving him a once-over as they walk past him. He’s holding his phone, but not focusing on it, deep in thought.

      “Oh, hey,” he says when he notices me, smiling so warmly that my stomach morphs into a tiny cluster of butterflies.

      “Hey.” I go in for a one-arm hug, which he returns, squeezing my shoulder a bit. I manage to keep my shit together and extract myself from his grip. “What’s this food truck?”

      “Ethiopian food.” He tucks his phone in his shirt pocket. “It’s really good.”

      “Never had it before.” I look up at the menu. “What should I get?”

      “You want to try a bit of everything? We can share.” He steps into line.

      “Sure, why not?” I say, standing next to him. Some woman shoots me a dirty look after checking Ash out. “You sure you want to share with me? I might eat it all from under you.”

      “We’ve gotten better at sharing,” he smiles. “I haven’t bitten your fingers off yet.”

      I snort. “The bar is so low.”

      “Hey, we used to fight over freaking popcorn like feral cats in an alley, so is the bar really that low?” he chuckles.

      He orders for us, and once we get the food, we settle on a bench, setting the large, steaming trays of food between us. It looks and smells delicious, even though my stomach is feeling a little off. Too much coffee, probably. I need to take it slow.

      As usual, our conversation stops until we’ve tasted everything. It’s everything I wanted—spicy, flavorful, filling. I wish we hadn’t split everything, but at least I get to sample all the things I wanted to try.

      “How’s it going?” Ash asks. “You heading into the office later?”

      “Ugh, yeah.” I slump. “There’s a meeting I should go to, but also, who puts meetings on Friday afternoons?”

      “Assholes do.” He sips his water. “If someone puts a meeting on a Friday afternoon, I just don’t go.”

      “But you’re the CEO—you can do whatever you want,” I point out.

      “I’m supposed to set an example for everyone. If I slack off, everyone else thinks they can too. So my only indulgence is skipping out on Friday meetings.”

      “So I might go in just to seem like a good employee. And tomorrow I’m looking at some apartments, so that’s another blah thing I have to deal with. Everything’s so damn pricey, even if Zara and I split rent.”

      “I’m sorry.” He tears off a piece of injera, the spongy, sourdough flatbread that came with our meal.

      “It’s fine.” I know he can’t relate, but it feels nice for him to say it. “What about you? I haven’t even seen you for two days.”

      He gets up stupidly early every day, even though he claims he hates it and stays at the office late. He never misses a workout and never seems to get tired. But today, he looks a little weary. He isn’t opening up to me, really, but he doesn’t pull away as hard when I ask about his feelings.

      “Just a little burnt out. It’s been rough at the office lately. My afternoon is free, at least.” He pauses, looking past my shoulder. “You want to take the afternoon off?”

      “Just… not go into work?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Everyone needs a spontaneous vacation day.”

      “Even the CEO?”

      “Yep, even me. Especially me.” He laughs without any humor behind it. “Sometimes you just need a few hours to blow off steam. Play hooky with me. I need to recharge.”

      He gives me the soft-eyed look that melts me every damn time. He has to know how effective it is because he uses it often. Usually when we’re fussing over what show to watch on Netflix. I’ve watched more Star Trek than I thought I ever would. He can convince me to do anything with that look, but I don’t have an equivalent tool besides showing my cleavage, which only fucks with both of our heads.

      “Okay, fine. Let me send an email or two.” I whip out my phone and tell my boss I have to ‘run errands.’ She’ll probably be annoyed, but it’s not like she could tell me not to. I get a little rush from it. I’ve taken mental health days in the past when I was supposed to go in, but I usually stay in my apartment, just in case I somehow run into someone I work with in my neighborhood. It’s an irrational fear since logically they should still be at work, but not strictly following the rules makes me paranoid. With Ash, I feel like I can break free a little bit.

      “Great. Have you heard of that interactive dog art installation near Barclays Center?” he asks.

      “No, but you had me at ‘dog art installation’.”

      A little smile brightens his whole face. “Let’s get Sarge and go.”

      The art installation is one of many that have popped up around the city in the past few years—basically, it’s an Instagram-picture paradise. The line outside is down the block, with people and their dogs chatting excitedly about what’s inside. Sarge sits patiently beside Ash’s feet, his tail wagging hard and fast whenever another dog approaches, while Ash and I people and dog watch.

      “Look at that little poodle,” I whisper as its owner walks past us. The dog and the owner are wearing coordinated outfits, with the dog’s bandana pattern matching the owner’s shirt. “Why is he more fashionable than me?”

      “That dog probably has a masseuse on speed dial,” Ash remarks, snickering. “He looks too pampered.”

      “How can a dog look too pampered?” I laugh. “Also, Sarge goes to a fancy doggy daycare, and you get the blow-by-blow of everything he does via text. He gets more treats than I did in my entire childhood in the span of a week. Isn’t that pampering your dog too much? Just because he’s a mutt doesn’t mean he can get away with being fancy.”

      He looks down at me, humor in his eyes. “Touché.”

      “And also, this is the most bougie dog event ever to exist,” I continue, stepping forward when the line moves. “These dogs are living the life. There’s not one dog here who isn’t pampered to hell and back.”

      When we get to the front of the line we see the actual art space is a dog paradise. There are ball pits filled with squeaky toys, stuffed animals they can take with them, treats, colorful Instagram-ready art pieces like fake cars for them to put their heads out of with a fan blowing onto their faces, and ball pits that resemble dog food.

      The air is filled with the sound of squeaky toys and barking. It’s completely ridiculous, but Sarge loves it. He hops on every platform, runs through every obstacle course, and proudly walks around with his new toys, generously donated to the exhibit by corporate sponsors, jammed into his mouth all at once.

      A weight seems to be lifted off of Ash’s shoulders, just being there. Something must have been bothering him—not that he would tell me without prompting—but having a moment outside of the office is the cure. Is it his work? He doesn’t talk about it much, but it does take up a lot of his time. Or is it his father? He mentioned that he’s sick, but maybe he’s gotten worse. His dad issues aren’t something he ever wants to talk about.

      “Get in there with him, Ash,” I say, pointing at a gigantic bone on a patch of fake grass that comes up to our knees. “I want to take a picture.”

      Ash looks at me with his eyebrows raised. “I’m not going to get in there.”

      “Come on. Be fun for once.” I hold up my phone. “Do it for the ‘Gram.”

      “I’m not doing shit for Instagram.”

      “But what about for Sarge?” I point to the dog, who is looking up at his owner with pure adoration, his ears perked up. “He’s such a good boy. Look at that face.”

      Ash sighs and looks at his dog, whose tail wags even harder when he realizes he’s being looked at. Ash eventually crawls down on the ground, pulling Sarge next to him. I grin and kneel to get the picture. He manages a smirk while Sarge looks everywhere but the camera. I finally get one good, goofy one where Ash has his tongue out like a child in protest and Sarge is actually focused on the camera, with one ear perked up.

      It’s the cutest photo I’ve ever taken. Ash rarely looks so goofy, but it suits him. There’s something about a hot guy letting go of his need to remain good-looking that makes him even more attractive.

      I show it to him, grinning. “I want to post this on Instagram. It’s too cute not to.”

      “Is your Instagram private?” he asks, leaning over my shoulder.

      “Yep.”

      “Fine.” He pulls out his phone. “Can you send me that picture?”

      “You love it, don’t you?”

      His lips are pressed together, holding back a smile. “It’s a nice picture.”

      “You love it, you dog dad.” I send him the picture, then post it on my Instagram. “You should get it framed.”

      “And put it where? Not in my office. I’d get laughed out of the building.” He puts his phone back once he confirms he’s gotten the photo.

      “I dunno. In your house somewhere,” I shrug. “You don’t have any photos around.”

      “I’m not big on them.” He clips Sarge’s leash back on. “I didn’t have a very photo-worthy childhood.”

      He doesn’t sound sad—just matter of fact.

      “You’ve been an adult a lot longer than you’ve been a child. I’m sure you have some nice ones from college or the military. Pictures of your friends, places you’ve been. They’re nice to have around.”

      He makes a little dismissive sound, avoiding my gaze. “I suppose.”

      That’s Ash-code for ‘I’m done with this conversation’, so I leave it alone. Did I hit a nerve? He has friends and is on good terms with them. Maybe he doesn’t care, but I’ve gotten to know him well in the past few months. He’s an avoidance pro.

      We walk through the last few installations. The last one is a room filled with TV screens low to the ground, with videos of squirrels playing and tennis balls bouncing. Sarge doesn’t care about it in the slightest. He looks a little beat from running around and slides down to his belly, panting gently. I put his new toys in my bag, and we leave the exhibit.

      “Let’s get ice cream,” I suggest once we get outside. It’s mid-afternoon, and the September warmth is sticky and heavy. “I’m craving it.”

      “Seems like a good thing to do when you’re skipping out on work.” He slides his sunglasses on. “Why not?”

      There’s an amazing ice cream place not far from where we are, so we walk there with Sarge in comfortable silence. Ash isn’t chatty, but our silences don’t always feel this natural. I feel at ease with him, like we’re actually together. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a boyfriend, yeah, but I can’t forget how being with someone you really like sometimes feels as easy as being by yourself.

      I grip the strap of my bag, ignoring the dull ache in my breasts when I jostle them. We basically are on a date, but I know I’m the only one who thinks of it that way. The thought makes me surprisingly and almost overwhelmingly annoyed.

      I must be PMS-ing. There’s no other explanation for my sudden craziness and all-around gross physical state. At least my periods aren’t much of a hassle with the birth control. Ash and I don’t share a bathroom except for the downstairs one, but I’ll probably do my girl stuff in there at some point. I shouldn’t be embarrassed about it, but I am. He’s a grown man, one who isn’t squeamish at that.

      “You okay?” Ash asks, stopping in front of the ice cream place. The doors are open to let the air through, so he steps in. It’s dog-friendly, so no one bats an eye at Sarge.

      “What?”

      “You look flushed.” He studies my face and neck, frowning.

      “I’m fine.” I busy myself with a paper menu, even though it’s also up on the wall above the counter. What’s my deal? I’m not the anxious type.

      “What do you want?” he asks.

      I feel ravenous all of a sudden. “Basically everything.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t want to share again?” he smirks, taking the menu. “You almost stabbed me with a fork at lunch.”

      “It was good! And I was practicing self-defense.” I gently elbow him in the ribs. “You were going to eat up all the injera.”

      “Sure, sure.” He holds the menu open for both of us. We order six different flavors between the two of us, plus one ‘pup-cream’ for Sarge and sit outside on a bench. The dog obliterates his serving in two bites before we can even dig into ours.

      The afternoon sun feels just warm enough on my skin to be pleasurable, and with the contrast of the cool ice cream, I feel refreshed. It really does feel like a vacation day—I haven’t checked my work email in hours and neither has Ash.

      “Wait, how are you totally off your email?” I ask him, letting some Tahitian vanilla ice cream melt over my tongue. There are little chunks of lemon sponge cake in it. It’s divine. “Won’t things implode without you? I’m hardly ever at work, and I’m terrified of what’s going on in my inbox.”

      He mixes a bit of strawberry ice cream with some chocolate before spooning it into his mouth. “If my company fell apart because I wasn’t on email for an afternoon, I’d be a shitty CEO. I trust everyone can make good decisions. That’s why I hired them in the first place.”

      “Can you please tell my boss that? She acts like I’m a total moron sometimes,” I lament. “I swear, I can’t wait until I can walk into her office and tell her I’m quitting.”

      “Why does she think you’re a moron? Why doesn’t she trust you?” he asks.

      “I think she knows I don’t care that much. I get everything done on time, and well, so she can’t just fire me, but my heart’s not in it.” I slump, letting go of my spoon. “It just feels like I’m stuck there forever.”

      “Nothing’s ever permanent. I’m sure BloomBrightly will get some backers sooner than you think and you’ll be out of there.” He gently pushes Sarge’s nose away from his ice cream with his knee. “It’s a great idea.”

      I actually flush from embarrassment this time, and he notices. “There are a lot of great ideas that crash and burn. The worst thing I could imagine would be having to crawl back to my old job and ask for it back if we fail.”

      “And there are a lot that survive.” He quickly steals a bit of my vanilla before I can stop him. I give him a dirty look, which he brushes off with a boyish grin. “There are always risks involved in starting something new, but what would you regret more—doing it and failing, or not doing it at all?”

      Even with the shadow of the building across the street coming over his eyes, his gaze is intense. I get goosebumps, and it isn’t just the ice cream. Am I imagining it, or could what he said apply to whatever we are, too? Dating Ash would be a massive risk to my heart, but the more I spend time with him, the more I really, really like him. Sure, I can go through life putting him in the celebrity crush zone, but I would regret not trying to talk to him about our relationship at least once.

      My heart flutters in my chest. There’s a strong chance I’m reading into this too far. I need Zara’s opinion, but she isn’t going to be in the city until tomorrow. I focus on my ice cream again, shoving the thoughts aside.

      “I would regret not trying,” I finally say.

      “There you go.” He bumps my shoulder with his. “It’ll be fine. It might hurt, but you can get back up and try again.”

      We’re quiet again, the air between us suddenly feeling heavy. I polish off my ice cream and even manage to steal a little of Ash’s. He doesn’t protest. We don’t even say much on the walk home. Once we get inside, Sarge runs out into the backyard, and Chunk comes sauntering in from his spot on the guest bed.

      “Want a beer or something?” Ash calls back from the kitchen.

      “Maybe some water? It was really warm out.” I kick off my shoes and join him in the kitchen.

      He pours me a glass of water and cracks open a beer, leaning against the massive kitchen island. I pound my water way faster than I should.

      “Thirsty?” he asks, deadpan.

      “Yeah, a bit.” I hop up on the counter. I’m only an inch or two shorter than him up here. “Being out in the sun does that to me.”

      “You’re a little pink.” He touches my arm with the back of his hand, sending electricity shooting all over my body.

      “Sunburn-level pink, or something that’ll fade into a decent tan?” I ask, keeping my voice from trembling.

      He looks over my body, assessing rather than sexualizing. It still makes me pleasantly tingly. “It’ll probably fade into a decent tan.”

      “Good.” I fiddle with my water glass, trying to not check Ash out. “Thank you.”

      “For helping you avoid skin cancer?” he laughs, taking a long sip of beer. I love the way his eyes get a little twinkle in them whenever he quips back at me.

      “No, for today. It was really fun.” I put my cup down. “I didn’t realize I needed a break.”

      “You’ve been through some shit lately, so I’m happy I could help,” he says, putting his beer down. The way he’s leaning against the counter makes his muscles shift under his skin. We’re close enough to touch each other.

      I look up at him, thinking of what he said earlier. There’s clearly something between us, and the only thing stopping it from happening is our baggage. I can’t do the hook-up thing, but that is all he does. Or has done, since I haven’t heard him bring anyone home since I’ve moved in, and he hasn’t done a walk of shame into the brownstone at 6 a.m.

