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For those who so badly want to be parents,

who are exhausted and heartbroken,

and so damn tired of asking why.

I see you.

And for me.

For all my tears, my heartache,

for the years spent wondering why, wondering when.

For the body I hated, and the mind that was destroyed in the process.

For the strength I found when I didn’t think I could possibly dig any deeper,

and when I didn’t think I should have to.

I’m sorry I wasn’t kinder to you.

I’m sorry I didn’t love you the way you needed to be loved at that time.

I’m sorry I didn’t see your worth.

Nobody’s worth is tied to their body’s ability to reproduce.
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1 I DON’T GET ON MY KNEES FOR NO—WHOOPS, I’M ON MY KNEES Cara

Three and a half years ago: The night we met

“FUCK MY MOUTH AND TELL me to swallow, this is way too much food.”

I press a hand to my forehead, panic crawling up my throat as I watch the caterer lug in box after box of hot food.

One thing about Cara Nicole Hunter? I’m extremely persuasive.

I know what you’re thinking: Cara, babe, we knew this.

I guess the real question is, How am I so persuasive?

Honest answer? It’s a God-given talent.

What does that mean for me? It means I get a lot of things in life, mainly my way. Really, how much more could I ask for? The three-legged stray cat who showed up at our door one rainy evening when I was eight? Slept on my pillow for six years after I let the first tear slip free when my dad said no because Grandpa was allergic. (He was never going to live forever anyway.) The field trip my history class took to the aquarium on my sixteenth birthday? As I so kindly informed my teacher, no sixteen-year-old should have to spend such a monumental, historic day stuck in a classroom. And that seven-year-old, two-door convertible I had to have at twenty, but was five thousand dollars over budget? Drove off in it with a thousand extra bucks in my pocket after nothing more than the bat of my lashes, the bite of my lower lip, and a whispered please.

Things consistently go my way, and yet when the last box of food is placed on the counter of the too-small kitchen in the quaint rec hall, I’m reminded that four months ago, when I met with Debbie, event coordinator for the Vancouver Vipers—or was it Vixens?—it was not my way or the highway. I insisted Debbie only needed half of what she wanted, and she insisted she needed all of it. I stood my ground, but she stood hers harder, grinning like she knew something I didn’t. There was nothing I could do but watch in slack-jawed silence as she left, every thought in my big, beautiful brain reduced to a single what the fuck. My entire world had been shaken beyond belief, and I simply didn’t know how to go on existing. That’s the excuse I gave my best friend, Olivia, when I politely requested a temple rub, tacos, and a pitcher of margaritas later that night.

Nevertheless, I persevered, because another thing about Cara Nicole Hunter? I always rise above. But if I lose the Vancouver Vixens or whatever-the-fuck because I’ve let them blow 75 percent of their budget on food that surely will not all be consumed tonight, I may perish. I’ve been busting my gorgeous, round ass since I graduated from the University of Vancouver two years ago, and I’m finally really getting Fête & Flair off the ground.

Don’t get me wrong: coordinating exquisite weddings has been enjoyable. And that extravagant bat mitzvah this past summer? They tipped me so much I managed to drag Olivia to Nashville for five days, where I proceeded to live out my ride a cowboy dream. But I’m ready to take on more. Surely I can’t be the only event planner who dreams of throwing unforgettable events that have people waking up naked next to their archnemesis, not a clue in the world what happened other than that 1) the sex was hands down the best they’ve ever had, and 2) the party was out of this world.

Bonus points if the party raises a fuckload of money for charity too.

This organization is hosting their first-ever fundraiser for The Family Project, a charity supporting a local children’s home, and I cannot fuck it up.

“I will not allow it,” I mutter as the food is carried through the hall to the tables at the back of the large room. Debbie, the Vixens’ coordinator, unfortunately insisted on a buffet.

“What?” Shazia joins me, sipping her extra-large latte. Apparently, my second-in-command needs caffeine to deal with me. Rude, I know. “You’ve been muttering to yourself for, like, ten minutes, and you look like you’re gonna vomit.” She adjusts her blouse before running the tip of her finger along her jaw, over the hem of her deep purple hijab. “Don’t do it around me. Can’t have you ruining my outfit. These guys…” She kisses her fingertips. “Chef’s kiss.”

“What guys?”

Her brows rise. “The team?”

“The Vixens?”

She rolls her eyes. “The Vipers, Cara. I looked them all up last night, and I’m just saying, I’d have been a hockey fan years ago if I knew the players looked like this. Number eighty-seven’s really been around the block; it’s gotta be his dimples.”

“Could it be he has a charming personality?” I suggest with a teasing brow as I head toward the food tables.

Shazia makes a face. “Charming personality? No, he’s got that look. You know, the one you always say deserves to be slapped off a face.”

“Ah. The fuckboy look. I know it well.” Peeking beneath the lids of the warming pans, I inhale the smells and sigh. Debbie chooses this moment to walk in, her arm looped through her husband’s, and I point at her. “I am not to blame when all this food isn’t eaten.” I throw my arms in the air. “And it’s New Year’s Day, Debbie. What if your guests are starting the new year committed to some cultlike diet, and they don’t want to eat any of this?”

She smirks, working the buttons of her coat as she murmurs something about being so sure we don’t have to worry about that, and I gasp when I get a look at the dazzling red number she’s sheathed in.

“Debbie! Look at you!” I pull the coat from her hands, fluffing her loose silver curls when she removes her knitted toque. “Albert.” I nudge her husband, his wide eyes flitting between me and his wife, because he saw me storming through here earlier today while I was setting up, and I guess I, like, scared him or whatever. “Have you seen your wife?”

“Have I… She’s-she’s…” He takes a breath, smooths a hand over his tie, and winks at Debbie. “Gorgeous. As always.”

“You trying to get it tonight?” I tilt my head toward Debbie and wink. “Debbie’s always DTF.”

“What’s DTF?”

“Down to fuck. Right, Deb? Get a couple drinks in you and you’ll be dancing on the table tonight.”

Debbie snorts, swatting me. “This is a fundraiser for children in the foster system, Ms. Hunter.”

“Exactly.” I hit her with a pointed look. “Remember that when you’re six drinks deep and trying to drag Albert into the coat closet.”

Another laugh, but it fades as she twirls, her eyes twinkling as she takes in the space, a shimmering winter wonderland without the damp chill of January on the West Coast. “It’s stunning, Cara. You’ve done an incredible job, but I had no doubt you would.” Small women-owned businesses turn me on, she’d said four months ago when I’d asked her if she was really taking a chance on my little event-planning business. She’d followed it up by asking me if I’d like to get a drink with her, and four hours later I met Albert when he had to collect her from the bar because I’d convinced her to do Jäger bombs.

I’ve mentioned I’m persuasive, right?

“Your continued faith in me is much appreciated.” My eyes slide to the food table, and I can feel my expression twist with agony.

“It’s not too much food,” she insists, the words drenched in amusement.

“You’re right.” I sniff, throwing my shoulders back. “Because I’m gonna stay behind tonight and shove every last bit of it in my mouth if I have to, and when I’m sick tomorrow, you’ll have to come over and tend to me.” Another sniffle. “I like toasted marshmallow lattes with a heart in the foam because it makes me feel special, and if you feel like braiding my hair and feeding me compliments, that would be nice too.”

An eye roll, and Debbie mutters something about me being nearly as theatrical as somebody named Carter Beckett. Do I immediately like him because we’re alike, or do I hate him because nobody outshines Cara Nicole Hunter? Only time will tell.

As people begin to filter in, I disappear into the back, but not before drinking in the look of wonder on their faces as they take in the décor. It never fails to remind me that I’ve chosen the right path, chased the right dreams, put in the damn work to get where I am. I said that things come easy to me, but never has that meant that I’m not busting my ass along the way for the life I want to live.

I spend the next hour preparing the live auction, and when it’s ready to go twenty minutes early, I finally give myself a minute to breathe. Inside my purse, I find a package each of Skittles and M&M’s and tear them open, dumping some into my palm. I swallow the handful with a gleeful hum, returning Shazia’s look of disgust with a wink while washing the snack down with a glass of red wine.

“I know.” I sigh, swirling the wine in my glass as I read the label on the bottle. “A 2008 merlot? Meant to be savored, not chugged. I’m a menace.”

“It’s the mixed Skittles and M&M’s that makes you a monster, Cara. Don’t even play.”

Holding her stare, I shove another handful in, licking my lips when I swallow. “I don’t play games, Shazia.”

Sighing, she pours herself a glass of water and fans her flushed face as she drinks it. “You should play games with one of the guys out there. They’re hot as fuckballs.”

I count it a personal achievement every time Shazia says fuckballs. “How hot can a pickleball player be?”

“Hockey player,” Shazia corrects.

Listen, I don’t sport. Everyone knows I don’t sport. Sure, every ten-ish days Olivia drags me to a hot yoga class, but I spend most of it whining that my body isn’t supposed to bend like that unless I’m being railed, followed by starfishing on the mat. Then I convince Olivia to stop for burgers and milkshakes on the way home—because, balance—and I worm my way into a cuddle session on the couch after making her admit she loves me.

Anyway, hockey. I Googled most famous hockey player and a picture of this old guy called Wayne Gretzky popped up. I stopped my search there. Listen, I’m not opposed to older men, but poor Wayne looked like he stopped being able to handle me at least ten years ago. In his younger days, though? Sign me up, mullet and all. I guess Olivia didn’t appreciate that—she loves hockey—because she followed a long moment of stunned silence with a quiet, terrifying threat to disown me. Joke’s on her; she tethered her whole-ass soul to mine six years ago, the day our eyes met across our tiny dorm room and we shared two shots of tequila. She’ll never get rid of me now.

“I like Debbie. If this goes well, she’ll hire me for future events. I can’t be fucking the players.”

Shazia’s sigh is all parts drama as she peers up at me from beneath thick, dark lashes. “A true friend would let me live vicariously through them.”

“Listen.” I set my wine down and peek out the door to gauge how ready they are for the auction. “I don’t get on my knees for no—”

Oh.

Oh, Jesus.

Jesus fucking fuckballs.

“That’s… that’s not…” My mouth runs dry as I gesture haphazardly at the gigantic group of men gathered at the back of the room, shoving food down their throats. “Wayne Gretzky.”

Shazia snorts. “Wayne Gretzky? He retired, like, twenty years ago. How old did you think the players were, Care?”

“I thought… I thought…” My grip loosens, on both my sanity and my candy, the latter spilling from my hands, skittering across the floor. The heads of every single man huddled at the food table snap up, eyes searching, as if they recognize the sound of food hitting the floor.

Sweet mother of fuck, they’re pretty. Pretty and broad and tall. Tall, tall men, which is always nice as a five-foot-ten queen.

“Candy,” one of them mutters, distressed green eyes bouncing between my spilled snacks, my face, and his friends. He gestures toward my feet with his plate of food, appearing to short-circuit as he claps at his friend’s shoulder. “She’s not gonna… she’s not gonna waste it, is she? Ten-second rule! Ten-second rule!”

His friend sighs. “It’s a five-second rule, Carter, not ten.” His gaze tracks the scattered candy, slowing like it’s been dipped in molasses when it stops on my pointy heels. Blue eyes drag up the length of my legs, and his throat works as those eyes bounce from hip to hip in my skintight red dress. Up farther, and every inch of me sizzles under his insatiable stare. God, I can feel it, like a hand skating roughly up my side, gripping my waist, then my throat.

And then those eyes come to mine. Warm and bright, sunshine and summer heating me from the tips of my toes all the way up to where it gathers in my chest and crawls into my cheeks. Impossibly wide and full of awe, like he’s just discovered there’s an eighth wonder of the world, and she’s standing right in front of him.

Those eyes stop me in my tracks. They steal the words from my throat, my own name from my memory. I don’t know what it is; truly, I don’t. Maybe it’s the way every ounce of exhaustion vanishes like clouds after a storm, revealing the bluest, clearest skies. Maybe it’s the way they demand every inch of my attention, daring me to look away. I can’t. I can’t look away, and I don’t know why. For the first time in my life, I stand still and forget everything.

“Cara!” Hands grip my shoulders, pulling me into a warm embrace. Debbie grins at me, I think. “Did you see? They’re eating all that food! I told you! You owe me tequila shots.” She follows my gaze over her shoulder and hums. “Ah. I see you’ve caught the eye of our favorite left-winger.”

I don’t see what politics has to do with this, but her words are enough to shake me from my trance, pulling my eyes from his so I can take in the rest of him, and holy fuckballs, look at the size of those hands. Those bad boys could wreck a pussy. I run a finger along the dainty gold chain sitting at the base of my throat, and heat sparks between my legs as I imagine one of those hands closing around my throat, squeezing as he holds me in place, pounds into me.

The man at his side gives up on my spilled candy, heaving a dramatic sigh, and… stomping a foot. Hm. This might be that theatrical “Carter Bucket” Debbie was telling me about earlier. “It’s been way longer than ten seconds,” he whines. “Now no one gets the candy.”

My current obsession doesn’t let his stare move from mine when he murmurs, again, “Five-second rule, Carter, not ten.”

Carter Bucket’s frown hooks into a smirk as he looks from his friend to me, an understanding seeming to dawn. With all the swagger of a man who thinks his shit doesn’t stink, he saunters over to me.

It pains me to admit, but he’s gorgeous. The type of man who makes you think there really might be a God. Tall and broad, a jawline carved from marble, knee-wobbling dimples, with a messy mop of chestnut waves and stunning emerald eyes.

“Hey,” he whispers. “I’m—”

“No.”

His jaw drops, and his teammates—and Debbie—snicker. “What? But I—”

“I can tell that word’s hard for you to comprehend, isn’t it? See, I said no, but I worry that what you heard was ‘please keep talking to me.’ ” My smile is every ounce as patronizing as it is soft as I touch two fingers to Carter’s chin, gently closing his mouth. “For clarity, fuck no, fuckboy.”

“Oh my God,” one of the men mutters, hands buried in his golden waves. “It’s happening.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” whispers another, dark curls falling over bright blue eyes as his head whips back and forth, watching us. “I’m… mystified.”

“Speechless.” An absent-minded murmur from the one responsible for the current frantic state of my heartbeat—both the one in my chest and the one at the cleft of my thighs. The way he lets his gaze roam every inch of my body like it’s his right, it lights me on fire from the inside out. And that smirk? That smirk tells me I should get used to it.