      But he knows how we feel together. We’re friends who have hooked up more than once, heat-of-the-moment style, and we get along really, really well. Why not make it happen?

      So, impulsively, I grab his shirt, pulling him to me, and kiss him.

      He’s surprised, which almost makes me pull away, but soon he’s kissing me back. They aren’t rushed or intense like our past kisses. They just feel good, like we’re perfectly in sync with each other. Tingles radiate from every point of contact we have, bubbling into a mass of pure joy in my chest.

      I cup the back of his neck the way he’d done to me in the past and rest my other hand on his warm cheek. He steps closer, holding me like I’m delicate and moments from falling apart. His body is warm and comforting. I can stay here forever.

      He wraps his strong hands around my hips, gripping me tightly. I shift my weight, opening my legs, and he steps between them, leaning forward against the counter as I continue to plant kisses all the way up his neck and chin. My whole body is shuddering as a million emotions run through me, but now all I can think of is how much I want Ash. And how much I know he wants me.

      I dig my fingernails into his shoulders, holding on for dear life as he caresses me and runs his hands up from my hips to my sides and firmly grasps my breasts. He lowers his head, brushing kisses all the way down my neckline and into my cleavage. Every slight touch of his lips sends shockwaves of pleasure through me.

      He sighs softly and reaches one hand low, softly rubbing against the delicate skin of my inner thighs. The heat I’ve been feeling in my sex ratchets up in intensity as he brushes two fingers against the outside of my cotton panties, delicately teasing me.

      Completely lost in the moment, I reach down for the waistband of his pants, gripping his belt. I’ve halfway-unbuckled it, my hands shaking with need when Ash stands up straight and paralyzes me with that intense gaze once again.

      And then it’s over, almost as quickly as it started. He steps back from me, his hand on my shoulder.

      “We can’t, Briony,” he gasps, barely in control of himself. He grabs my empty cup and his bottle, then goes to put them in their correct spaces as if nothing happened. The sudden loss of his body heat chills me.

      “Why not, Ash?” I snap, an anger switch flipping on inside me. “Clearly there’s something going on here. We wouldn’t keep making out if there wasn’t.”

      He sighs and rests his palms on the sides of the sink, facing away from me.

      “But that’s the problem. I do like you, but I know myself. If we started to date, I’d get bored, or too busy, or I’d feel too claustrophobic. And I’m not the kind of guy who could give you what you want.”

      “I want you, though,” I say weakly.

      “And you want a boyfriend. I’m not the boyfriend type, because the boyfriend type eventually becomes the husband type, and I am definitely not that.”

      He finally turns around, staring straight at me again. That intense gaze has something else running through it now. Something I don’t recognize from Ash. Sadness? Pain? “I’ll break your heart eventually, guaranteed. I already did it once. I’m not the kind of guy who settles down. I’m not starting anything with you because I really like you. I want to be your friend for a long time and dating you would take that away.”

      I burst out laughing, even though I’m also moments from crying. “That’s the biggest crock of shit I’ve ever heard in my life! Oh my fucking god, Ash. There’s not enough time in the world for me to express how stupid that is. But to boil things down, you’re rejecting me now because of what you think you might do?”

      His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t say anything. He just puts my cup in the sink and picks up his bottle again, picking at the label.

      “And weren’t you just saying something about taking risks and wondering if you’d regret not trying? Literally less than two hours ago?” I hop off the counter. My energy has quickly left the building, and I’m crashing fast. “Or does that only apply to business?”

      He doesn’t answer for a moment, still focused on the label.

      “I don’t know,” he finally mutters.

      “Can you think about it, at least?” I spit, sounding way too desperate for comfort.

      He looks at me, his face a mask, before finally nodding.

      I make a strangled noise of frustration, somewhere between yelling and crying. Instead of doing both like I want to, I leave the room, my chest tight with emotion. I manage to get upstairs to my room before screeching; muffling the sound into a pillow.

      How can I like someone so much but hate them at the same time? I’ve completely and utterly failed at my alleged ‘hiatus from men’, and now it’s biting me in the ass. Maybe I need to go to a monastery or something. I’m a damn mess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I discovered my love for running in basic training. It was a stressful time, and the only way I stayed sane was through the workouts we were put through. After getting used to running in combat boots and gear for years, my lightweight running shoes and shorts make me feel like I can take off like a rocket.

      I want to run as fast as I can to clear my head. I don’t want to admit that I’m running from my feelings, but yeah, I kind of am.

      It’s still dark when I walk out of the house, the streets finally quiet. I jog at a slow pace toward Prospect Park, shaking off the sleep in my limbs. Once I hit the main path that goes around the whole park, I speed up, pushing my body to loosen up.

      My muscles are unusually tight. Maybe it’s from my tossing and turning the past few nights, which got so bad that Sarge abandoned me for the dog bed he’s actually supposed to sleep in. I’ve been waking up with headaches from grinding my teeth, which I haven’t done in years.

      Ever since Briony kissed me a few days ago and I fucked it all up, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what she said. Every time, it’s a punch in the gut because she’s completely right. But so am I.

      I like her a lot. More than I’ve ever liked any woman I’ve slept with before. I can’t even put her in that category since she’s in one of her own. She’s fun to be around, which I never thought of as a trait I’d need in a girlfriend — since even having one at all was a foreign concept. She’s smart, hardworking, and excited about things that people feign disinterest in to seem cool. And on top of all that, she’s hot and incredible in bed.

      So, she’s perfect.

      A lot of things seem perfect at first, at least from what I’ve seen with my dad. Here’s his cycle—or here’s what it used to be before he got sick: He’d meet a woman, sweep her off her feet, and they’d get married. Eventually, they’d start fighting, and Dad would get cold toward her. He’s pretty much never been a happy guy, but his shift from barely tolerable to outright miserable whenever a relationship hits the rocks is brutal. His exes either left out of the blue or let the relationship drag on until they lost their damn minds and divorced him.

      I know I’m not him, but sometimes I see flickers of resemblance. Besides our physical appearance and voices, I can be a real asshole if I get worked up enough, and I resent not having complete control over my own time. I figure that’s why I seemed to annoy him growing up. He wanted the accomplished son but didn’t want to be around to help with homework or practice whatever sport he’d signed me up for. It’s probably why both of us started our own businesses—after we both served in the Navy, we were sick and tired of not being the ones calling the shots.

      I let out a deep breath through my nose and push myself a tiny bit more. My body is warm, and the sun is finally starting to rise. A few people pass me coming the other way. I let my legs take over as I go down a big hill, finally feeling like my lungs are fully working.

      And what if I get tired of sleeping with her? I’ve had a lot of great sex with a lot of women over time, but I’ve always wanted to move on. I know Dad cheated on at least one of his wives.

      Motherfucker. Can he release his grip on my subconscious? I’m sick of it. I’m sick of him, and how the ways he fucked me up still seem to rule my everyday life. I’ve been through so fucking much in my life, from joining the military to becoming a Seal to starting my own company, but none of those experiences can pull me out of the pit my brain is in.

      I look at the big lake in the middle of this side of the park. Can I just throw myself in it? I bet the swans would probably put me out of my misery, the vicious assholes.

      I’ve already broken Briony’s heart once, back when we were both dumb kids. Why doesn’t she get that I don’t want to do it again as a grown man? I’m already hurting her. Sure, I’m thinking about it like she’d asked, but the damage is already done.

      I wish I could talk to Ben. But that’s another can of worms. He’s like an attack dog when it comes to his little sister, and even if I explain everything, he’ll probably never look at me the same way again. But there’s no way he wouldn’t find out eventually if we actually start dating.

      I speed up even more, hitting a six-and-a-half-minute-mile pace according to my fitness tracker. I’m probably pushing myself too hard, considering that my runs have been sporadic in the past month, but I can’t hold myself back. The burn feels good, and I fly around the rest of the path, my chest heaving when I get to the exit of the park. I rest my hands on my head to give my lungs space to expand and walk home.

      The neighborhood is awake now, with my favorite coffee place already getting its morning rush. Briony likes to make coffee, but she can’t make lattes. Maybe one can make things less awkward? I get two oat lattes and bring them home.

      “Briony? Are you up?” I ask. She usually gets up around this time.

      I don’t hear her respond, so I put her latte on the counter and go to shower. Once I’m cleaned up and dressed, I pop by her room. The door is open, but the bathroom door is closed. I hear vomiting, followed by a groan.

      “Are you okay?” I call through the door, tapping on it.

      “Uhng,” she grunts. “Yep—”

      And then she pukes again. That doesn’t sound good.

      “Just a second, I’ll be right back,” I say. I have ginger ale around somewhere. After doing some digging, I find a can in the back of the fridge and bring it up to her bedroom.

      When I get back, she’s brushing her teeth, looking pale and exhausted. She must have just gotten out of bed because she’s wearing a big t-shirt and no pants.

      “Ginger ale, if you want it,” I explain, setting the can on the counter for her. “You sick?”

      “I think so. I’ve been feeling really off lately.” She rinses her mouth and spits into the sink. “Maybe it’s stress.”

      “You’re so stressed that you’re puking?”

      “It’s not unheard of. Apartment hunting will take it out of you.” She smiles weakly.

      “If this has been going on for a while, you should go to the doctor. It might be serious.” I feel a flutter of nervousness in my stomach. I’m not a doctor, but that isn’t normal.

      “Ugh, I should.” She cracks open the ginger ale and takes a sip. “But they’ll probably just tell me to ride it out.”

      “So if they do, then they do. But if you’re actually sick, they can tell you. There’s a minute clinic not far from here. You should go.” I look her over. She doesn’t look like she’s lost a ton of weight or anything. Her energy seems fine.

      “Fine, whatever.” She finally remembers that we’re kind of fighting, because she shoos me toward the door. “I’ll go during lunch or something. I have to get ready for work.”

      “You’re not taking a day off?” I stop in the doorway.

      “No, I’m fine.” She suddenly looks even paler. “Pretty much.”

      “Get back in bed,” I order, walking back into the room. “Don’t go to work and get others sick. Go to the doctor. Don’t be that person who fucks up the train for everyone by thinking they can power through their commute when in reality they’re just going to puke.”

      She gives me a little smile. It makes my morning.

      “Fine. Now seriously, leave so I don’t get you sick.” She pushes me toward the door and shuts it behind her.
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        * * *

      

      “Ash! It’s been a minute,” my mentor and friend John says, clapping me on the shoulder. He’s a big man, so the gesture rocks me forward on my bar stool.

      “It’s been too long.” I get up and give him a handshake.

      We’re at a casual cocktail bar that just opened near my offices, having our semi-annual catch-up. He’s been in Europe for six months, helping to set up his company’s new headquarters. His career has the trajectory I dream of—he’s stayed private but grown throughout North America and now Europe. His company does a lot of service work, too, and has made a big difference in keeping vulnerable kids in school.

      He’s like the cool uncle I never had.

      “Have you been stressed? Look at all these grays, man,” John says, gesturing toward the hair on my temples. I’ve gotten a lot grayer in the past six months, but it’s probably genetics mixed with stress. Dad was fully gray by the time he was thirty-six, and I’m thirty-three. At least I still have a full head of hair. I don’t look older than I am in the face.

      “Yeah, but good stress.” I fill him in on everything that’s happened in the company, and he listens intently. That’s another great thing about John—he gives good advice, but he mostly listens.

      He fills me in on the nitty-gritty of his company, and we settle into talking about our lives. We met at some networking event seven years ago, but our friendship grew when we both realized that we get along well. He’s become my mentor in more than just business. He has his head on straight when it comes to life and what he wants out of it.

      “How’s Cherise?” I ask. His wife is a dietician and personal trainer. She’s so fit that she’ll probably outlive us all.

      “Mm.” He sips his old fashioned. “We’re getting divorced.”

      “Whoa, what?” I stop mid-sip. “Since when?”

      “Since about five months ago. It just wasn’t working anymore.”

      “Wow. I’m sorry to hear that.” I’m genuinely shocked. They seemed to be so happy together. He’s the stepfather to her child from a previous relationship, and they looked to be a picture-perfect family.

      “It’s fine. Really.” He smiles. “It wasn’t some big blowout that ended it. It just faded. It happens.”

      I nod, staring at my drink. When celebrity couples break up, some of my employees always cry that love is dead. I’ve never related to that feeling at all until now. If John, one of the nicest, most reasonable people I know, couldn’t keep a marriage alive, then there isn’t much hope for me.

      “It’s just… wow.” I shake my head. “Sorry, I’m just surprised.”

      “A lot of people were. Besides me and Cherise, of course.” He polishes off his drink. “We love each other, but neither of us were happy. Now we both are. I have the freedom I crave, and she’s free to find a partner who can spend more time with her on a day-to-day basis.”

      “So it was a mismatch in lifestyles?”

      “That’s probably the best way to describe it.”

      My mind immediately flies to Briony, of course. We’re both entrepreneurs, but that doesn’t mean much. I know I’ll eventually want the freedom that John now has. I haven’t gotten drunk to blackout levels since I was twenty-two, but I want to somehow forget about her for one fucking hour.

      “Have you been dating anyone? Or are you still living the bachelor life?” he asks, pivoting the conversation.

      “Single, mostly.”

      “Mostly?” He leans toward me. “If you’re close to having an honest-to-god girlfriend, I’ll eat this glass. I would be shocked.”

      “Christ, John, relax,” I say. “No, no girlfriend. But there’s someone.”

      “Mmhm.” He nods. “Go on.”

      I take a slow sip of my drink. If there’s anyone I could ask about this situation, it would be him. He could see the situation from the outside instead of the shit show it is on the inside, and he cares enough about me to not feed me a garbage answer.

      “It’s complicated. You know Ben, right? She’s his younger sister.”

      “Oof. That’s the number one rule of bromance—don’t sleep with your best friend’s sister.”

      “Trust me, I know. I already played with her feelings when we were young because I was an ass who strung her along.” I resist the urge to rest my head in my hands.

      “Ash…” He side-eyes me.

      “I know, I know.” I don’t even want to get into our complicated sex situation.

      “So you’re avoiding her because she’s your best friend’s sister?”

      “No, I’m avoiding her because I know I’m not the boyfriend type.” I lift my glass and gesture to him. “I don’t think our lifestyles would mesh in the long run, anyway. So I had a choice between hurting her now by rejecting her, and hurting her later when I end up dumping her. Seems like avoiding her now is the safer bet.”

      John frowns, his broad forehead wrinkling. “That explanation set off my bullshit meter so hard that it’s now out of order. You like her, but you just assume that you’ll dump her? People grow together, just like they grow apart. You never know what could happen to you two in the future.”

      “Does that mean you’re saying I should go after her and explain everything to Ben later? Ben would saw my balls off with a rusty butter knife if I hurt her.”

      “Sounds like you already have,” John points out.

      “Ah, fuck.” I give in to my impulse and rest my head on one hand. “How can I get out of this?”

      “I can’t tell you that.” He mirrors my posture, which I find weirdly comforting. “Relationships are complicated. On the one hand, you know yourself and what you’re about, but on the other hand, you don’t know how much you can change.”

      That’s not what I wanted to hear. “Thanks, Obi-Wan Kenobi. You were my only hope, and now I’m fucked.”

      “That’s not how the line went.”

      I shoot him a dirty look. “You know what I mean.”

      He sits back in his seat, sighing. “I can’t help you here. If there’s anything this divorce has taught me, it’s that you have to answer things on your own. No one else can answer them for you.”

      “That was actually helpful,” I admit, pressing my fingers to my temple to soothe the headache that I feel coming on. “That doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck to hear.”

      “Sometimes, the most life-changing advice is the hardest to follow.” He smiles broadly. “Is that Obi-Wan enough for you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      For a guy who is into me but doesn’t want to be my boyfriend, Ash sure has a lot of opinions on what I should do. Once I finish puking my brains out, I pull myself together enough to go to the doctor. My primary care physician had a last-minute opening, which is good. I don’t have to do the whole insurance song and dance beforehand. I can hardly handle putting on pants, much less filling out forms.

      I sit in the waiting room with two other youngish people, a pregnant woman and a teenager who looks terrified. I wonder how I look to them. Sickly pale, puffy, and probably sweaty. I focus on them so I won’t have to think about whatever is happening in my body. What if it’s something terrible?

      Or maybe it really is just stress and a lack of sleep. And heartbreak. Actually, that’s a strong word. Heart-bruising is more like it. Clearly Ash has feelings for me, which is great, but the fact that reciprocating them seems to scare the shit out of him feels like a punch to the stomach.

      And with that thought, mine turns a little. I haven’t been able to keep any food down, so at least there isn’t a big chance that I’ll puke in public.

      “Briony?” a nurse calls.

      I get up slowly and follow her to the back. She isn’t overly chatty, which I appreciate. I’m too tired to be upbeat. She gets me settled into a room, where she makes me weigh myself and takes my blood pressure. I’ve gained seven pounds, somehow. Maybe it’s all the takeout. My vital signs are fine, which is a relief. I tell the nurse all of the symptoms I’ve been having—nausea, vomiting, bloating, and general exhaustion—and she goes to grab the doctor.

      After what feels like ages, my doctor, Dr. Bianchi, and the nurse come back in. She’s a teeny Italian woman who always wears a different pair of fashionable glasses whenever I see her. She’s no-nonsense, but still gentle when it gets down to it.

      “Hello Ms. Briony.” She shakes my hand and jiggles the mouse on her computer to look at my file. “You’re here because of some persistent fatigue, nausea, and vomiting, yes?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I think it’s just a stomach virus, but my friend told me to get checked out just in case.”

      “Mmhm,” she nods again, her eyes darting across the screen. “What was the first day of your last period?”

      “No idea. I’m on birth control, so it more or less just stopped.” Major bonus.

      “And you’re sexually active?” she asks after typing.

      “Um, not… really?”

      “Close enough.” She gets up and gives me an examination. All of my body seems to be fine, except my stomach. She gently prods me, hmm-ing to herself. “Let’s get a blood sample and a urine sample, just to cover our bases. We’ll test your vitamin levels and rule out pregnancy since you said some of your vomiting comes early in the day. Sound good?”

      No big deal. I’m not scared of blood, so getting it drawn is no problem. And the chances of being pregnant while on the pill are literally 1 percent or something, but at least I’ll know for sure.

      “Good. We’ll be in touch with your results. In the meantime, stay hydrated and stick to bland foods.”

      And with that, she leaves me in the room. Once the nurse takes my blood and I pee in the little cup, I make my way to a deli to get some crackers and ginger ale. If I’m going to be sick, I figure I can make the day as fun as I can. Ash’s massive flat-screen, something to soothe my stomach, and the cozy couch are just what I need.
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        * * *

      

      I still feel like shit in the days after my appointment, but I go back to work. It sucks a lot, but I manage, still sipping on ginger ale or seltzer all day. My appetite is a little better too, at least enough for me to eat soup. Ash and I still aren’t back to where we were in our friendship or —whatever it was— but he’s made sure I have everything I need.

      Dr. Bianchi’s office calls for me to come in for a relatively quick appointment, so I pick a time close to the end of the day to skip out early from work.

      I wait for Dr. Bianchi in the same room I had my initial appointment in. She knocks on the door briefly and comes in with a nurse.

      “Hello again.” She’s wearing bright purple glasses this time. “How are you today?”

      “Better. I’m still really nauseous, but it might be getting better?” Or so I’m telling myself because I’m over being sick already.

      “We got your tests results back. You’re pregnant, Briony.” Her face is neutral, thank god, because if she had said it happily, I would have puked all over the floor in front of her.

      “What?”

      “The results came back positive.” She sits down on her stool.

      My blood is roaring in my ears, and the room seems to be turning sideways. “But… ”

      “Birth control is a great way to prevent accidental pregnancies, but there are a few pregnancies reported each year despite proper use. Usually it’s because the user didn’t take it at the same time every day. Making it less effective at preventing pregnancy.”

      I clutch the padded table, feeling myself start to hyperventilate. This is not happening right now.

      The nurse hands me a little plastic cup filled with water while Dr. Bianchi talks to me. I absorb exactly none of it because holy shit, I’m knocked up. Pregnant. With child. With Ash’s child, unless I banged some random guy in my sleep.

      Holy fuck. When I woke up this morning, I thought the craziest thing that would happen to me would be seeing the guy I always see on my commute eating an ice cream sandwich at 7:45 in the morning. Nothing on earth could have prepared me for this.

      “What… do I do?” I manage to stammer, sipping the water, half of it dribbling down my chin.

      “You have some options since it’s early.” She rolls over to the counter, where there are a bunch of pamphlets. She picks out a few and hands them to me. “It seems like you need a minute to process this.”

      “I need several hours to process this,” I say, my voice cracking.

      The nurse pats my shoulder and takes the water cup once I drain it.

      “It’s okay. I’m sure this is a shock.” She stands. “Regardless of what you decide to do, you should stop taking your birth control and we should check on the fetus.”

      “Today?”

      “Yes, today. Sasha, can you make sure there’s an ultrasound tech free?” Dr. Bianchi says to the nurse.

      The nurse says yes and leaves. I feel numb, like the whole world is now at arm’s length and I’m looking at it through dirty glasses. Dr. Bianchi leads me into another room, where they check on the baby with an ultrasound. I’m distressed that this bomb has been dropped in my life, but I let out a breath of relief when they tell me everything is okay.

      “You can stay in here as long as you need to gather yourself. Once you decide what to do, come back in.” Dr. Bianchi stands up from between my legs and pulls off her gloves. “Take care, Briony. Don’t hesitate to reach out with questions.”

      I hold it together until everyone is out of the room. Then I burst into tears.

      I pull out my phone and call Zara. She’s probably still at work, but I don’t care. She’s the only one I can trust to comfort me. If I call my mom, she’ll shit a brick and then jump for joy that she’s getting her first grandchild. Not exactly the vibe I’m going for. And I definitely can’t call Ben, because then he’d probably murder Ash. And telling Ash is literally the last thing on Earth I want to do.

      “Why are you calling me? Is something wrong?” Zara asks, picking up on the first ring. “Or did you butt dial me?”

      “I’m pregnant, and I need to go somewhere before I have a fucking meltdown,” I practically shout in one breath.

      Zara is silent on the other end of the line. “Where are you? I’m coming to get you right now.”

      I tell her. She stays on the line with me as she orders an Uber and speeds over to my doctor’s office. I cry the whole time as she talks to me about random nonsense to calm me down. Her office is in midtown, so it takes a while, but eventually she arrives. She comes inside to collect me and leads me back out to the Uber. Once I’m buckled in, we pull off.

      “We can’t go back to Ash’s place,” I gasp in a panic.

      “Calm down; we aren’t. We’re going to my parents’ house in Westchester.” She taps away on her phone. “My dad’s out of the country, and my mom’s out doing Pilates or whatever it is she does in her spare time. It’ll just be us.”

      “But what about Chunk?” I ask, sobbing. The driver looks at me in the rearview mirror, eyes wide with alarm.

      “Ah, damn. Can you tell Ash to feed him? Make up some story about helping my parents with some house stuff. I don’t know.” She huffs. “We’ll get him tomorrow, ok?”

      I wipe my tears with the back of my arm. All I want is his big blobby body tucked next to me.

      I cry most of the long drive to Westchester, just outside of the city. I don’t even want to know how much the Uber fare is. Zara just pats my hand and hands me tissues from her purse.

      Zara’s parents are loaded—her mom was a big-time model in the 90s, and her dad runs this high-end car engine company or something. Zara is always tired of her dad traveling and mostly seems exasperated by her mom’s attempts to stay cool and relevant. Either way, they adore her immensely, since she’s the youngest and the only one of their three kids who lives in close proximity. They’re actually excited to have her living at home again while we look for another apartment.

      Zara takes me up to her bedroom, which probably hasn’t changed since high school. It’s girly as all get-out, with pink everything and Audrey Hepburn prints on the walls. If I had a girl, would I go all out with pink clothes and toys? The thought makes me break down all over again.

      “Shit, I can’t even offer you a bottle of wine,” she mutters, propping me up with a bunch of pillows in her massive bed like I’m sick. “Um, want some tea? Cookies? Ice cream?”

      The thought of food with actual flavor makes me queasy. “Toast? Dry?”

      She nods. “If my mom’s eating gluten again, then I can get toast. If she’s not, can you deal with gluten-free stuff?”

      “I guess.” I don’t care, but I know I need to put something in my body.

      She leaves and comes back a few minutes later, with sparkling water and some toast. “Dad had some bread, thankfully. Eat.”

      I nibble on the bread, slowly but surely eating the whole thing and drinking all my water. Zara sits next to me, silent.

      “What happened?” she finally asks.

      I try to explain calmly, but all my words just come rushing out. “It’s Ash’s baby. We had sex without a condom because birth control is 99 percent effective when it’s used properly. Apparently, not taking it at the exact same time every day makes it less effective thought. Well, only in a tiny percentage of people like me. Or maybe Ash has super sperm. Who knows?”

      “Oh, love.” She squeezes my hand again. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Between this and the fire, I’m over everything.” I wipe my cheeks. “My savings took a massive hit when I had to replace all my shit, and now I might have to be a single mom.”

      “You’re sure Ash would just leave you high and dry?” She raises an eyebrow. “He’s a billionaire, and the kid is his blood. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “He doesn’t want to be with me because he thinks he’ll just dump me anyway. So I doubt he’d be down to be a dad.” More tears fall down my face. “I’ll be fine financially, but I don’t know how I’d work on BloomBrightly with a newborn.”

      Zara frowns. “What are you going to tell him?”

      “Shit.” I look up at her ceiling. She still has a Jonas Brothers poster up there from 2008 or so, which doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. Zara still has a crush on Joe. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if I want to end the pregnancy, because I’m thirty-one and clearly on the path to spinsterhood with my shitty taste in men. What if I don’t get another chance?”

      I do want to be a mom eventually. I always did. I just imagined it happening with a long-term partner, a stable living situation, and actual money. I probably have the money part down, at least.

      “That’s true.” She looks up at the ceiling too. “And I’m guessing your family doesn’t know.”

      “Not yet. I don’t know how they’d react. I know that Ben would be pissed if he knew it was Ash’s.” That’s one way to go about it—I can pretend to not know who the father is and just go on with it. But then I’ll be broke with a baby in the most expensive city on the east coast.

      I start to cry all over again, hiccupping and burrowing my face into Zara’s shoulder. Her familiar perfume is soothing, even though her shoulder isn’t particularly soft. She pats my hair and back.

      “I’m a mess, and I feel like shit.” I finally calm down again, feeling sleepy. I don’t even want to Google all of my symptoms, because that would only scare me more.

      “Why don’t you sleep? Or we can watch The Office or something on my laptop until you do.” She hops off the bed and goes to her desk.

      “That sounds good.” I snuggle under the blanket. She comes back and slides in next to me, opening Netflix. I somehow fall asleep before the theme song is even over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I’m about to text Briony to ask what she wants for dinner when she texts me—

      Hey, can you feed Chunk tonight? I’m at Zara’s parents’ place, helping her out with something. One scoop of the diet food and one sardine?

      I frown. She hadn’t mentioned going to Westchester the last time I spoke to her. I don’t even know if she’s feeling better, but I don’t want to crowd her with questions about her health. She’ll tell me if she wants to. If I boss her around after basically saying I’m too emotionally constipated to have a girlfriend, she’ll probably rip me a new asshole.

      Yeah, sure. I respond.

      I feel a little sad that I’ll come home to a house without her in it, even though that’s how I’ve lived most of my life already. And we still aren’t back to normal after our… moment together in the kitchen, the other day. I doubt we will be until I face the issue and tell her what I’m feeling. I squeeze the bridge of my nose, the very thought of figuring it out making me want to curl up at my desk and never leave. But as John told me, I need to figure it out on my own.

      I go through the rest of my day absently, since my team is more than capable of handling everything without me standing over them. I even leave at 5:30, which is almost unheard of for me. I pick up some pad Thai and eat it in front of the TV, watching some mindless space documentary. Briony and I are in the middle of watching some shows, but I know that she’d be annoyed if I watched something without her. That’s another strike against us just being friends. I’ve heard Ben and Daisy arguing over what TV shows to watch and when throughout their whole relationship.

      Watching TV is only making me feel worse, so I go to my study. It’s one of my favorite places in the whole house, a quiet oasis that looks down onto the backyard. Everything is clear on my desk besides Chunk, who’s sitting right next to my keyboard.

      “What’re you doing here, bud?” I pick him up and put him on the floor. He meows loudly and struts out of the room, even ignoring Sarge when he trots inside. The two have finally started to get along, more or less. Since Chunk is so big, Sarge doesn’t see him as a snack. If Sarge is fine with cats, maybe I can adopt one. There are quite a few at the shelter where I adopted him.

      God, maybe I’m going to become one of those single guys with a lot of pets who act as his surrogate family. Briony made me see how much I indulge Sarge, as much as I don’t want to admit it. At least I’m going with dogs and not snakes or lizards. Those guys are a little off-putting if they’re as obsessed with their reptiles as much as I’m obsessed with Sarge.

      I just like animals. Sarge isn’t complicated in the slightest—he likes playing, eating, sleeping, and sitting on the couch with me. He’s happy when I’m happy and subdued when I’m sad. Tail wagging? He’s good. Tail between his legs? Probably ashamed for doing something bad. Easy. Straightforward. Not at all like a human.

      I can almost see Ben, Daisy, or Briony rolling their eyes at me, asking why I avoid the complications of humans. I never want to answer that question.

      I sit down in my huge desk chair and boot up my computer. My email comes up right away, and I see a new one from Nora.