But I never fall to my knees that easily.

“Take a picture,” I drawl, tossing my blond hair over my shoulder. As I bend to pick up my scattered candy, I glance back, fluttering my eyelashes, watching as his grin grows and his eyes drop to my ass. “It’ll last longer.”

“Wait,” he calls as I head toward the back. “You forgot something.”

I check my glossy red nails. “Can’t be all that important if I’ve managed to forget it.”

He chuckles softly, the shake of his head so subtle I nearly miss it. “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong.”

I open my mouth to tell him I’m never, ever wrong, and that he should jot that down, but he holds up his hand, stopping me.

“I know, I know. You’re never wrong, and it’s absurd of me to even suggest it. But humor me, just this once?”

I roll my tongue in my mouth to stop myself from grinning. “Proceed.”

“You see, you forgot to get my name.” There go his eyes, roaming the length of me again, like he’s committing it to memory. He lays a hand over his heart like the saint he is. “And it would be heartless of me to let you walk away without it.”

“Mmm. A considerate man, are we?”

“Yup.” He slips large hands in his pockets, and Jesus, I don’t think the man has stopped smiling. He tips his head. “Emmett Brodie, at your service, my queen.”

Oh my God, fucking finally, a well-deserved nickname. I want to bask in it like sunshine, roll around in all that glory, but Emmett Brodie doesn’t appear to be done.

“Now, since you never, ever forget important things…” He roots around in his back pocket, producing a phone. “You were about to give me your number.”

I cross my arms over my chest to hide that my nipples have risen to attention. “My, you’re eager. Aren’t you going to ask my name first?”

“Nah. Already know it.”

With a perfect, wide grin, Emmett Brodie deposits his phone into my hand. It’s opened to the New Contact page, except the name field has already been filled out.

Mrs. Brodie.

For the first time in my life, my heartbeat trips.

A shadow falls over me, and the air is sucked from my lungs as perfect, lush lips dip to my ear, warm breath dancing down my neck.

“C’mon, Mrs. Brodie. The quicker we get through the formalities, the quicker we get to the fun stuff, like my ring on your finger and you in my bed for the rest of our lives.”



I, CARA NICOLE HUNTER, have failed.

I’m no longer a confident queen.

I’m an erratic queen, hiding out in the back room, where I’ve been since I sashayed away from Emmett Brodie without a word after leaving him with my phone number.

I managed to do that with all the confidence in the world, fluttering my lashes, swinging my hips. Then, as soon as I was behind the door, I broke into a panic sweat, drank another glass of wine, then another, and texted Olivia seventeen times in rapid succession.

Look, I love men. They’re hot, eager, and some of them know how to use their fingers, tongue, and their cocks—I call that the holy trinity. But Jesus Christ—and I say this with the utmost respect—at least 75 percent of the men I talk to have me thinking: Really? You were the fastest sperm?

I’ve learned that you can’t have it all when it comes to most men: the looks, the bedroom skill, and the personality. I’m always sacrificing one for another, and since I haven’t been looking for anything more serious than a dicking with the potential to land me on bedrest, it’s normally the personality I wind up forgoing.

But that man out there? He’s not just six-foot-plus of golden locks, sky-blue eyes, and a panty-dropping grin highlighted by an impeccably carved jawline. He’s also… witty. Confident. Slightly arrogant, and deservedly so. Clever too, and all of those things put together? A lethal combination that has me mentally rearranging my schedule for the next fifty years or so for a fucking man.

Have I lost my damn mind?

I swipe a hand through the air, waving away the thoughts running rampant in my head as Debbie comes stumbling into the room.

“Cara, I can’t thank you enough. It was such a gorgeous night.” She wraps her arms around me, and I sink into a hug that smells remarkably like tequila. “I can’t believe how much money we raised. Did you hear Emmett donated fifty grand?”

I may or may not have heard that. I may or may not have also panic vomited when Shazia Googled his salary and shoved it in my face. Thank fuck for the emergency toiletry kit in my work bag. After I brushed my teeth, I used another glass of red as mouthwash.

I mean, nine million a year? Who the… What the… I fan my face for the fiftieth time tonight as a dizzying heat rushes to my head.

Debbie gives me a loopy grin, pumping her brows. “He’s handsome, huh?”

“Is he? I hadn’t noticed.” I bury my face in a long pull of wine. At least I’m no longer gargling it. “Hypothetically speaking, what’s your policy if, say, the Vipers were to contract Fête & Flair to do future events, and the owner of Fête & Flair were to begin—hypothetically, of course—sleeping with one of the players?”

Debbie taps her chin. “You know, come to think of it, I don’t believe we have a policy in place for our outsourced contractors.” She winks when her husband joins us, coats in hand. “You sure we can’t stay and help you clean up? You’re all alone here.”

“Please, no. Go home and get railed, Deb. The cleaning crew is coming at one. I’ll head home then.”

Debbie squeezes my shoulder. “You’re a real-life angel. I’ll be in touch on Monday.”

When the doors close behind them, I settle into the stillness. I always like this part. The contrast of the mess mixed with the silence. Reminds me of my head some days.

My phone pings, and I sigh at the message.


Preston (finance bro, mommy issues): Please, baby. What can I do for another chance?



Jesus, again? I have got to get rid of this guy.


Me: $3000.

Preston (finance bro, mommy issues): Really???

Me: I’ll consider it.



I won’t, but there are at least twenty other texts just like this one, spanning the last month, and I simply don’t know how else to make him get it. Surely asking for money will do the trick.

My phone pings again, and I snort-choke on my wine, covering my mouth when it goes sputtering.

Sudden heat touches my back, and my brain goes haywire when large hands come down on the counter on either side of me, caging me in.

“Three thousand dollars,” Emmett Brodie whispers, chin tucked over my shoulder as he reads the brand-new bank transfer lighting my phone screen. “From?”

I breathe through the tightness in my chest, the warmth seeping through my body. “My ex. He wants to get back together.”

“I see.” His eyes come to mine. “Well, go on. Tell him you’re taken.”

I bite back my smile as I hold Emmett’s stare, so smug and sure as I type out a message.


Me: I’ve thought about it. It’s a no.



“Good girl. That certainly wasn’t an I’m taken, though.”

Twisting between his arms, I lean back against the counter. “Because I’m not.”

“Aren’t you?” He tilts his head, playfulness sparking in his blue gaze. “Hm. We’ll have to fix that.”

I lift my wine to my lips. “It’s cute you have such lofty dreams.”

Emmett wipes his amusement away with the pad of his thumb. “When can I take you on a date?”

“My schedule’s full.”

“Clear it.”

“I don’t know if I’m interested.”

“You are.”

“Am I?”

His gaze dips to my breasts, my nipples eager to meet him too. Those girls never lie. “Yup.”

I catch a drop of wine rolling down my glass with the tip of my tongue. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? You sure? Why not right now?”

“We just met. I never do anything on day one. Virtue, and all that.”

“Virtue is so important.” He taps my phone, lighting up the screen, illuminating the fact that, at 11:58 p.m. and three thousand down, Preston still hasn’t gotten the clue. “Okay then. Tomorrow.”