      I click with a sigh. I went with Dad to his appointment that Nora had mentioned a few weeks back, only to not find out anything. Dr. Cross basically shrugged and said that he still didn’t have any answers as to why Dad’s heart sometimes beat erratically or why his pain was so severe. He threw out diagnoses like fibromyalgia or chronic fatigue syndrome with a shrug like I had done when I Googled all of his symptoms. But I’m not a doctor, so I have an excuse for just guessing. Dad looked annoyed and told me he wanted to go to a different doctor right in front of Dr. Cross. He’s been through so many trying to get a diagnosis.

      Since Nora and I discovered that Dad is keeping us both in the dark, we tried to coordinate our accounts of Dad’s condition. She has a full list of all the medications he’s tried—there are over 30, with quite a few heavy-duty painkillers in there—and I have copies of his medical bills. I don’t know what a lot of the tests were, but Ben is going to help me out.

      Nothing new regarding your father’s condition. Nora’s email says.

      I let out a slow breath. He has a different symptom every other week. It’s hard to keep track of what’s happening. I pull up a spreadsheet, where I’m piecing some things together from memory. Pain is the most common thing he suffers from, followed by weight loss, digestive problems, and breathing problems. The symptoms get worse the moment he starts to get better. It’s like he can’t catch a break.

      I glance at my phone, debating whether to call Ben. He must still be in the office since he’s on email, but he doesn’t always answer chats right away. I shoot him a message anyway.

      AshJK: Hey, have you had a chance to look at those test names I sent over?

      The response bubble pops up right away.

      BenMcA: Yeah, there’s a lot of shit here. Can I call you in 30ish? Your dad might be doctor shopping.

      I open a new tab and look up what that means. Doctor shopping is when people go from doctor to doctor to either get the drug they want or the diagnosis they want to hear. I sit back in my seat. Dad does have some intense painkillers, but he doesn’t seem to have any addictive behaviors. Besides, Nora controls all of his medicine, and she hasn’t said anything about him asking for anything out of the ordinary.

      I drum my fingers on my desk. None of this is adding up.

      To kill time before Ben calls, I go outside with Sarge and play fetch. Chunk sits next to the window, eyeing us. He’s probably wondering where Briony is. Do cats miss their owners like dogs do?

      I nibble on my thumbnail. Maybe Ben knows more about what Briony’s deal is. She talks to him a lot.

      Ben calls a few minutes later.

      “Hey, thanks for calling,” I say, coming back inside. I slide the door closed in Sarge’s face, so he won’t track dirt in, making him whine. Chunk glares at him through the glass.

      “Hey. So yeah, your dad,” he starts. He sounds like he’s walking. “The tests he’s getting are random as hell. It doesn’t look like a doctor is looking at the results, then getting different tests based on what he knows. Or at least it doesn’t seem that way. It’s either that or your dad is going to shitty doctors who only want to make money.”

      I sit down on the couch. “I mean, the doctors he’s going to are supposedly the best in the area. Maybe they’re connecting dots in an unusual way.”

      “Maybe.” A siren blares in the background. “But if he’s getting all these medications, he might just be in it for the drugs.”

      I roll the idea around in my head. I know addicts—it’s an unfortunate side effect that some people face when leaving the military. If they have PTSD, they might turn to drugs to numb the pain. But Dad doesn’t seem too dependent on the drugs he has, according to Nora, and isn’t big on substances in general. He hardly even drank when I was a kid. Then again, the painkillers are wildly addictive.

      “So it seems like he’s genuinely sick, but his doctors aren’t helping him the way that they should.” I scratch at my beard stubble.

      “Maybe. I don’t know, man,” he says. A car horn beeps over the sound of his voice, erasing whatever follows.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I was asking about Briony. How’s life as her roommate?” He says the words lightly, but I know he’s putting out feelers for anything being wrong.

      “It’s fine. She’s with Zara in Westchester for the night. Do you know why?”

      “No, she hasn’t really said anything to me lately. She mentioned she had some sort of virus, though.” The noise in the background quiets. “Has she seemed ok?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing. I told her to go to the doctor and she did, reluctantly. She didn’t update me, though.”

      “Mmhm.” He pauses. “She tends to ignore her problems when she’s sick, so don’t take it personally. And everything’s good on the friend front?”

      “You want to just come out and ask me if we’ve bitten each other’s heads off?”

      He laughs. “Not really. But I worry about her, so can you blame me for asking?”

      “I can’t blame you. But she’s fine, more or less. I don’t know. Nothing about her has set off my Spidey senses.”

      Besides our whole relationship. If Ben is wary about how she’s doing without me mentioning that there’s drama between us, I don’t want to open that box of horrors. Yet another thing I’m pushing back in my mental queue.

      “I guess. I know she’s safe from her place burning down at your house, knock on wood.” He’s the kind of guy who has to actually touch wood in order to kill his anxiety, so there’s a bit of shuffling on his end. “I’m about to be underground. I’ll talk to you later?”

      “Sure thing. Thanks again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never felt so anxious in my life. Zara drives me back to Ash’s place after a few nights at her house. Well, ‘drives me back to Ash’s place’ is a nice way of saying ‘forced me into the car so I could just talk to Ash in person already, damn it.’

      It might just be mental, but I feel like my womb already has weight to it. Instead of my nerves manifesting in my stomach, tension seems to bloom lower in my abdomen. Whatever the baby is up to in there, it’s probably the size of a chickpea or something. I don’t even want to think about how we would feel further along if I had an emotional breakdown. It’s weird, suddenly being a ‘we’ in one body, but already natural.

      No one is home when I get in, not even Sarge, making the place feel cold and entirely empty. I go upstairs to clean up even more and pace around, looking at my phone to check the time. Ash is usually home a little after seven.

      I sit down to watch TV, but I can’t absorb anything that’s happening. How will I tell him? I’ve only seen pregnancy reveals where everyone involved is totally on board. I can’t exactly put a positive test in a box and give it to him. Which would also be a little gross because it would have pee on it, but that isn’t the point.

      I jump when the door opens, hearing both Ash and Sarge’s footsteps come in. Sarge must have heard me, because he sprints into the living room, jumping all over me and trying to lick my face. I pet him hard, getting the spots he really likes just next to his tail and behind his ears. His tail thumps my leg.

      “Briony, hey,” Ash says, looking genuinely happy to see me. “I didn’t know you were coming back so soon.”

      Just seeing him makes my heart ache in so many different ways. I missed him, even though I also want to punch him in the throat. And he looks even better after not seeing him for a few days. He’s so perfectly handsome like I dreamed him up. I’m crazy for him, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it. And I’ve been trying so hard in the days I was gone, but whenever I think of him, I just feel worse.

      “What’s wrong? Are you feeling better?” he asks, coming to sit down next to me on the couch. Sarge wedges his way in between us, so there’s a good amount of distance between us.

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt.

      The air changes immediately, like a storm appeared out of nowhere. The warmth in Ash’s expression goes cold, and his face slides into the neutral mask that he’s prone to wear. His body is just stiff enough to notice. I don’t want to look him in the eye, so I look down at Sarge, so wonderfully oblivious to what’s happening. He rests his head on my lap and sighs like he’s had a hard day.

      Neither of us say a word or make a move for literally two whole minutes, the gentle swish of cars driving by on wet concrete the only sound.

      “It happened at Ben and Daisy’s engagement party, of course. My birth control didn’t work. It happens, but it’s really rare,” I continue, adding to the tension in the air. Ash still doesn’t say anything, staring at the coffee table. I take a deep breath. “I’m keeping it.”

      He finally lets out a breath he’s been holding, but still doesn’t say anything.

      “I mean, it isn’t the right time by any means, but I don’t know if I’ll get another chance.” I feel tears coming to my eyes. “I want to be a mom eventually, but I guess eventually is much sooner than I thought it would be.”

      He still doesn’t say anything, and it’s infuriating. But I understand the absolute shock he must be in.

      “It’ll probably take me a lot longer to get BloomBrightly off the ground.” For some reason, that’s what makes me finally cry. It’s like I finally got up a mountain only to realize that I have another whole peak to go. “But I would regret not having a kid more than I would regret not being a successful business owner, looking back at my life.”

      Ash finally reacts, putting his head in his hands. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I sniff, drying my eyes with the back of my hand. “I know that you weren’t even sure if you could date me without shit hitting the fan, and now we’re basically tied together for life.”

      He flinches when I say that, the blood running out of his face. That only makes my tears come flowing out all over again. It’s too real, saying it out loud. My vision of the future has changed permanently, and now it involves Ash in a way that he clearly did not expect.

      “I’m not expecting you to suddenly get psyched about being a parent, but I would really, really appreciate a little help financially,” I say quietly. “I’ll stay out of your life otherwise.”

      “Briony…” He looks up at me. “I… don’t know what to say.”

      “You already said that,” I reply, trying to lighten the tone a little bit.

      “I need some air.” He stands up abruptly, jostling the dog out of his half-sleep. “Stay here. I just need to think.”

      I nod, watching him leave the room. A few minutes later, I hear him leave, probably to go running. I sit back into the couch, not feeling the relief I expected from telling him. If anything, I feel a hell of a lot worse. He seems utterly devastated. I understand how he feels, but he isn’t the one carrying this kid. He doesn’t have to deal with the painful boobs or the barfing. And that’s just the start of it.

      I’m probably not the first woman to resent a man for getting her pregnant, but I feel so damn alone.

      I pick up my phone. Zara already knows everything. I want Ben to come swooping in to make things better like he did when we were kids. But telling him would mean wrecking his relationship with Ash, which Ash doesn’t deserve.

      I dial Ben anyway—I can tell him without letting him know Ash is the father. Ben doesn’t know what my sex life is like, which he never needs to know in the first place. For all my brother knows, I could have a lot of potential fathers in line. He can’t know for sure.

      “Sup, Lil’ B?” Ben says cheerfully, picking up on the third ring.

      “Um, do you have a second?” I ask.

      “I will in a few moments. Why? You sound shitty. Did you ever go to the doctor like Ash asked?” I hear shuffling on his end of the line. He’s probably at home, based on the time and the lack of noise in the background. His office is usually loud long after official work hours end because he likes to blast music while he works. “Okay, my seconds are free.”

      “I’m pregnant, and I’m pretty terrified right now,” I whisper.

      He pauses, then laughs nervously. “Wait, what? Is this a weird prank?”

      “N-no,” I say, also laughing for a reason I can’t pinpoint. Nerves? Has my body hit its crying quota for the year? I’m surprised I still have any fluid in my body. That reminds me that I need to drink more water.

      “Holy fuck,” he says loudly. “Who… what? When did you find out? Do Mom and Dad know? Who’s the father?”

      “I found out a few days ago. Mom and Dad don’t know, and for the love of God, don’t tell them. They’d shit bricks.”

      “They’re going to know eventually if you go through with it. I know that this definitely wasn’t planned, but they want grandkids really badly.” He huffs for a moment. “They won’t get off my ass about it.”

      “I know.” I take a deep breath.

      “Do you want to go through with it?” he asks, his voice going gentle. “Wait, where are you? Do you want me to pick you up?”

      I think about it. Ben and Daisy’s apartment is nice and cozy, but I have the feeling Ben would interrogate me into spilling that Ash is the father.

      “I’m fine. And yes, I’m going through with it. I want to be a mom. I didn’t anticipate being a single one.” I slump over sideways, and Sarge follows me, tucking himself against my body and looking up at me with his big, dark eyes. I pet him. Dogs are a gift.

      “Do you know who the dad is?” he asks again, tentatively. “I don’t want to pry into your private life, but if you do know who he is, does he know that you’re… you know. Pregnant?”

      He says ‘pregnant’ like he’s swearing in a church. Which he did once when we were kids, and he felt extraordinarily guilty about it for years.

      “I don’t know anything,” I say. Thank god we aren’t video chatting, or he would be able to tell that I’m flat-out lying to him.

      “Shit, B.” I hear him opening and closing cabinets. “Do you want to talk to Daisy? I’m sure she can help with the psychological part.”

      “I think I need a minute to myself before I do that,” I say, sighing. “I just wanted to tell you, since it was weighing on me.”

      “If you need anything at all, call me, and I’ll drop everything. I’ll take you to any doctor’s appointments or whatever you need to do, ok? If you need me to find the dad and kick his ass, I’ll do that, too.”

      I laugh. There’s exactly zero chance of Ben beating Ash in a fight. Ben is in shape, but the muscles are purely for vanity. I doubt that he’s ever been hit in the face by a grown man before either. But when he gets pissed off, he can turn into the Hulk in half a second. I have the feeling that learning Ash is the father would turn him into the Hulk faster than I could tell him to calm down. Their fighting would probably destroy a city block like in the superhero movies.

      “Thank you, Big B,” I say, genuinely feeling like a little bit of weight is lifting off my shoulders. If he’s in my corner, so is Daisy. So I at least have them and Zara. It won’t be a traditional family by any means, but I won’t have to deal with this all on my own.

      “I’ll be the best uncle too, by the way. If you were wondering.” I can hear a little smile in his voice. “I’m gonna spoil the shit out of him.”

      “How do you know it’s a boy?” I can hardly think about what sex the baby would be. It still feels a little abstract.

      “Just a gut feeling mixed with my desire to teach a kid some sports like some TV dad. I’ll spoil the kid no matter what,” he says. “Take care of yourself, ok?”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” And he hangs up.

      I pull Sarge up into my arms and make kissy sounds so Chunk will at least come closer to me. Chunk clearly doesn’t know I’m under duress because he stays put in his spot across the room.

      I stay there watching a little TV for an hour until Ash comes back. He doesn’t come in to talk to me immediately; he takes a long shower, then eventually comes back into the room, holding a beer. He still looks pale as he sits in the chair adjacent to the couch. The distance stings.

      “I’ll pay all the child support you need and more,” he finally speaks, his voice gravelly. “But I don’t know if I can be a father.”

      My heart sinks, even though that’s the response I expected. He looks more scared than I’ve ever seen him look.

      “It’s like all the reasons why I can’t be with you, doubled,” he continues. “I’m not the family type, and I don’t know if I could be the guy you’d want to raise a child with. It would end badly for everyone involved. I’m terrified of becoming like my own dad.”

      I nod, letting a few tears silently roll down my cheeks. He’s full of shit on the second part. How can he not see that he’s a good guy underneath all of the bullshit he says he is? He said he was the kind of guy who couldn’t be a good boyfriend when in reality he’s treated me really well since my apartment fire. He’s been friends with Ben for more than half his life, which has to account for something. Obviously, a long-term friendship is different than a long-term romantic relationship, but he hasn’t abandoned Ben at any point, even when he was overseas.

      His lack of confidence in his ability to adjust to bad circumstances feels in sharp contrast with his disciplined manner. He’s scared, just like I am, but he’s letting it take the wheel. It’s a massive disappointment, but so is the rest of this situation.

      “I told Ben, by the way,” I say. His eyes go wide. “Not that you were the dad. Just that I’m pregnant. I think it might be best if I stayed with him and Daisy until Zara and I sign a new lease.”

      He clears his throat. “I agree.”

      We sit in silence again; the air still uncomfortably thick with emotion. So this is it? We won’t talk to each other unless it’s about him giving me money for our child? Our little friendship is being flushed down the toilet? But him seeing me grow bigger and bigger and dealing with preparing for the baby would be like pouring gasoline on a fire right in front of him.

      “I’m going to pack up and go tonight.” I stand up. “Can I borrow a suitcase?”

      “Yeah, of course. There’s one in the hall closet.” He chugs half his beer in one go.

      “Thank you for letting me stay here,” I say quietly. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I go upstairs and shove everything I’ve gotten into a big suitcase from the closet, then gather Chunk’s things. It isn’t a lot, so I can carry it all on my own. When I go back downstairs, I find Ash sitting in the same spot he was in a half-hour before.

      “Are you going to tell Ben?” he asks when he feels my presence in the doorway. “That I’m the father?”

      “I don’t know yet. I know that that would probably mess up your friendship, but he might connect the dots regardless if he notices that we aren’t talking anymore.”

      “Not talking anymore…” he says absently, staring off into space.

      “Right.” I tug on the end of my ponytail.

      “I’ll let you know if I feel okay telling him,” he says.

      “Okay, that sounds fine.” I wait for him to get up and look at me, but he doesn’t. “See you around.”

      He just grunts to acknowledge that I spoke and doesn’t even turn around.

      The rejection burns in my chest and down to my belly. I stuff Chunk into his cat carrier and call a car, walking out to the sidewalk. I can’t cry in yet another cab, so I square my shoulders and take a few deep breaths. Nothing painful ever lasts forever. I can make it through this, can’t I?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I’m floating through life like I’m in a hot air balloon far above the ground that refuses to land. Since Briony left my house to go stay with Ben and Daisy a couple weeks ago, I’ve been way too alone with my thoughts.

      I’m usually really good at completely shoving them down and moving on with life, but it’s damn hard when absolutely everything reminds me of what’s happening. Park Slope is filled with families, and every time I walk past one, I feel a sharp pain in my heart. Could that be me? Standing in a coffee shop with a screaming kid, getting whacked in the ankles by my child’s scooter and not sleeping? Some men look so dead in the eyes that it takes me aback.

      Not that I have the chance to be them now. I doubt Briony will take me back at this point since I’ve ruined her dreams and tossed her out on the street. Well, ‘take me back’ is the wrong phrase, since I’d rejected her before she even knew she was pregnant. But aren’t I proving myself right? People always say that becoming a parent changed them—what if I change for the worse? I’m not ready for this. What if I feel too tied down and take my resentment out on Briony and the child?

      I can’t be a good partner or father. When I get overly stressed, my temper gets short. I’d probably end up yelling at the kid and making him feel like shit or getting frustrated when things go wrong. I don’t think I can do a better job than my own father did, in part because of how I still can’t let his criticisms go. They’re barnacles on my psyche. I can never live up to my own standards, and I can’t bear to disappoint both the child and Briony.

      “Ash?” My CFO, Talia, waves her hand in front of my face. I’ve zoned out completely in a meeting, and everyone is staring at me.

      “Sorry, where were we?” I sit up. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      Which is true but is also a bullshit excuse. I can get through a lot of shit with bad sleep and have again and again in my life. But I have never felt like I’ve been split in half emotionally like this.

      It feels like there’s no way to win. I could try to be a dad and permanently fuck up another person and disappoint a woman I really, really like. Or I could just be the sperm donor and leave the kid without a father but also without having to want for anything.

      I pretend to pay attention for the rest of the meeting and go through the motions for the rest of the day. I hate coming home to an empty house with no one to turn to. Ben still doesn’t know that I’m the father, but I know I would probably confess the second I saw him and lose one of my best friends.

      I only have Sarge to talk to, and he’s a dog. Sure, having unconditional love and companionship is great, but he isn’t going to suddenly give me the answers I need. Or even talk at all, unless we enter the Twilight Zone. I have friends from the service, yeah, but none of them live nearby. I just want to have someone there in front of me to help me dig up answers.

      Answers. That’s what I need to focus on, rather than the questions I keep thinking of. I’m wallowing in my own angst.

      Maybe another run will help. At this point, I’ve run more miles in two weeks than I have in the past year. I do a quick three-mile loop in Prospect Park and come home, feeling slightly better. After a shower and a beer, I can tolerate being awake.

      I go to my office and pull out a piece of paper. An actual pro/con list seems to be a little ridiculous, but hell, I’m willing to try anything at this point. I split the page in half, then realize that I’m not even sure where to start.

      First off, there’s the problem of Briony. I want her but hurting her is inevitable. And then there’s the baby. God, calling it a baby already when it’s just a little dot of something in her uterus is surreal. And of course, there’s Ben and whether he’ll still want me as a friend with all of these tangled webs.

      I put my pen down and stare at the empty paper. I can’t boil this down to a few bullet points, at least not yet. How can I put a pro/con list together on another person’s life? This isn’t like creating a business. As I’ve learned the hard way, there are so many ‘unknown-unknowns’. I have no idea what this situation is going to bring me.

      I look at my email instead of digging back into my problem, checking over the things that I didn’t get to today. There’s an email from Talia, with our public relations team cc’d. More questions about the company going public, this time with Talia throwing out some figures to help me make a more informed opinion.

      It clicks in my head. If I take the company public, I’ll have even more money. I could give Briony and the child millions and millions. She won’t have to worry about having a day job ever again. If she’s going to lose the chance to work on her dream unimpeded, I can sacrifice something of my own for her. That’s the least I could do.

      And yet, the idea does not quite sit with me well. I sigh and go to get another beer.

      I come back to the paper and start free writing.

      Pros of being with Briony and trying to raise the kid:

      
        	I miss her. A lot.

        	If there was any woman I want to take a chance with, it would be her.

        	The child will have a father.

        	There will be less pressure on her financially.

        	She can follow her dreams once the kid is old enough.

        	Ben will probably only slice off one of my balls for knocking her up.

      

      All good things. All worthy things to say yes to. Besides the ball cutting.

      Cons of trying the family thing:

      
        	Briony probably hates me.

        	Probably doesn’t trust me to not be a flake.

        	Meaning, I’d break her heart yet again and leave her as a single mother.

        	We could break up years down the line, and I’d lose her, the child, and probably my best friend too.

        	I could be just as bad of a father as my own was.

        	I have no idea what being a parent could bring out of me.

      

      I underline that last list item roughly, poking the page so hard the ink starts to blot. That is my biggest fear.

      I stare down at the paper, feeling like a moron. This isn’t making me feel any better. Just looking at the list makes my gut roll and my chest tighten. It feels too abstract. I’ve never even thought about myself having this issue like I have with other problems I’ve faced in life.

      In the military, we train for every possible situation, including ones we couldn’t have dreamed up in a million years. I apply the same reasoning to my life as an entrepreneur; there are going to be bumps in the road and failures, but they will probably lead me to a better place if I let them.

      I run my hand over my face. That’s what Briony has been saying the whole time, isn’t it? I need to take a risk, but this is the biggest risk I could ever take. Of course she’s right. She’s smart as fuck and isn’t afraid of letting things out like I am. I can apply mental grit to every other area of my life except for my innermost self.

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply, pushing down the overwhelming wave of emotion coming over me. Just because I know I’m shoving it all in doesn’t mean I’m ready to let all of my feelings out. This soul-searching shit is exhausting.

      To distract myself, I switch tabs to look at my calendar. Dad has another doctor’s appointment in a few days. It’s yet another follow-up after some fainting spells he had a week back. He still doesn’t let the doctors tell me anything directly, so I’ve given up. The old man is stubborn.

      I am so sick of being home alone that I want to go out to Long Island and take him to the doctor myself. That’s the lowest low I’ve ever had, but at least he’s a damn good distraction.

      With nothing left to do, I sit around in my own thoughts until I fall asleep in my office, clutching an empty beer bottle with Sarge at my feet.
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        * * *

      

      I wake with a start at 3 a.m. and check my phone. No texts from Briony. No texts from Ben. So at least he doesn’t know about Briony and me. Or if he does, he’s going to call me in the morning and let loose on me.

      I shuffle to bed, peeking into Briony’s room. My cleaning service hasn’t been in, so the room is still messy from her presence. The bed is unmade. It smells like her—a little like sweets and flowers.

      I take a step into the room and stop myself. There is no fucking way I can sniff her pillows like a damn serial killer and not hate myself for it. But her scent is comforting. I feel a void open up in my chest. I doubt I’ll ever feel like this about anyone again, especially now that I’ve entered the worst-case scenario falling in love can create.

      Love. I’m probably in love with her, aren’t I? That’s why it feels like the world is crumbling around me. She’s the tape that keeps me together. She’s optimistic and warm, where I’m pessimistic and aloof. She makes me feel good, like a slightly better person. I could fuck it up, just like I could have made business mistakes that would have sent the company spiraling into the ground. But I succeeded there. I know I can fucking try and not be afraid of it.

      I need to tear up that pro/con list. Briony is the only pro I need to consider, and she outshines any con. Now the only problem is convincing her that I’m not a selfish piece of shit. I go back into my study and throw out the lists I made, putting a note in my inbox. I have to make some calls tomorrow to clean up this mess.

      I slip into bed and pass out, feeling slightly less terrible. Now the only thing making me restless is whether my plan will work.

      I feel slightly better when I wake up and go about my day with half the stress that I was carrying before. Until I get a text from Ben when I’m eating lunch.

      Need to talk with you.

      Ah, shit. I don’t have much of an appetite after reading that.

      I tell him okay, and he tells me to meet him at Grand Army Plaza. If he’s going to fight me, at least there will be witnesses. Not that he could beat me in a fight. I’m already bigger than him and have been since high school. Or maybe he’s meeting me in public so he won’t lose his shit. Regardless, dread fills my gut.

      I get there first and sit on a bench on the path going into the park. I see him coming from a distance; his hands tucked into his pockets. He usually has some pep in his step, but today he seems subdued. Shit, I don’t blame him.

      “Hey,” he mutters, stopping in front of me.

      “Hey.”

      “Let’s walk.”

      I stand and walk next to him, the air between us somber. The leaves are starting to fall, crunching underneath our feet. It’s unusually warm, too, even though it’s early October.

      “So, you and Briony,” he finally starts, not looking at me.

      “I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what to say. I’m not sure about a lot of things.

      “You fucked up. And you hurt her again, but this time you got her pregnant,” he snaps, anger simmering in his voice. “I can’t believe this.”

      “It was an accident.” It sounds so weak, even though it is technically the truth. “There was a 1 percent chance of her birth control failing, and it happened through no fault of her own.”

      “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about how after she’s had bad date after bad date, you swoop in, hook up with her, and dump her.”

      He stops and looks at me. The fire in his eyes is palpable, as is the pain. “I trusted you to not be a dick.”

      “Can I explain myself, at least?” I ask, feeling slightly annoyed.

      “Fine.”

      “I do like Briony. A lot. But you know me, and you know that I…” I pause, trying to phrase it in a way that won’t make him fly off the handle. “… I’m not great with relationships. We tried to not be together since I knew that you would react like this and that I would inevitably screw it all up. So I tried to preemptively end it before it started. It backfired.”

      His eyebrows go up. “That’s incredibly stupid.”

      “I know it is. Which is why I want to make things right with her.” I look up.

      “Yeah, she’s definitely not going to go for that.” Ben laughs darkly. “She bursts into tears when I mention your name.”

      That’s a punch to the gut. Fuck, I hate myself. “I want to apologize to her in person. I’ve already made some calls to help out with BloomBrightly, but that’s probably not enough.”

      Ben sighs heavily. “I’m telling you. She’s not going to respond well to this.”

      “I should try, though, shouldn’t I? My inability to take a risk was what got us here in the first place. If I had been a normal person who could face my feelings, Briony and I would be together, and you would be an excited uncle.”

      A smile twitches across his lips. “I’m excited to be an uncle, whether you’re involved or not.”

      That’s good news, at least.

      “I’m pissed at you still,” Ben continues, after a long pause. “I don’t know how you can make up for this, but it’s going to take me a long time to feel fine about you.”

      “I understand that.”

      “So I’m asking someone else to be my best man for the wedding.” He sounds tentative about it like he’s just putting the thought out there without committing to it.

      “What?” I gasp way too loudly. A cluster of joggers passing us looks in our direction. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. It’s just weird, Ash.” Ben looks past my shoulder, avoiding my gaze. “I don’t know how to feel about you, or how to handle Briony’s feelings while she’s upset. She doesn’t want to see you right now, and who knows how long that will last?”

      My stomach is rapidly making its way up my throat like I’m free-falling from a plane. “Ben. We’ve been best friends for most of our lives.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s not like this doesn’t suck for me, but if I had to choose between you and my sister, Briony would win every time.” He gets his phone out of his pocket and pulls up a car-service app. “You broke my trust and threw a big wrench into her life. I can’t just say ‘okay, whatever’ to that and have you stand across from her while I get married.”

      I swallow, a knot in my throat. “I understand. It hurts, but I understand.”

      “Good.” Ben looks down at our feet. “I need to get home. Daisy’s waiting.”

      I nod and watch him go without a handshake. In high school, we used to have this dumb, elaborate goodbye ritual, which has transformed over the years into a simple low five and hug. But now he just up and walked away.

      The contrast makes it hurt even more. Ben didn’t smile at me once the whole time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      Being pregnant sucks a lot less than I thought it would, despite everything that’s going on in my life. I’ve just started my second trimester, and I’m already showing enough for people to look unsure as to whether they should give up their seats on the subway for me. None of them ever do, but at least they seem to think about it before going about their business.

      Thankfully, now that it’s November, it isn’t warm anymore. Zara’s older sister, Zeynep, had been pregnant during the summer and told me that it is hands down the worst. She’d sweated in areas she didn’t even know had sweat glands, which still makes me cringe thinking about it.

      I absently stroke my belly as I wander across my new apartment, which is sparsely furnished. I have enough to get by, but it still doesn’t feel like home yet. It’s tiny and feels empty without Zara, but it would be weird to have a roommate and a new baby. The nursery has a crib in a box that Ben promises he’ll help me put together, and a few things my mom and dad have gotten me.

      As he promised, Ash mails me a check every month that covers more than enough of my living expenses. But he hasn’t called me even once or asked about the baby. Probably because Ben has essentially excommunicated him from our lives, but still. I miss him, as much as I don’t want to admit it.

      There’s a little hole in my life where he was, and it’s filled with rejection. Ben mentioned to me that Ash was allegedly trying to fix things, but I haven’t seen a single bit of that besides the money. Maybe he got too scared to follow through like he had with our relationship.

      My jaw is clenching, so I massage it a little. I can flip between missing him and feeling a little bad for him for all of his daddy issues and hating him for knowing about the problems yet still avoiding them, in an instant.