He dips his head, and my body seizes. When his warm lips touch my cheekbone, I come back to life, gripping my wineglass like it’s my final thread of sanity.

“This is my favorite birthday ever,” he murmurs against my skin.

“What? It’s your birthday?”

“Mhmm. For another two minutes, at least. New Year’s baby, freshly twenty-seven. Feels a lot like the first day of my life, though.”

“Happy birthday,” I breathe, heart pounding at the feel of him pressed against me, his fingers dancing down my hair. “What did you get?”

His palm settles in the curve of my lower back, his whisper pressed to my ear. “You.”

My heart thuds as I press my hand to it, willing myself not to call after him, ask him to stay. He doesn’t give me the chance.

Before he disappears out the back door, he winks. “Good night, Mrs. Brodie.”

I open my phone, ignoring the message from Preston asking if another two thousand will do the trick, and head to Olivia’s contact. It’s 11:59 p.m., and there’s no way she’s going to answer, but I call her anyway.

I’m just about to leave her a scathing voicemail about having the audacity to sleep through such a monumental moment when there’s a knock at the back door. And when I open it?

Emmett Brodie waits there, head down, gripping the doorframe.

There’s not an ounce of remorse in those beautiful eyes when he peers up at me from beneath thick lashes.

Those eyes are nothing compared to the smile this man hits me with.

“Good morning, beautiful.” The sweet words skate roughly down my sides as he steps inside, gently forcing me backward. “It’s tomorrow.”

My jaw dislodges, and he grins, gripping it as my back hits the counter.

“Ah,” he whispers, thumb tracing my lower lip. “I was worried my cock wouldn’t fit in there, but now I see. Perfect mouth, just like the rest of you. You’ll have no trouble, will you?”

Fire ignites in my belly, and I fight the urge to squeeze my thighs together. “God, you’re arrogant, aren’t you?”

“Now, I know what you’re thinking.” He shifts me up onto the edge of the counter, hand slipping from my jaw down to the base of my throat where he grips me gently. “But one look is all it took to know you had to be mine. I don’t deserve you now, but I’m gonna spend the rest of my life making up for that, and when I die, I’ll be a worthy man.” He tilts my head back, mouth hovering a breath from mine. “Tell me I can have you, gorgeous. Because it’s you or no one.”

“What happens if I say no?”

“Then I call it. Pack it in. Quit the team, quit hockey. Sell my house and move back home, live in my parents’ basement for the rest of my unfulfilling life while I pine after the woman who got away.” His face dips, just a touch, lips grazing mine in a way that sets my soul on fire. “But you’re not going to say no, are you? You want to be worshipped. Crave it. Deserve it. And you want to let me do it.”

The thin strap of my dress slips off my shoulder, and Emmett’s eyes ping there. He keeps my throat in his grasp as his free hand coasts up my side, dotting every inch of me in goose bumps. Broad fingertips dance over my shoulder, catching that strap, but instead of setting it back in place, he grips it in his fist.

My chest heaves, heart hammering. “This dress is a masterpiece,” I barely breathe.

“Nah.” His lips ghost along my jaw, pausing at my ear. “It’s you who’s the masterpiece.”

I sling one arm around his neck, gliding my hand up the back of his head, over the cropped hair, sinking my fingers into the thick waves up top. It takes every ounce of willpower to pull his mouth away from mine, and I smile at the hint of panic that creeps into his stare. Shifting my ass further back on the counter, the satin strap of my dress rips in Emmett’s fist as I go. Shimmying the smooth red material up my legs, I wiggle out of my black thong, tuck it in his shirt pocket, prop my heels up, and spread my thighs. “Prove it, Mr. Brodie.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.” His lips part on a heavy, desperate breath, pupils blown as they zero in on where I want him. “I won’t be gentle.”

“Don’t worry. I like it rough.”

He drops to his knees without hesitation, grips my thighs, jerks my ass to the edge of the counter, buries his face where it belongs, and I die.

I die, right here in a kitchen that doesn’t belong to me, bare ass on the counter, with a hockey player feasting on my pussy. I die over and over, a beautiful, star-filled death as Emmett Brodie thrusts his tongue inside me, flicks at my clit. As he sucks me into his mouth, mutters about knowing I’d taste like this, like his last meal on death row. As his fingers work their way inside me, plunging, curling, demanding. As his thumb finds my clit, and then my ass, making me gasp. As I tell him he’s the first person to touch me there, and he promises he’ll be the only. As he grins, watching me moan and arch my back, inviting his thumb deeper, pussy clenching around the two fingers he sinks inside me, his trimmed beard glistening and his eyes dancing when he calls me his filthy wife and promises to spend the rest of his life fucking me wherever and however I want.

I die, and I come, and I die, and I come. When I come again, both holes filled and his mouth suctioned over my clit, he finally grants me mercy. Pulls his fingers free, presses his tongue to my center, and licks me slowly, bottom to top.

And then he stands between my quivering legs, holds my stare as I gasp for air, his belt buckle clanking as he pulls it free.

“Tell me I can have you.” His pants fall to the floor, and he forgoes the buttons on his shirt, instead pulling it over his head, and thank fucking God, because wow, what a fucking body. His lower lip slides between his teeth as he hooks his thumbs into the waistband of black boxer briefs, and my eyes bulge as his thick, massive cock springs free.

W. O. W.

Wow.

Wow, wow, wow. Holy mother of fuck… I mean, it’s just… just…

Fingers grip my chin, guiding my gaze back to Emmett’s amused one, and I waste no time giving him the words he wants.

“You can have me,” I pant, fisting his hair, yanking him toward me. “You can have me.”

Our mouths collide, and everything inside me skids to an abrupt halt. My world stops spinning at the taste of him, the sweetness of me on his tongue as it sweeps against mine, the delirious way he devours my mouth. I feel every ounce of this kiss, the way it seeps into my bloodstream, pulses through my veins as he grasps my waist, holds me tight to him.

We pull apart, panting, the hunger in his gaze cut by the shock tugging his brows together. Those eyes scour my face, watch me lift two trembling fingertips to my lips, feeling the way they buzz, desperate for more.

My chest heaves but I swear my heart isn’t beating. It’s stalled, seized and waiting for something to bring it back to life.

And then the crease in Emmett’s forehead smooths, and the most breathtaking smile spreads across his gorgeous face. “I fucking knew it,” is all he whispers before he wraps my legs around his waist. He dips his face, and when he breathes mine against my lips, my heart restarts.

This kiss.

This kiss is everything you ever dream of. It’s shaking hands, biting nails, suffocating grips. It’s hot breath, lashing tongues, hungry moans, and desperate whimpers. It’s realizing that everyone before him has meant nothing, because this? This is what it feels like to be alive. To want something so bad all semblance of control leaves my body on a single breath. I want to give it up, all of it, the power I always squeeze tightly in my fist, and let him take it, wield it however he sees fit. I don’t have to wonder if I trust him enough; I just… do.

I just do.

“You have the most beautiful cock I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“You know what?” His shoulders shake with his exhale as I rub myself over his thick length. “When I had my face buried between your thighs, I was thinking to myself, This is the most gorgeous pussy in existence.”