      At least Daisy is helping me manage all of my emotional ups and downs, and Zara keeps me cheered up with funny memes and nights in. My mom and dad send me little care packages and call me every other day. Ben is on top of everything else, shuttling me to doctor’s appointments and making sure I’m eating my damn vegetables. I’m going to have my own kid soon—I am fully capable of remembering to eat spinach.

      I smile a little. Just like last time, Ben came in and is helping me out. With him and my family and friends, I almost feel ok.

      I sit on the couch and flip on the TV, pulling up Netflix. Some of the shows Ash and I watched are still in my queue. I don’t want to delete them, but I keep holding on to them in the hopes that we’ll somehow watch them together again. I sigh, pressing play on an episode of Queer Eye that I’ve already seen.

      I open up my laptop to get some work done while the show plays in the background. I’m still on pre-wedding-event flower duty, even though Ash has been ejected from the wedding party. The bachelorette party was turned from ‘let’s get wasted at a ski resort’ to a gentle spa experience, all thanks to me. Daisy sincerely didn’t mind. She’s already taken me to get my nails done more than I have in the past few years, just to perk me up.

      Tears spring to my eyes. I can’t wait until I can keep my shit together, though the more my moods seem to stabilize the more my guts seem to rebel. For a thing the size of an apple, the baby seems to be taking over all of my body’s space.

      I still don’t know if it’s a boy or girl, and I kind of don’t want to. The surprise would be fun, if my doctors don’t accidentally reveal it during a visit.

      I make the final arrangements for the flowers for the bachelorette party before moving on to my BloomBrightly email. All of our preparations have gone into super-speed mode. We got rejected from the start-up incubator, which is a major blow, but the app is getting better and better, and some media outlets have covered us. Not Modern New York Bride, but still. Things are picking up.

      We’ve also made some plans for what we’ll do when the baby comes. Things will slow way, way down, but they won’t stop all the way. That’s all that matters. We’re still moving.

      I hiccup, grimacing from the taste of acid climbing up my esophagus. Ugh, I’m still not used to that symptom. The list of medicines I can’t take or should avoid is a mile long, so I just suffer through the pain most of the time. I want to go on the message boards for support with these kinds of things, but half the time women complain about their partners or can’t stop gushing about how great they are.

      It’s infuriating, being consumed by jealousy. So I just talk to my doctor if anything gets too weird.

      I get a text from Zara, who now lives a few blocks over from me.

      Bumped into Ben at Key Food—we’ll be there soon with snacks, she says.

      I smile. You guys don’t have to come hang out with me all the time. I can’t even drink or do anything fun.

      Whatever, you know you’re fun even without the help of substances, she replies.

      I put my phone down, grinning to myself. Having them around makes me feel so much less alone. Not that I’m ever truly alone anymore with the baby and Chunk, who somehow senses that my body is changing despite being kind of dim in every other sense. He sits curled up to my belly all the time now and isn’t as big of a jerk as he usually is. Maybe it’s because Ben or Zara or Daisy are the ones handling his litter and food since pregnant ladies aren’t supposed to be around the stuff.

      Soon, Ben and Zara arrive with my favorite things—apple juice and pretzels. I can’t get enough of them.

      “Hey, how are you feeling?” Ben asks, looking me over. “You don’t look as pale as before.”

      “Probably because I can eat some and I went outside.” I grab the bottle of apple juice from him and chug it, immediately regretting it. I can’t just go hard on food and drinks like that anymore.

      “Relax on the juice.” Ben takes it from me. “I want some too.”

      “Even with my cooties?”

      “Yes, even with your cooties.” He takes a swig of juice. “Zara, you want some?”

      “I’ll pass.” She wrinkles her nose. “Let’s watch TV or something, rather than exchanging germs.”

      We squeeze onto my couch with the juice and pretzels and watch the rest of the episode of Queer Eye I have on. Ben is fiddling with his phone, sighing and tapping away.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, leaning over.

      “Wedding shit. Don’t worry about it,” he mumbles, frowning.

      Zara leans over for me and reads over his shoulder. “Yikes, Jay missed his tux fitting?”

      Ben pulls his phone from Zara’s view, narrowing his eyes. “Yes, but what are you going to do about it?”

      “Is he cute? I could give him a tux fitting,” she teases.

      “He’s married. To a guy. That guy says that he’s cute, but that could just be because he’s his husband.” Ben laughs. “But in all seriousness, I’m irritated. Jay hasn’t been on time for any of the wedding shit I’ve asked him to do.”

      An uncomfortable silence hangs in the air. Ash is always on time for everything. If he hadn’t been uninvited from being in the wedding party, Ben wouldn’t have that problem. We probably wouldn’t be sitting on the couch like this watching Queer Eye and eating pretzels either. I don’t know where we would be.

      “Sorry,” Ben says, squeezing my shoulder. “I didn’t mean to remind you of him.”

      “Guys, seriously.” I reach out to grab another pretzel. “Things are fine with me and Ash. Well, as fine as they could ever be.”

      That’s a total lie, and both of them know it. I can’t not think of him when half of his DNA is percolating in my uterus.

      “Sure, B.” Ben’s jaw tightens. “How is it fine when he just left?”

      “He sends money every month. That’s what he said he could do, and he’s doing it.” I swallow. “We just need to accept it.”

      “Accept the fact that a literal former Navy Seal is a coward when it comes to his own kid?” Ben growls angrily.

      Time has not faded Ben’s anger toward his best friend. Former best friend, whatever. If anything, he’s even more pissed off now. Ben can hold a grudge more than I ever expected.

      “Please, Ben.” I rest my hand on my belly. “Can we not?”

      “I’m sorry.” He sits back in his seat. “It just kills me.”

      “I know, I know.” I press ‘next episode’ on the remote. “Trust me, it hurts me, too.”

      I try to focus on the show, but now I’m swirling, thrown into an emotional spiral. Daisy’s been teaching me some breathing exercises I can use when I get overwhelmed. They help me a little bit, but I’m not sure when the pain will ever go away.

      I can think of fifty reasons why I’m angry at Ash and fifty reasons why I miss him desperately every damn day. What am I supposed to do, close my eyes and not see all of the things around me that remind me of the fun times we had? Or just magically pretend I’m not pregnant?

      I watch as Antoni makes some lettuce wraps with a poor soul who hardly knows what lettuce looks like on the TV. Things will get better. They have to.

      I zone out, feeling a little sleepy from all the snacks, dozing off on Zara’s shoulder. With my head so close to her mouth, her sudden scream nearly makes me pee myself. Literally, to my dismay.

      “What? What’s wrong?” I sit up, wiping drool off of my face.

      “Look!” Zara shoves the phone in my face.

      “Hold up, good lord, Zara. Way to wake a girl up from her nap.” I move backward so I can actually read what she’s so excited about.

      “Sorry, but you’re gonna shit a brick.” Her hands are trembling, so I take her phone from her hands.

      It’s an email from a woman named Macy at Modern New York Bride.

      Hello Zara and Briony,

      A friend of Modern New York Bride brought your website BloomBrightly to our attention, and we haven’t stopped talking about it. We’d love to talk with you about a feature in an upcoming issue. Please let me know what times work for you.

      All the best,

      Macy

      I drop the phone. “Oh my god.”

      “Are you shitting a brick?!” Zara practically screams, picking the phone up. Thankfully she has a heavy-duty case on it or I would have shattered the screen.

      “I’m shitting a brick! Zara, how?” I grab her face with both hands, and she grabs mine. I’m not sure why we did that, but it feels right. “We’ve been trying to get in touch with them forever and now it’s happening? How? Who?”

      “I don’t know! Ben, do you know?” Zara turns to him.

      “I don’t even know what’s happening, honestly,” he says, laughing.

      “We’re possibly getting coverage in Modern New York Bride, which has been Briony’s dream since forever and my dream since she told me all about it. They’re notoriously hard to get into, but the companies featured get a massive boost,” Zara explains. “So this is a huge fucking deal!”

      “Wow, congrats you two.” Ben grins and rests his hand on top of my head.

      “But what if the business grows too fast and I can’t help?” I ask, worry taking away my brief blip of joy.

      “We can worry about that later. I’ll… I don’t know, call my sisters or something? Hire a temp?” Zara throws her arms up in the air and sits back into the couch. “Seriously, that’s Future Zara’s problem. You have to gestate my goddaughter or son until they’re old enough to come into our future office that I’m assuming we’ll have at some point. Baby-friendly office.”

      “Agreed.” Ben bumps me with his shoulder again. “Seriously, take in the victory.”

      I smile, looking at Zara, then Ben. I’m not sure how this touch of good luck has come to us, but I am so damn grateful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      I check my email again and again. I’m supposed to get confirmation from Talia that our angel investment offer for BloomBrightly is finished at any moment. It’s not helping that I’m sitting on the train to Long Island, stalled because of a signal problem.

      I want to kick through the window and walk the rest of the way just to keep myself busy. Or I could read the book that I ordered, which is all about letting go of the past. It isn’t a therapist by any means, but I need to take some step in the right direction and throw out all of my baggage. Focusing on BloomBrightly is a more comfortable option.

      It’s taken me a while to get together everything I want to do for Briony in the hopes of winning her back. Hopefully it isn’t too late or a completely futile attempt to fix what we could be. Her company is her dream, which I completely understand, having been there myself. And I know that funding at the right time could make or break someone, along with the right exposure. Hopefully she’ll take all of this the way I’m intending.

      Between my worries about her and my worries about my dad, I am stretched a little thin.

      Ugh, Dad. He’d been doing okay for a while, but now he’s getting worse again as the winter comes. I’ve been scrutinizing every single thing that Nora reports, and it seems like he gets worse at very, very opportune times. He gets worse; then I come over. He tells me all of the things I’m doing wrong in my life until I make some motions to do what he wants. Then he gets a little better. Rinse, repeat.

      I’ve fallen down a Google search hole every time I look up his symptoms again since Ben had told me how weird the tests he’s been getting are. Nothing adds up. The only thing I’ve found as an answer is candida overgrowth, which sounds like literally every disease put together. It doesn’t seem promising. I’m not a doctor, but I can form a solid gut opinion. Something is fishy.

      So I’m going to talk to his doctor before he knows that I’ve done it. He’s chosen yet another one, Dr. Kim, who’s an internist. He’s gone to him once, and Nora says he doesn’t seem as intimidated by Dad as the other doctors have been.

      Finally, the train moves and eventually gets to my stop. I call a car and go directly to the doctor’s office. The doctor found a little time for me when someone else canceled, which I appreciate. So what if I lied and said my dad had given me the okay? If Dad knows I’m going behind his back to talk to a doctor, he’ll rip me a new asshole. So a sort-of-small lie is what it took, and I’m okay with that.

      “Mr. King?” a nurse asks, calling me back. She leads me to Dr. Kim’s office, which just has a desk and two seats. Nothing too fancy. Dr. Kim doesn’t seem too fancy either. He just has a white coat over a plain blue button-down shirt and khakis.

      “Hi Dr. Kim, thanks for taking the time to chat,” I say, shaking his hand.

      “Not a problem. It’s always good to have a family member who’s involved.” He sits down behind his desk.

      “Yeah. I’m worried about him. He’s been trying to find an accurate diagnosis for a few years now.” I cross my ankle over my knee.

      “Certainly seems so. He gave me a list of all of the medicines he’s on and all of the various diagnoses he’s had. It could fill a book.” He jiggles his computer’s mouse. “And that’s what concerns me. The problem with pain is that it’s very hard to measure. Some people can’t deal with it well at all, while some can deal with it so well that it actually prevents physicians from making an accurate diagnosis.”

      He clicks around on his screen, pulling up Dad’s chart. It’s a weird bit of software—it doesn’t look intuitive in the slightest. Dr. Kim scowls at it, mumbling under his breath until he gets what he needed.

      “His vital signs seem fine for someone his age. His blood pressure is a little high, but nothing to worry about. He’d mentioned that he’d had some tremors and rashes, but when I saw him, he was talking about migraines and intermittent pain in his gut. He claimed that he was in pain when I saw him, but during my examination, I did things to purposefully distract him from what I was doing. I believe he’s exaggerating his pain.”

      He says the words carefully like he’s afraid of upsetting me. But he just confirmed what I’ve been suspecting.

      “Between that and his extensive and varied history with doctors and the mix of medications he’s on, I think he should seek the help of a psychiatrist.” He folds his hands on the desk.

      I nod slowly, unsure what to do now that my gut suspicion is confirmed by someone who knows what they’re talking about. If I even mention a mental health professional to Dad, I’ll cause a nuclear blow-up at home. But I need to know what his fucking problem is. I’ve spent too much time trying to bow to his needs when I’m the one paying his goddamn bills and giving him a cushy retirement.

      My blood boils. Who cares if he yells at me? What’s he going to do, shove me into a wall? He was able to get away with that when I was a scrawny thirteen-year-old, but not now. I’m sick of this bullshit. I’ve let him get away with it too long. Yes, he is my father, but he is also a shitty human being. My duty to him as his only son can go fuck itself. I grip my knee so I won’t explode.

      “Are you okay, Mr. King?” Dr. Kim asks, his brow furrowing.

      “Yes, sorry.” I force a smile, which probably comes out as a grimace. “Is this something you’ve come across before?”

      “Not directly, but cases aren’t unheard of. A version of the disorder has been in the news recently. Have you heard of Munchausen syndrome by proxy?”

      I shake my head.

      “It’s a disorder where someone like a child’s parent pretends that their child is sick, forcing them through various unneeded medical tests or making them ill with drugs. It’s not common, but it’s an attention-seeking behavior that hasn’t been explored deeply. Your father might feel the need to be the victim to get sympathy points or make people treat him a certain way.”

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      “Yeah.” Dr. Kim gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m really sorry, Ash.”

      “Don’t worry about it. This has been really helpful. Thank you.”

      “Not a problem. Please let me know if I can help out. I can provide some names for psychiatrists if he’s amenable to that idea.” He stands. “I’m guessing he probably won’t like what I’ve told you.”

      “He definitely won’t. But I won’t tell him that you told me.” I stand too. “Not that he could do anything about it.”

      Dr. Kim chuckles. “Well, I’ll keep an ear out for any updates.”

      I thank him again and leave, calling Nora before I call a car. She doesn’t need to be around for the fight that’s about to go down, so I ask her to go run some errands. I have the cab driver drop me off down the block so I can surprise Dad. It was my go-to high school sneak-out move in every house we ever lived in—find the way into the basement, then get to the higher floors. Thankfully, Dad is a creature of habit, and always gets houses with cellars and basements to keep the laundry area separate from the rest of the house.

      I make my way through the back garden, then shimmy into the basement cellar through the small window there. The lock is easy to jimmy free if you know what it looks like on the inside. Hopefully I’m not too big to squeeze through the window.

      It’s a tight fit, but I make it. I quietly walk up the stairs, my steps masked by the sound of the washing machine and dryer, and slip the door open, which leads into the kitchen.

      That’s where I find him, standing and looking in the fridge like nothing is wrong, nibbling on a granola bar. Isn’t this the same man who says that standing up is painful? The one with no appetite? I watch him for a few moments, debating when to step in. When I shift my weight, the floor creaks and Dad jumps, clutching the counter.

      “The fuck is the matter with you, Ashton?” Dad rasps, clutching his chest. “Where did you come from?”

      “When did you start walking so easily again? And glad to see your appetite is back.” I walk in and lean against the center island, sizing Dad up. He’s gotten a tiny bit shorter with age. Looking at his face is like looking into a mirror in the future.

      “Sometimes I have good days,” he says, suddenly looking weaker.

      “Oh cut the bullshit, Dad. I talked to your doctor, and he said that he thinks you’re exaggerating all of your symptoms for some reason,” I snap, my voice echoing off of the pristine white cabinets.

      Dad’s face twists in anger. “Oh, did he? What kind of bullshit doctor did you pay for?”

      “I didn’t pick the guy. I would have a long time ago if I’d known that someone could piece together your weird little scheme.” I scan his body. He’s lost so much body fat that his lingering muscle makes him look sinewy. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “I’m sick, goddamn it.” He grips the edge of the counter. “I can’t believe you would take some person you don’t know’s opinion over my actual life.”

      I laugh. “Maybe it’s because I know you that I value his opinion over yours. What he said just confirmed what I had been thinking for a while. You seemed to get worse whenever you wanted to convince me of something, like taking my company public. You disregarded the advice of your doctors after getting out of the hospital, like asking for a damn bagel after being hospitalized for hyperglycemia. And there were all the times you purposefully kept me and Nora in the dark about your condition.”

      He just stares at me, his face unreadable. He sits on a stool.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” I ask, feeling myself choke up all of a sudden.

      “Maybe.”

      “How’d you do it? How’d you fake some of the tests?” I ask.

      He sighs like I’ve asked him how he finished up a DIY project on a budget. “Google has the answers to everything these days.”

      “That’s fucking insane.”

      “I wouldn’t have had to do it if you had just followed what I fucking said.” He smacks his palm on the countertop. “Don’t you understand that you could be so much more? So much richer, so much more famous. You could be the son I’d always dreamed of.”

      I feel so gutted that I have to sit down on a stool too, putting one in between us. He has never gotten so close to flat-out saying that I’m not enough before. It hurts more than I have ever imagined in my bad day dreams. I look up at him, his green eyes cold, my hands shaking. I’m just a pawn to him, an extension of what he could have been in some alternate universe where he wasn’t a greedy son of a bitch.

      “So somehow graduating from a top university, becoming a Navy Seal, and building a billion-dollar company wasn’t enough?” I spit, actually laughing at how absurd it sounds. Because it is.

      I expect him to be chastened at that, but he just throws his hands up in the air. “If you’re that close to perfection, you’re going to notice any little cracks in the veneer. So no, it wasn’t quite enough.”

      “Wow,” is all I can say. How can I be related to this man? I don’t have to worry about being just as bad of a father as my own is. The bar is so low that it’s underground. I might doubt myself, but I don’t doubt myself that much. “Okay, that’s all I needed to know.”

      I get up and walk outside. Dad doesn’t bother to follow me.

      Once I get in a car back into Brooklyn, I call Nora and tell her that we no longer need her services, offering to connect her with a new job with a great reference and promising to provide her pay while she searches for something else. I cancel the meal delivery I’ve arranged for him, along with the weekly massage therapist. I stop myself at cutting off the autopay on his bills. I can fix that later. He has a retirement fund that hasn’t been touched because I’m handling everything. He’ll survive.

      Not that I’m ever going to talk to him again to see how he’s doing. He’s wasted enough of my time, and I’m done wasting my precious time caring what that fucking sociopath thinks of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Briony

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to some texts from Zara. My eyes fly open—am I late for work? I groan and roll onto my side, unlocking my phone. I’ve overslept my alarm by a little bit, but I still have time to lounge around.

      Check the BloomBrightly email.

      Like, once you’re awake enough to process information.

      I get up and pee, then climbed back into bed, snuggling with Chunk. I click over to the BloomBrightly email address we both have access to and opened up the first email from Modern New York Bride.

      Zara agreed to talking with them, obviously, but she asked who had referred us to them.

      Hi there, Zara,

      We got the tip from Ashton King. It was sort of a roundabout way—like friends of friends of friends led him to us—but we’re so glad that he did! Please let me know what times work for the two of you.

      All the best,

      Macy

      I blink, then lay back down. I put my phone down, then pick it back up again, staring blankly at the email.

      He remembers how much the magazine means to me. He’s done something I haven’t been able to get done in literal years, and it’s going to make such a huge difference.

      I tear up. God, it is way, way too early for this much emotion. This is how he’s going to make it right? Because he’s doing a damn good job. I want to text him and thank him, but I hold myself back. I text Zara instead.

      I don’t know what to say, I text, pressing my hand to my belly.

      He must miss you, Zara replies. Or he’s just trying to get your attention.

      He’s gotten my attention, alright. I get out of bed and get dressed, taking my sweet time to leave for work. I hardly have the motivation to go in once a week anymore, between the baby and my boss’s clear annoyance that I have to go on maternity leave. And now with this potential big break, I don’t even feel the need to go. Sure, that’s probably a little premature, but I want any excuse to be free.

      I debate whether I should text Ash right away. I want to, badly, but does he deserve it yet?

      The weak part of me is screaming yes, text him! But the more cautious half of me that has grown in these past months holds me back and makes me run through the potential reasons why he’s done what he’s done. He might have reached out to them ages ago before all of our shit hit the fan. But that still would have been a really nice gesture if he didn’t feel the need to impress me.

      The chill and dampness in the air isn’t helping me leave the house any faster. It’s almost Thanksgiving, so I shouldn’t be surprised that things are getting wintery. At least I have a cute new coat that will grow with my bump and comfortable boots.

      I bundle up and walk to the train, trying to process what our talk with Modern New York Bride will even be like. I’ve imagined seeing BloomBrightly in the magazine since before Zara and I even came up with the name, and now it’s happening.

      B are you still in the neighborhood or did you leave for work??? It’s Zara again.

      I’m slow walking toward the train, just because I don’t want to go to work.

      Okay good, meet me at that coffee shop near the station, the one with the good scones. My treat.

      Those scones are amazing. She doesn’t have to lure me there with free food, though I’m always down for it. I make my way down the block and make a right onto the main street of my neighborhood, seeing Zara in her bright red coat from a block down outside of the shop. She waves frantically at me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, looking her all over.

      “You need to sit down for this one. Come on, let’s get some food.” She opens the cafe’s door for me.

      “You’re making me nervous,” I say as we get our food and coffee. I miss being able to down four cups in a day. My one latte has to do it for me now.

      “Don’t be nervous.” She pulls her laptop out of her bag and opens it. “I got this email last night.”

      I look at what she’s talking about, my stomach fluttering. It’s an email from an angel investor group in the city that I haven’t even heard of. I’m vaguely familiar with who’s who in the scene since we’ve been trying to get some funding for a while. We can’t go for the big VC funds since we’re so small, so we changed directions, trying to get some individuals to help us out. We’ve gotten one or two who gave us five or seven thousand dollars, which is nice, but not enough to put us over the edge.

      This group wants to offer us $500,000 to invest in BloomBrightly.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” I sit back in my chair, my hand going to my bump like I’ve gotten in the habit of doing. “Why are these people offering us that much money when they haven’t seen our executive summaries or made valuations or any of that?”

      “Because Ash must have showed them. I’d sent him copies of our pitches and executive summaries from when we were interviewing for that little startup incubator months and months ago.” She highlights the name of the group—FiveAlive Angel Funds—and Googles it.

      Sure enough, Ash is a part of the group, along with a woman named Talia, who he’s mentioned is his company’s CFO, and three others.

      “He’s just doing it to be nice…” I say weakly, swallowing a bite of scone. “He’s a billionaire, and he can throw his money around all he wants.”

      Even though he isn’t that kind of person. Even though he’s a smart businessman, who doesn’t do things lightly.

      “It’s not like Ash strong-armed them into giving up $500,000. They had to be behind the idea.” Zara sits back again and takes a long sip of her coffee. “I need to crunch some numbers, but this is going to be insanely helpful. Like, game-changing levels of helpful.”

      I tear up and stuff the last of my scone into my mouth to keep it together.

      “I think you should call Ash,” Zara says, smiling. “He may or may not have redeemed himself, at least enough for him to not be blacklisted.”

      “I should.” I whip out my phone and call him right away.

      “Briony?” he says, picking up on the first ring. He sounds hopeful. To hear his voice again after so long makes me smile involuntarily. I try to cut it out. I can’t totally forgive him yet.

      “Can we talk?” I ask.

      “In person?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Where? I’m free right now if you are. Are you going to work today?” he asks. I hear Sarge bark in the background, so he must be at home or dropping him off at doggy daycare.

      “I’m at a coffee shop in my neighborhood. Um… I guess I can stay here? I’m not in a huge rush to get to work since my morning is clear.” I look at the table and away from Zara, who is currently staring a hole right into my head. I give Ash the name of the place, and he hangs up. “Ash is meeting me here.”

      “Should I leave? Or should I sit in the back and pretend that I don’t know either of you so I can attack him if necessary?” Zara shuts her laptop.

      “What, are you going to launch yourself at him like a spider monkey?” I laugh. Zara is 110 pounds soaking wet.

      “What I lack in size, I make up for in rage, especially when it comes to you and my godchild.” She stands up and puts her computer in her bag. “But seriously, want me to stay?”

      “I think I’ll be fine.” I hope.

      “Okay. Text me if you need me.”

      She gives me a long hug and exits, leaving me twiddling my thumbs and building up a nervous sweat. I should have asked her to stay and talk me through my strategy.

      Ash has done some big things for me, but I don’t know if that’s enough. He’s burned me more than once. But I don’t feel right rejecting him flat-out if he’s still willing to devote his time to the things that matter most to me.

      It’s just a chat. I don’t have to marry the guy.

      I pass time scrolling through Instagram, jiggling my leg so much that the woman a table over gives me a dirty look. I get up and buy another scone, this time a lemon one, and a tea. The curse of pregnancy is having cravings for everything, but also not being able to eat those things without acid reflux or weird digestive problems. But food is still soothing.

      I see Ash before he sees me. He’s dressed for work, his same button-down and jeans under a raincoat. His hair is wet, either from the rain or from a shower. I haven’t seen him in so long that I forgot how good-looking he is. Half the people in the shop turn and look at him when he walks past. He’s started to grow a beard, which suits him more than I thought it would. I want to run my hand along it.

      “Ash?” I say quietly from my spot, waving.

      “Briony.” He looks relieved like he didn’t expect me to be there. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I feel my cheeks flush while he studies my face, then my bump. The naked anxiety on his face makes me feel slightly less scared. I have the power in this situation. He is the one who has to make it up to me.

      “You look nice,” he says, clearing his throat. “Can I sit down?”

      I nod, and he sits across from me. We don’t say anything for a bit, both of us keeping our hands folded on our laps.

      “I don’t know where to start,” I say. “I guess I should start with a thank you for your help with BloomBrightly.”

      “It wasn’t a problem,” he says, tugging off his coat. “Seriously.”

      “Getting $500,000 wasn’t a problem?” I give him a skeptical look.

      “It really wasn’t; once I showed people the information you and Zara had put together.” He shrugs. “I was serious when I said that it was a good idea. It didn’t take a lot of convincing for my colleagues to want to invest. The wedding industry is only growing, and people want to have more control over their planning.”

      I swallow, feeling so proud of what Zara and I have done that I’m about to burst.

      “And I think that it would be good to get the company on the path to getting off the ground before the baby comes,” he continues, looking down at my bump. Its presence seems to confuse him like he didn’t expect to see me actually looking pregnant.

      “It’ll help us a lot, thank you.”

      “Can I apologize, even though saying it isn’t enough to make it up to you?” he says quietly, his brows furrowing. “I’m sorry. I fucked up spectacularly by letting my own bullshit guide my decisions. I should have followed how I felt instead of how I assumed I’d feel in the future.”

      I look down at my cup of tea. He’s hitting the nail on the head. He must have done a lot of introspection for him to go from Mr. ‘Feelings are Scary, Let Me Shove Them Down’ to… this.

      “I really, really like you, Briony, and I want to be involved in our child’s life,” he says. Hearing him say ‘our’ child is so weird but so right. “I understand if you don’t want to give me another chance, even though it would devastate me.”

      I bite my bottom lip. He sounds sincere, and the mask he usually wears to hide how he feels deep inside isn’t there. Are his eyes tearing up? Or is that wishful thinking on my part?

      “How do I know you won’t get scared again? The reasons you gave me were the result of some deep-seated shit.” I sip my tea, trying to sound less annoyed than I am. He at least deserves for me to listen to him openly.

      “I’m working on that. I got a therapist and everything,” he explains, sheepish. “Turns out just getting a dog and hoping he’ll magically cure your neuroses isn’t a good plan.”

      “Yeah, Sarge is probably not a good therapist, considering the whole dog thing.”

      “Please, Briony,” he almost begs. “I can’t promise you that I’ll be perfect, or that I’ll be a great dad or anything like that, but I can love you and try my best. And I can sure as hell be a better dad than mine ever was. It’s better to try and fail than to just give up, right?”

      I reach across the table and grab his hand. It’s rough, like I remember it being. He squeezes it, its size swallowing mine.

      “I’m willing to give us a shot,” I finally say.

      “Really?” He smiles so beautifully that I can hardly handle it.

      I nod, his smile triggering mine. “Yes, really.”

      He leans over the table and kisses me, soft and slow. He tastes like the toothpaste he keeps in his guest bathroom.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I did that,” he says. God, he’s cute when he’s shy.

      “I definitely didn’t mind.” I kiss him again, long enough for the same woman who gave me a dirty look for jiggling my leg to clear her throat purposefully. I shoot her a dirty look this time. Can she go to hell? “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “Can I get coffee first? I think I’m going to crash after this adrenaline rush,” he admits.

      “Yeah, if you get me another scone.” I stand up, pulling on my coat.

      “Deal.” We stand next to each other in line, the backs of our hands brushing together. I’m probably grinning like an idiot, but I can’t care less.

      Once he has his coffee and I have my scone, we step outside. The rain has stopped, leaving the air weirdly humid and chilly at the same time.

      “Shoot, I’m so late for work,” I realize, sighing.

      “You should quit,” he offers. I give him an incredulous look. “Seriously. You hate it, and BloomBrightly is going to take up more of your time. And the baby and everything.”

      “What about health insurance?” I ask, which is the only reason why I don’t just whip my phone out and put in my notice immediately.

      “We can figure it out.” He takes my hand. “Let’s play hooky again.”