“So true,” I manage as he winds my hair around his fist, pulling me backward so he can watch me watch him tease me, slowly dipping the head of his cock, then depriving me at the last second. “This pussy was handmade by the gods.”

“Gonna be destroyed by one too.” His thumb traps my lower lip. “Destroyed for anyone but me.”

“You think you own it?”

“Not yet, but I’m gonna.” A shaky exhale as he sinks further this time. He runs a hand over his mouth, eyes roaming my body. “I’ll tattoo mine on every part of you that belongs to me.” Fingertips bite into my thighs before spreading me wide. “Let’s start with these luscious thighs.”

“God, you talk too much. Fuck me first and then we’ll discuss how long you get to keep me.”

“It’s not up for discussion.”

“Cute you think you make the rules.” I roll my hips, taking him a little further, and I squeeze, smiling when he gasps. “Fuck me like you mean it, Mr. Brodie.”

Fingertips brush my hips as his hands move to the counter, pressing in as he hovers above me. “Can I be honest with you, Mrs. Brodie?”

“Always. Marriage is built on it, right?”

Electric eyes lift to mine. “I’ve got a condom. Right there in my wallet. Always use one.” His tongue runs across his lips, and I can’t help but reach forward, touch his broad chest, run the tip of my finger across those immaculately carved muscles. “For the first time in my life, I don’t want to. No excuses, no lines, I’m just fucking desperate to feel all of you.” He drags a kiss across my collarbone, up my throat, stopping at the corner of my mouth. “Tell me to wear it. I already know I’ll never say no to you.”

I should, shouldn’t I? I don’t know this man. And yet, “I’m on the pill” is what leaves my foolish mouth, followed by “and all clear.”

Something dark skitters through his eyes, something… possessive. “Me too.”

And then, that foolish, desperate mouth of mine finds his ear, pressing a throaty, greedy “Give me your cock” to the shell of it.

And he does. Jesus, he does.

There’s no warning. No slow, no gentle. It’s a roller-coaster descent into madness as Emmett Brodie tosses one of my legs over his arm, pins the other down, and drives himself inside me.

My soul promptly leaves my body, and my back bows as he slams inside me, over and over. He catches me with an arm around my waist, dragging me to his chest, forehead pressed to mine as his fingers tangle in my hair, keeping me there. I tear at his shoulders, raking my fingernails down his back, his arms, leaving my mark.

“Can you believe I let you inside such an… exquisite pussy?” I pant out, biting back a cry as his cock carves out a home for itself inside me. “I’m so… nice.”

“The nicest, baby. Next, your mouth, and one day? Your ass.”

“Such a big dreamer.”

“Big cock, big dreams.”

Christ, this guy. Arrogant, but on him it’s hot. “Debbie said we can’t fuck. Team policy. Otherwise, if there was a next time, I’d totally give you my ass. Sorry.”

“Liar,” he huffs out on a laugh. “Debbie said there’s no policy; I already asked.”

My heartbeat skips. “You asked Debbie if you could fuck me?”

“No, I asked Debbie if I could date you. For the record, though, had the answer been no, I would’ve said I don’t fucking care.” He pulls out abruptly, and before I can whine about it, he slaps my clit, making me cry out. “And that’s for lying to me.”

Before I can lie again, he yanks me off the counter, presses me against the wall, and thrusts back into me.

“Fu-u-u-uck. There’s my good girl, taking my cock.” His palm lands on my throat, bracketing my jaw, thumb sweeping at my lower lip. “Know why I wouldn’t have cared? You were made for me, or maybe it was me made for you.”

“How can you tell?” And why am I even entertaining this idea? Why does it feel… right?

“Because my heart stopped when I saw you. Because when you turned to walk away, my body said I think the fuck not.” Sweat trickles down his temple, and his mouth takes mine in a searing kiss that has me trying to crawl inside him. “Because never in my life have I felt the way I feel right now, inside you, like I’m exactly where I’m meant to be. I don’t know why, but I know every time I look at you… my brain just keeps screaming mine.”

“You’re deranged.” My hands tremble as his pelvis grinds against my clit, and somebody strikes a match, igniting a bundle of fireworks low in my belly.

“And you love it. You want someone crazy for you, someone whose eyes are gonna follow you whenever you’re in the room. Someone who’s never gonna shut up about you. Who wants you at your best, your worst, and when you’re old and gray.”

“How dare you. I’m eternally twenty-four, and this gorgeous hair will never, ever go gray.”

Emmett buries a breathtaking smile in my neck, each thrust more out of control than the last. “Hypothetically speaking, if the world ended and you aged and turned gray, I’d still fuck you up against the wall.”

“Presuming your cock still worked.”

“Baby, my cock is always gonna get hard for you.”

“A romantic king.”

He laughs, but when he lifts his head, his eyes flood with sincerity, a desperation I can’t place, like he’s looking for answers right here in my gaze. “Fuck,” he mutters. “Am I out of my mind?”

“I think you might be.” A gasp works its way up my throat, arching my back as he pounds into me. “I’m gonna… I’m gonna… oh, God, I’m gonna come.”

“Come on my cock, and you won’t come on another for the rest of your life.” His grip on my throat tightens, a ferocity in his gaze that dares me, dares me to try to find this feeling anywhere else. “That’s a promise.”

“You’re not the boss of me.”

“No,” he chuckles, watching me shake. “Something tells me it’ll be you who’s the boss. But right here? My cock inside you? I’m the boss. So come, and let everyone know who this pussy belongs to when you do it.”

And Jesus, I do. My walls shatter, or maybe it’s the earth. My vision goes black, dotted with stars, and all I can hear is Emmett’s rough voice in my ear as I chant his name.

“That’s my fucking girl.”

“Such a greedy pussy.”

“Drenched, just for me.”

“Mine.”

His. And when he explodes inside me, I feel like it too.

Before I can catch my breath, he drops to his knees, hikes one leg over his shoulder, and buries his mouth between my thighs. Licks me clean.

And when he’s done? He crowds me against the wall. Fists my hair in his hand. Forces my mouth open. And spits that masterpiece inside.

“You wanna be a mom one day?” he asks as he tries—and fails—to fix my dress, the mess of hair on my head, and I think it’s wild he’s asking me this when he still hasn’t asked my first name.

“One day,” I manage, gasping as I stumble, legs officially giving up the fight.

Emmett catches me around the waist, pressing his whispered words to my mouth. “That’ll be the second-best day of my life, right after the day I make you my wife.”
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2 DR. DONKEY DICK Cara

“IT’S CALLED DIMINISHED OVARIAN RESERVE. Essentially, based on your levels, you have the egg quantity of a woman in her late forties or early fifties. Which is to say, not much at all.”

Diminished ovarian reserve. Feels like a fancy way of calling me old as fuck, which can’t possibly be right. Not me, a spritely, determined twenty-seven-year-old CEO of a thriving company, wife of a professional hockey player whose stamina is otherworldly.

But that’s what he said, isn’t it?

I swallow, and the feeling is thick and dry, impossible almost. I wring my hands, clammy and shaking. My knee won’t stop bouncing, but then again, it hasn’t stopped since we walked in here an hour ago and were made to sit in the lobby for forty-five minutes until Dr. Brenling remembered he had patients to see. I feel like I haven’t taken a single breath this entire time, and it’s not until a large, beautiful hand slides on top of mine that my chest inflates.

My gaze lifts to Emmett’s, and the love, empathy, and patience shining there is the only thing that brings my racing heart back to a steady thump. That’s my husband. At my side every step of the way. Fingers tangled in mine. Eyes that see it all. I knew myself before him. Knew who I was, what I was worth. But when he walked into my life three and a half years ago, my fate was sealed. There would never be a me again without Emmett Brodie. There was Cara Hunter, the woman who was happy and capable of doing it all on her own. And then there was Cara Brodie, the woman who’d never need to do anything alone again, but with the man who reminded her day in and day out that she could.

I was unstoppable before Emmett. With him, I’m indestructible.

His hand slides along my jaw, pulling my mouth to his for a soft kiss that soothes the nearly imperceptible quiver in my chin.

Two years. Two years, we’ve been trying, and we sure as shit weren’t careful in the year before that.

Two years, and endless negative pregnancy tests. Two years, and too fucking many cracks in my foundation. Too many steps out to sea when I don’t know how to swim. Too many treks without daylight when I’m terrified of the dark.

Emmett’s hand slips to the nape of my neck, a heavy weight reminding me I’m not alone. “So where do we go from here? What do we need to do?”

“Well, you have a—”

“I’m sorry,” I cut off Dr. Brenling. “How could this happen? I’m young. I’m healthy. Sure, I throw back Skittles and M&M’s like nobody’s business, but that’s neither here nor there.” Emmett smiles, but there’s hesitation behind it, a lackluster force, and for some reason, that sends my heart into overdrive. My voice lowers. “I don’t understand. I’m young. Healthy. I… I… I don’t understand.”

Dr. Brenling’s eyes bounce between us as he twirls his pen between his fingers. He shrugs, chuckling. “You sure you didn’t grow up in another country?”

“What?”

“Somewhere with extreme pollution levels.”

I blink. “Born and raised in Canada.”

“Smoke a pack a day?”

“Pardon?”

“The background information you provided the clinic says you’ve never smoked, but people tend to lie on those things.”

My jaw tics, because if there’s one thing I am, it’s pathologically honest. And when it comes to something as serious and life-altering as parenthood? “The information we provided to the clinic is totally accurate.”

A gentle squeeze from Emmett, and the tension stacked in my jaw eases.

“Ah, well, you never know. Things like pollution and heavy smoking have been found to lower ovarian reserve.” He pops his pen between his teeth, leans back in his chair, and twists side to side as he watches me. I want to pull that pen out and stab him in the eye, or his dick, which is sure to be as useless as my fucking ovaries, apparently. “Anyway, you’ve got some options. We can start you on intrauterine insemination, or an IUI protocol, as we call it. You take daily injections to stimulate your ovaries and encourage egg release, and we monitor you so we can catch those eggs at the perfect time. Then you take a shot that initiates ovulation, and your husband would provide a sperm sample the morning of your procedure. We’d clean the sperm, get rid of the weak ones, and insert them as close to your eggs as possible to increase the likelihood of fertilization. Intrauterine insemination. We’d also prescribe progesterone for afterward, which helps the fertilized egg implant in the uterus, if there is indeed a fertilized egg. Basically, we create as optimal an environment as possible for pregnancy to occur.”

“Well, hey.” Emmett’s grip on my neck relaxes, and when he inhales sharply, I realize he’d been holding his breath. His brilliant, sky-blue eyes shine with hope as he smiles down at me. “That sounds really positive, and like a great first ste—”

“Now, in my professional opinion,” Dr. Brenling interrupts, rocking forward in his chair. He taps his hands on his desk and clicks out a beat on his tongue, like he isn’t talking about the likelihood of me and the love of my life reproducing. “I’d skip the IUI. Go straight to IVF. In vitro fertilization. Given the diminished ovarian reserve, I think we can safely assume that the quality of Cara’s eggs is severely compromised as well. And getting the sperm to the eggs will only do so much if they aren’t quality eggs.”

“I—” A tight, painful feeling stretches across my chest, one I’ve never felt before, and a weight drops to my belly. I place a hand over it, whether to protect it or quell the sickness brewing there, I’m not sure. “I don’t have good eggs?”

“Not likely. So with IVF, we’d stimulate your ovaries to get as many mature eggs as possible. Then we’d do what we call an egg retrieval, and we’d use Emmett’s sperm to fertilize your eggs. Afterward, we’d perform something called embryo grading, which is where we monitor the embryos, and blah blah blah, it’s all very boring stuff. Basically, we’re looking for the best embryos, because that gives us a higher chance of success. It’s much more costly than IUIs, but it’s typically quite successful. In fact, we have a sixty-seven percent success rate within three rounds here.”

Emmett opens his mouth, I presume to tell Dr. Brenling that money is no object, that we can jump right to IVF if that’s what he suggests. But the good doctor holds up his hand, silencing Emmett before he can start.

“Now, the God’s honest truth? I think, due to Cara’s condition, you’re extremely unlikely to have a baby with your own eggs.”

A cold sweat breaks on my temple, and my stomach somersaults as the fist around my lungs takes my heart hostage too.

Due to Cara’s condition.

I swipe at my forehead, lick my lips. Swallow, or try to. “What?”

“Like I said before, we can safely assume that since you have such a low quantity of eggs, similar to that of a woman nearly twice your age, you most likely have the same quality. I don’t see you being able to successfully conceive a baby with your condition. I know it’s hard to hear.”

Do you? I spit out in my head. Has somebody told you, a man, that your eggs are reminiscent of a fifty-year-old woman’s in both quantity and quality?

But I don’t say that. Instead, I replay his words. Over and over, each time a little bit louder, drowning out the voice that wants to argue with him, tell him he’s wrong, and also, that he’s a fucking donkey dick with zero compassion.

I don’t see you being able to successfully conceive a baby with your condition.

With your condition.

“So you’re telling us not to even try?” Emmett shakes his head, bringing his hands together between his knees. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why not try everything we can? I mean, there’s a chance, right?”

“Oh, no, that’s not what I’m saying at all. No, no. I’m simply suggesting, for the sake of your mental health—and time—that it might be best to bypass the procedures that aren’t likely to work and go right to those that hold the best success rates for someone with Cara’s condition.” Dr. Donkey Dick pulls open a drawer beneath his desk, rifling through it. He slides a pamphlet across the wood toward us, smiling widely as he taps on the photo: a newborn baby in the arms of Mom and Dad, and a smiling woman behind them.

Embryo donation and surrogacy: because some pregnancies require real-life angels.

The fist squeezing my heart releases without warning, and that vital organ free-falls from my chest, shattering at my feet.

“Embryo donation could be a great option. We take good-quality embryos from families who aren’t going to use them. Usually, they’ve already completed their families, and instead of destroying their remaining embryos, they donate them. In this scenario, the baby wouldn’t share any biological relation to either of you.”

There goes that fucking pen again, between his teeth. I’m about five seconds away from launching myself over this desk and nailing his dick to his chair with it.

Unfortunately, any fight I had left in me evaporates at his next suggestion.