      “You can’t play hooky again, Ash,” I say.

      “Thanksgiving is next week. Half of my office is already out anyway.” He tucks my hair behind my ear. “Come on.”

      “You’re such a bad influence,” I chuckle, pulling my phone out regardless. I shoot off a quick email to my boss saying I have to take a personal day and close my email app. “Now what?”

      “The weather’s kind of disgusting. Want to just hang out at my place?” he asks. “We can watch all those shows we were in the middle of.”

      “You didn’t watch them without me?” I’m touched.

      “Nope. Did you?”

      “I didn’t.” I go up on my tiptoes and kiss him again. It’s a relief knowing we can just be and not worry about whether things are going to collapse right away.

      “Thank god. I thought I was a miserable fuck for saving the shows for us to watch together.” He hails a green cab that’s passing by.

      “Maybe you’re just more of a romantic than you’re willing to let on.” I slip into the cab.

      Ash holds my hand the whole way to his place, sometimes looking over at me with such warm affection that it lights me up.

      Being back at his house after a break is strange, like coming home from being on vacation for a while. It still looks and smells the same, but Sarge hasn’t come running up to greet us.

      “He’s at doggy daycare,” Ash explains. “Shit, we have to figure out daycare and nannies and all that, don’t we?”

      “Eventually, yeah.” I hang my coat up. “But maybe not today? Let’s just hang out.”

      “Agreed.” He kisses my forehead and takes my hand, guiding me to the living room. We curl up next to each other, closing the gap that we always kept between us. I’m the little spoon to his big spoon, my bump just barely staying on the couch. He turns on Netflix and picks Star Trek: The Next Generation. I didn’t think I’d like the show, but Ash has convinced me otherwise.

      I snuggle closer to him. This is the best way to skip out on work—the rain is pouring down, and Ash is warm and comforting. His hand skims my belly, tentatively, then with more confidence.

      “This is so weird,” he whispers quietly. “Not in a bad way. But I wasn’t expecting for you to be actually showing.”

      “I’m five or so months along, Ash. I’m only going to get bigger.” I lace my fingers through his.

      He goes quiet for a bit until I feel his boner popping up against my back. He scoots backward, but I grab him by the hip.

      “Why are you trying to hide your hard-on?” I ask. I wish I could roll over to face him gracefully, but I can’t without falling off the couch.

      “I don’t know. Do you want to? Can you even have sex without anything getting messed up?” he asks, sounding embarrassed.

      I laugh. “Yeah, I can. It’s not like your dick can hurt anything. The baby’s behind like fifty layers of fluid and membranes and whatnot.”

      “Thank god,” he says in my ear, reaching around my body, touching my thighs. I feel myself get wet almost immediately. “I haven’t stopped wanting you. And I think you look particularly sexy right now.”

      I snort. “Is it because my boobs are gigantic now?”

      “That’s about ten percent of it,” he says. “Get up; let’s go to my bedroom.”

      He helps me to my feet and pulls me up the stairs to his bedroom. I haven’t been inside of it before, but it is very Ash—modern, simple, and clean. His bed is simple, as is the armchair across the room next to a side table stacked with books. There’s a dog bed on the floor next to the human bed, but it looks relatively unused. I imagine Sarge sleeps cuddled up with him. How is that going to work when we sleep together? Chunk would have to be curled up on one side and Sarge on the other. Hopefully they won’t use our bodies as a battleground.

      Ash grabs me and kisses me, gently, backing me up against the bed. I thread my fingers through his hair and down to his new beard. It makes him look distinguished.

      “I like this,” I murmur, stepping back to look at him.

      “I’m glad you like how it looks now. I’m not sure if you’ll be saying the same thing when you’re going to get some beard burn between your thighs.” He grabs the bottom of my sweater dress and pulls it over my head, then tugs down my leggings. My bra is far from sexy, but from the way he looks at me, I might as well be wearing expensive lingerie.

      He unclips the bra and lets it fall open.

      “Holy shit,” he gasps, his eyes widening as he cups my breasts. They were sizeable before, but I’ve gone up two whole cup sizes. “This is an amazing side effect.”

      “So says you. Your back isn’t the one being strained.” I arch into his hands as he tweaks a nipple. It’s so intense that I suck in a breath. Wow, that is new. I had sensitive nipples before, but this is a whole new level, in a good way.

      “Mm, but you like it too, don’t you?” He swipes his tongue across my left nipple, then my right. His voice has dipped into that low register that makes me squirm.

      “Yes,” I smile, clutching his shoulders. I can’t grind up against him the way I want to with the bump in the way, to my frustration. So I scramble backward onto the bed, grabbing his shirt and pulling him to me. I kiss him with everything I have, nipping his bottom lip and letting our tongues slide together just enough to be tantalizing.

      He kisses down the side of my neck to my belly, which he touches gently before placing a kiss right above my bellybutton. Then he yanks off my underwear and tosses it across the room with flair.

      “What if I need those later? You’re going to make me get out your cozy bed to grab them?” I grin, working on the buttons of his shirt.

      “You’re not going to need panties any time soon, Briony.” The look in his eyes makes me shiver. “And you’re not leaving this bed until I’m done with you.”

      “Oh, so we live in this bed now?” I give him a cheeky grin.

      “More or less.” He gives me the same grin right back and crawls over me, burying his face in my breasts again and sucking on them. The sensation is almost overwhelmingly pleasurable like I could come without him even touching me between my legs.

      I reach between us and play with my clit as he loses himself in my cleavage, focusing only on the incredible warm sensation flowing through me. Ash’s beard is ticklish, yet soft, and when he rubs it gently across my breasts, planting kisses up and down my neck and cleavage, it ignites fires in me I haven’t felt for too long.

      All of the feelings and emotions cascade through me, and it sends rushes of pleasure and adrenaline shooting down my spine like a bullet. Before I know it, I manage to bring myself off in a startlingly short amount of time. It’s been a long time since I’d gotten any—since the time way back in July—but goddamn. That is unusual. Not that I mind.

      “That was nice, wasn’t it?” He touches me where my fingers just were, making me twitch. “You’re soaking, baby.”

      “I need you right now,” I gasp, grabbing his erection with probably a little too much gusto through his boxers. He sucks in a breath and braces himself with one hand on the mattress. I push his underwear down and grab him again, stroking his large, thick shaft until his breathing is heavy and his legs are trembling. I glance back at the armchair. “Come here.”

      I hop off the bed and push him to sit in the chair. The moment he’s settled, my mouth is on his cock. He throws his head back and moans, clutching the arms of the seat and squirming. I hold his hips down, so he doesn’t thrust into my mouth, taking my sweet time covering every inch of him with my mouth. He makes the most beautiful sounds in the back of his throat when I touch him in just the right way.

      “Oh, holy fuck,” he blurts when I suck one of his balls into my mouth. I release it and look up at him, grinning. “More of that.”

      “More of that what?” I play with them in my hands, measuring their weight in my palm.

      “More of all of that. Please.” He looks down at me, his face flushed and eyes wild. “And look at me while you do it.”

      I do as he asks, locking eyes with him as I suck him off, taking him right to the edge and backing off, again and again. He looks delicious from this angle, his Adam’s apple bobbing and the muscles of his neck and shoulders tensing whenever I hit just the right spot.

      “Please, baby,” he groans, grabbing my hair in his fist. “God, you’re so fucking good at that.”

      “More?”

      “No, or I’ll come all over the place. I want to be inside of you.”

      He gestures for me to hop onto his lap and slides his hips forward a bit. This gives us enough space for my bump and any other weird movements he’s planning on doing. I slide onto him slowly and oh my god, that feels amazing.

      “What? Are you okay?” he asks, suddenly alarmed. He cups my face. “Am I hurting you?”

      “Ah, I think the extra blood flow down there is making a big difference.” I swallow. “Definitely not pain.”

      “Oh.” He grins devilishly and gently thrusts upward, making my eyes roll back into my head. Whatever is happening down there is overwhelming my senses, making my eyelids flutter. I can’t believe it feels so good. He grabs my hips and grinds up into me, pressing his lips against my chest. “Goddamn, you’re beautiful.”

      I can’t speak, but I can look him in the eye, feeling like the entire world has shrunken down to just the two of us. The pleasure is making us both babble absolute nonsense pleasure words, but it is perfect. I feel the wave building and building until it crests, making me lose my breath and cry out so loudly that I startle myself.

      Once we both come down from our highs, we sit here, looking at each other and laughing. After everything that’s happened, just being here with him, not worrying about anything else, is the best thing I could have asked for.
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      I bet a thousand dollars on whether Ben would cry during the wedding. His other groomsman, Jay, bet that he wouldn’t.

      I’ve just won the bet. Ben is crying. Thug tears, as he insists, as if he isn’t from the suburbs of the city, but still. He’s a complete softie and isn’t ashamed. I look over Ben’s shoulder at Briony, who’s next to Daisy, looking beautiful as hell in her bridesmaid dress. It shows off her growing bump and plays up how radiant she is. I’ve never seen her with her hair and makeup done up, and it’s a nice change of pace. She looks perfect either way. I’m supposed to be paying attention to the bride, but all of my attention is on my girl.

      Well, girls, technically, if you count the baby. I wanted to know what we were having the minute we could, but she wants to stay in the dark until the actual birth. So now I have the weight of that massive secret in the back of my mind. I’m so excited that I’ve nearly spilled the secret at least twice.

      “You may now kiss the bride,” the minister says, stepping back.

      Ben scoops Daisy up and lays one on her, making her squeak in surprise. When they finally come up for air, Daisy is laughing, clutching his jacket lapels. They make their exit, the guests cheering in raucous applause. I link my arm in Briony’s and follow them out into the hallway.

      Things get a little chaotic from there—Ben and Daisy have to sign the marriage license, while the photographer has to set up the group photos. The guests go down to cocktail hour. The group photos are taken in a flurry, and Ben and Daisy are whisked off to the roof of the building to take their couple’s photos.

      Everything has to be done before midnight, which is when they want to be announced as a married couple for the first time. Of course, Ben and Daisy had to have their wedding on New Years’ Eve. Totally normal thing to do, right?

      Briony sits down when the photos are finally done, and we join the cocktail hour, sighing and putting her hand on her belly. I sit down next to her.

      “Not sure if this is gas from the seltzer or if the baby’s doing some parkour in here.” She looks down.

      “Maybe both?”

      “Maybe. That’s not a particularly sexy thing for you to know, is it?” she grins.

      “A lot of this whole experience isn’t particularly sexy, but it’s pretty wild.” I squeeze her hand.

      Since she’s accepted me back into her life, I’ve gotten a crash course on pregnancy and the perils of almost being a dad. I’ve transformed from the guy who was too scared to even talk about his feelings to the Brooklyn pre-dad I was scared I would become.

      When B and I are together, people strike up conversations with us, sharing anecdotes and tips. I… really like it. I didn’t know I would as much as I do. Maybe all those dads hopped up on oat lattes pushing strollers around the park are onto something.

      I love having Briony live with me, too. She quit her job right after Thanksgiving and has made herself a little home office to work on BloomBrightly within my study. I come home every day to her cooking actual dinner, which sometimes has mixed results. But I don’t give a shit because I’m so goddamn happy.

      The therapist I go to asked me why I was so scared of being happy when I first told him about my complicated feelings. If the highs are too high, the lows would be too low. But I’ve started to let the good in, and it feels really good. There are the obvious things like snuggling and sex and having the woman who’s quickly become my best friend around all the time. And then there’s the lack of stress from not having my piece-of-shit dad around anymore.

      He called and called once he realized that I’d essentially cut him off, but I haven’t responded. It’s easier to create a clean break for both of us. He doesn’t even know that he’s going to be a grandfather. I’m not sure when or if I’ll tell him, but I sure as shit won’t let him do anything to fuck with my kid’s head. I would rip him limb from limb without hesitation.

      Jesus. Briony says that she feels a weird, primal protection when she thinks about the baby, but I’m just as bad.

      “Mm, come on. They’re about to do the entrance thing,” Briony beckons, standing up. I hold her by the elbow, and she glares at me. “I’m fine, Ash. I can stand up by myself.”

      “Just let me help, okay?” I kiss her forehead.

      We join the rest of our friends and family in the main hall of the party room and wait. I look at my watch. We have thirty seconds left until midnight. Ben and Daisy come in with the DJ blasting “Willennium” by Will Smith, the dorks, laughing their asses off.

      “Ten seconds! Nine seconds!” the DJ yells. The crowd joins in the countdown.

      I slide my arm around Briony’s waist and cup her face with the other. Her huge brown eyes are wide with excitement and affection.

      “Happy New Year!” the DJ says, and the couple of the hour kisses.

      I kiss Briony’s lips, soft and slow, then her cheek, then her forehead. She sighs and leans into me, content.

      “Happy New Year,” she whispers. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.” And it’s incredibly easy to say. What I’m going to do next isn’t easy, though. “Want to get some air? I think your parents are going to try to do the whip nae nae, and I’m not sure if either of us could handle that without going blind.”

      She laughs. “Yes, please. It’s hot in here anyway.”

      I lead her upstairs and to the roof, which has heated lamps and blankets. I sit down next to her on a bench, throwing a blanket over her shoulders and pulling her close. Despite the heaters, it’s still chilly.

      “It’s so nice up here,” she marvels, leaning against me. “Are those stars?”

      I look up. The light pollution is bad, but there’s one, twinkling to our left. “Yeah, there’s one.”

      “Make a wish, then,” she says, looking back at me before closing her eyes. I take that moment to shift the little black box in my pocket to the bench, behind my thigh where she won’t see it. “What’d you wish for?”

      “I can’t tell you.” I swallow. “But I can ask you to marry me.”

      I put the box in my lap and open it. It’s simple—a solitary emerald cut diamond on a platinum band. I had no idea what she would like, but based on the jewelry she wears, it seems about right. Or at least that’s what the person at the jewelry store told me…

      “What?!” Briony shouts, looking between me and the ring. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Is that a good ‘are you fucking kidding me?’ or a bad one?” I ask, breaking into a sweat.

      “A good one, of course.” She kisses me again, and I feel her tears on my cheeks. “Oh my god. Why now?”

      “I didn’t want to steal Ben and Daisy’s thunder, but I wanted to start the new year off right. And I want to marry you.” I shrug, feeling hot under the collar. “Um, I’m still not sure if that was a yes or not.”

      “Oh, it was a yes. Come here.” She kisses me again and again, sometimes pulling back to look at me or the ring or her baby bump. “I don’t want to roll back into the wedding wearing this, but can I try it on? We can tell everyone in a week or two. I want a fun secret to hold on to.”

      I pull it out of the box and slide it onto her finger. It fits perfectly, thank god. She holds her hand up and eyes the ring, grinning.

      “It’s so beautiful, Ash.”

      I want to take a picture of her right at this moment, her eyes bright and her smile wide. She looks absolutely perfect. And my lucky ass gets to see her every day for the rest of my life.
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