“And of course, there’s surrogacy. Emmett’s sperm is in excellent condition, so there’s no reason why your baby can’t share his DNA. In this case, you’d choose a woman to be a surrogate, and we’d use Emmett’s sperm to fertilize her eggs through a round of IVF. Then, we’d implant an embryo—or two—into her uterus, and if successful, she’d carry your baby through pregnancy and bring it into this world. Imagine that? You’d get the baby without having to do any of the hard work.”

The hard work? Like making love to my husband, and seeing two parallel lines that tell us we made something beautiful together? Like getting to carry that reminder around inside me for nine months? Feeling it grow, getting stronger every day? Hearing its heartbeat for the very first time, and comparing one ultrasound picture to the last, marveling at the changes in such a short amount of time, the miracle growing inside me?

That hard work?

“Anyway,” Dr. Brenling continues, because no one, not ever, has taught this man when and how to shut the fuck up. “That’s my professional opinion. Because of Cara’s condition.”



I’M NOT AFRAID TO BE LOUD. To fill the awkward silences. To call it like I see it, say things others are too scared to. No, I’m not the silent type, and yet, suddenly, all I’m reduced to is silence.

Twenty minutes is all it takes for the doctor to tell us we likely won’t be able to have a baby that’s half Emmett and half me, even though we’re supposed to have an hour of his time. Then, I let Emmett tow me through the lobby, down the hall, and out the door with my hand gripped tightly in his.

I listen to him as he drives us through downtown Vancouver, tells me how much he loves me, that we’ll be the ones who prove the doctor wrong, that if anyone can do it, it’s us. I watch the landscape pass by, from towering buildings and busy streets to lush forest and vast mountains as we head for home in North Vancouver. And I do it in silence.

I let him get my door for me, because the day after we met I told him I could get my own door, and he said a queen never gets her own door.

I let him help me out of my heels, and upstairs, out of my dress. Let him sweep my long hair off my back, twist it around his fist before he secures it to the back of my head with a clip. Let him run me a bath. Let him fill a glass with my favorite Syrah, and a bowl with my favorite candies, the ones he always keeps stocked in the pantry. I let him take my hand, help me step into the hot water, sink into bubbles.

And I do it in silence.

And I feel… I feel nothing.

“Hey, gorgeous.” Emmett’s gentle murmur coaxes my gaze up to his, and in it I see everything I long to feel. The confidence that we can do it, the certainty that it will happen for us, the hope. The love.

Jesus, the love. It’s always been the most overwhelming piece of Emmett, the way he can take a single look at somebody and accept every bit of them without question. The way he shows up, day in and day out, for the family he’s chosen, the one we’ve built together with the people who mean most to us.

With his hand on my jaw, he brushes away a tear I didn’t know had escaped. Then, he covers his mouth with mine, and I let him in, because there is no other option for me.

“Don’t let the voices win,” he whispers, pressing his forehead to mine. “They don’t know you the way I do. They don’t know your fight. My loud girl doesn’t let anyone else dictate the rules. Me and you, Care? We build our own rules.”

Another kiss, soul-crushing and certain. This one breathes the life back into me.

I was unstoppable before Emmett. With him, I’m indestructible.



EMMETT AND I AREN’T JUST US. We’re a part of a family, big and overbearing, loud and in each other’s business. A little much, maybe, for some, but not for us.

Because the thing about family is that we all need each other at one point or another.

Because sometimes we can’t bear the weight on our own. Can’t remember how. Can’t remember how strong we are, and everything we’re capable of.

And in those moments? That’s when your family steps in. They bear the weight for you. Remind you that nobody’s ever expected you to bear it alone. That you’re stronger together, and nothing can pull you down.

That’s what I feel later that evening as I trace the picture Emmett scrawled over the bathroom mirror with our window markers before he left me in here: me and him, hand in hand, standing on top of a mountain. It’s what I feel as I wander downstairs in a pair of pajamas I never wear, hair tied up in a messy bun that hardly ever sees the light of day. That’s what I feel as I spot our family taking over our kitchen and living room, stopping me in my tracks.

The kids come to me first. Lily and Connor, Adam and Rosie’s sweet littles. Teensy Ireland, Carter and Olivia’s mischievous, dimpled girl. They wrap their arms around my legs and squeeze, and Lily, the oldest of the bunch, rests her chin on my stomach.

“Mommy says we should speak the things we want out loud, ’cause then maybe we can speak ’em into existence,” she tells me with the softest smile. “I want you to have everything that makes you happy, Auntie Cara, ’cause you make me happy.” She leans closer, hands cupped around her mouth. “Even though you say bad words a lot.”

My throat squeezes, laughter rippling out. I smooth her dark hair back. “You make me happy too, sweet girl.”

The girls are next, my very best friends. Olivia, all five-foot-one of her sass who’s been saddled with me for ten years now, since the day I shoved a tequila shot down her throat at ten in the morning. Jennie, her sister-in-law, with dimples as heartbreaking as her niece’s and brother’s. Rosie, with the kindest green eyes you’ve ever seen, her pink waves as gorgeous and beautiful as her personality. Lennon, our newest soul sister, the one who walked right in, took her place, and never left.

These girls take me by the hand, pull me in. They wrap me in their arms and embrace me with their love.

And their men follow next, the ones who fell at their feet, because there’s no one alive quite like my girls. Carter, Garrett, Adam, and Jaxon, strong arms that come around us.

And my man, finally, because this family isn’t complete without him.

Not a word is spoken as we stand here, but through the silence, I feel every thought, every wish, every ounce of their strength, and the way it becomes mine too.

My eyes fall shut, and I sink into the love, the endless support that I wouldn’t know how to survive without.

And I feel… hope.

I feel hopeful.

I was unstoppable before them. With them, I’m indestructible.
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3 LET ME JUST TRIPLE KNOT THIS… Emmett

Three and a half years ago: The day after the first day of my life

NORMALLY, I CONSIDER MYSELF A logical man.

But if I were logical, I might not have taken one look at the prettiest woman I’d ever seen in my life, declared her my future wife for absolutely no reason other than that it felt like I’d spent my entire life blind until she graced my vision, hid in a bathroom until everyone left, then surprised her in the kitchen and, well… done what people do in kitchens.

Eat.

And I certainly, absolutely wouldn’t be standing outside her apartment right now, mere hours after saying goodbye to her.

When I say, “saying goodbye to her,” what I really mean is I asked her for her address so I could pick her up for our date tonight, she smiled at me like I had no brain cells, patted my chest, and said, “Thanks for the fuck, big boy,” before climbing in her Uber and disappearing.

Which is roughly the same thing.

Among the sounds of downtown Vancouver, I hear the quick click of heels along pavement, and don’t ask me how, but I know it’s her. I’m so certain, that when she pauses beside me to key in the code to her building, “Morning, Mrs. Brodie” leaves my mouth before I’ve even looked at her.

She gasps, and the second our eyes meet, it’s over. Life as I know it, the world, I don’t fucking know. It’s the same way I felt when I saw her last night, all honey-blonde hair, red satin dress, and the most dangerous set of legs that have ever existed. And then she looked at me. Determined blue eyes sliced right through me, and the only thing I saw in them was a life I had to have.

Everything stopped. Everything went silent, and slowly, so damn slowly, my heart started beating all over again, one quiet thud at a time.

I had to have her. I have to have her.

“Jesus motherfucking…” She places her hand over her chest, exhaling sharply as she clutches at the coffee cup in her other hand. “Donkey dicks.” She tosses her hair over her shoulder, regarding me like she doesn’t remember me stuffing her full of my cock at midnight, but I see the intrigue dancing in her eyes. “Oh. It’s you. Again.”

“Again,” I agree with a nod.

“You’re… here,” she says slowly, uncertain, like she thought last night was a game, that she’d disappear from my life as quickly as she’d appeared, extraordinary and glowing, but fleeting and elusive, like a firefly gone in the blink of an eye.

I’ve always wanted to catch a firefly.

“You seem surprised,” I say, holding her gaze as she keys in the code to her building again, finishing it this time. “Which is weird, considering we’re getting married.”

She glances at her left hand. “Weird. I don’t see a three-carat emerald-cut diamond with a hidden halo and pear-shaped accent stones set on white gold on my finger.” She tilts her head, frowning as she pats my chest. “Try harder, Brodie.”

I let my gaze follow her a moment as she struts into the lobby before I stick my foot in the doorway, stopping it from closing. I pull my phone out and start a new note as she calls for an elevator. “Three-carat… emerald…”

“Emerald-cut, not an emerald. Don’t fuck that up.”

“Emerald-cut… hidden halo, just like my angel…” I grin when she snorts, and my eyes rise to her, watching. “Pear-shaped accent stones, white gold.”

She rolls her lips, trying to hide that smile as I join her at the elevator. She doesn’t ask me why I follow her inside, and her brow only quirks a touch when I press for the eighteenth floor without needing to be told.

We ride in silence, staring at each other from across the elevator.

“Custom-made,” she tosses out, sashaying into the hallway upstairs. “I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing the same generic ring as a thousand other people.”

“Oh, of course. One-of-a-kind ring for my one-of-a-kind queen.”

She leaves her door open as she steps out of her black heeled boots, sets her coffee down, and hangs her purse up. With her gaze on mine, she unbuttons her wool coat, sliding it off, revealing the pink satin negligee she’s wearing below, which isn’t fucking clothes. Her nipples harden as I look her over, and a greed so feral grips my throat at the small, faint bruises painting her neck, her collarbone, all the marks my mouth left on her last night. And my mind screams the same thing it did then.

Mine.

The corner of her mouth hooks upward as I storm into the apartment, the door slamming shut behind me. She backs herself into the living room, a beautiful crimson flush decorating her skin as I flip the lock, tear off my coat, ditch my boots.

“You’re not allowed to wear that in public,” I growl out, prowling toward her.

“I wear whatever I want.” She hoists herself onto her kitchen island, long golden legs swinging, a devilish smile on her face as one strap slips off a freckled shoulder. When I step between her thighs, she looks up at me with wide eyes, batting thick lashes. “Am I in trouble?” she whispers, fisting my shirt, hauling me closer. Pillow-soft lips ghost along my jaw, up to my ear. “Because if so, then you’re really not gonna like this.”

She pushes me back a step, trailing a long, glossy red fingertip up her creamy thigh, that pink satin creeping higher and higher.

Then, my favorite little thing hikes one leg up, propping her heel on the counter, and I nearly swallow my tongue as she dips her hand, running two fingers over her glistening pussy, pulling her wetness up to her clit.

“Oops. Guess I forgot to wear panties today.”

My fingers are around her throat a second later, my mouth on hers as she spreads her legs for me, tears my shirt over my head, nails scraping, biting. “You’re a bad fucking girl,” I tell her, fisting her hair, pulling her head back so I can drag my mouth down her throat. I find her nipple, nipping it through the satin, and she whimpers. Hovering above her, I cup her warm, wet pussy. “Whose bad girl are you?”

“Mine.”

I slap her clit.

“Yours!”

“There you go, baby. My bad girl, but such a good girl too, huh?” I stroke her clit, watching her as her hips roll, silently begging for more. When I slide two fingers inside her, she sighs, head rolling over her shoulders. “Nuh-uh, firefly.” With her hair in my fist, I drag her gaze back to mine before forcing her to look at the way she’s taking my fingers, searching for them every time they pull back, the way her pussy weeps every time I drive myself inside her again. “Look at you, gorgeous. Such a pretty, greedy pussy, begging for my fingers. You want my cock too?” I capture her mouth with mine, swallowing her cries as I plunge a third finger inside her. “All you have to do is tell me you’re mine.”

“You’re unhinged,” she gasps out, but then buries her fingers in my hair, wraps her legs around my waist, and tells me, “My bedroom. Now.”

“That’s a yes, then,” I barely manage, groaning as she rubs her soaked pussy against my torso while I head down the hall in search of her room.

“That’s a no.”

I press her into the wall, slapping her hands on either side of her head, our chests heaving as we stare at each other. “Give me one good reason.”

“We don’t know each other.”

“Next.”

Her nostrils flare. “Emmett—”

“Your name is Cara Hunter. You’re twenty-four years old, and the sole owner of your event-planning business, Fête & Flair, which you opened right after graduation two years ago. You’re independent and confident, and you know your worth. You’re highly capable; you don’t need anyone to take care of you, but you also like being taken care of. Do you need me to recite your address, or is it a given that I know it?”

Cara blinks up at me.

“Yes, I looked into you. Yes, I chased Debbie for your name and your address and anything else she was willing to share about you. It wasn’t all that hard, and there was even some excited clapping on her end. All I had to do was tack on a pretty please and promise her a special mention during our wedding toast.” I drop my face to her neck, kissing the pulse point fluttering there. “I know what you feel like from the inside out. The exact shade of red your skin flushes when I’m making you feel good. The way your nails feel tearing at my shoulders, and the sounds you make when you’re coming.” My lips meet hers for a hungry kiss that has her hips rolling against mine. “I don’t need to know everything about you to want to date you. Getting to learn you is gonna be half the fun.”

Another look, skeptical and silent. And then Cara Hunter comes alive.

One moment she’s in my arms, pinned against the wall. The next, she’s on her feet, tearing at my belt buckle, ripping my zipper down. “God, you’re so fucking hot,” she growls as we pinball our way down the hall, tripping into her bedroom, mouths and hands everywhere.

“I like M&M’s,” she breathes as she shoves my jeans over my ass. “And Skittles.”

“Fuck yes.”

“At the same time.”

“Weird, but I’m into it.”

She shoves me down to the bed, straddling my lap. “I don’t like to share.”

My heated stare dips down her body. “Neither do I.”

“Skittles,” she clarifies. “You can eat the oranges and yellows.”

I smile. “Why don’t you just get the berry package?”

“They’re not always available.”

“I’ll keep my pantry stocked.”

“Back to the sharing thing. I don’t do it, period. I won’t tolerate being made to look stupid. I’ll give you two minutes of my time to rip your cock off and feed it to you, and then you’ll never see me again.”

“Baby, this cock is yours for the rest of time.”

“I don’t know anything about hockey.”

“I don’t care. Just want you wearing my name on your back.”

A shiver ripples down her spine. “I’m not looking for a boyfriend.”

“Of course not. You already have a husband.”

The quirk of her lips before she gives me one more push. “I don’t want to be tied down.”

“All right.” Flipping us over, I push her down to the bed, pin her wrists together above her head, and yank my belt free from my pants on the floor. I trail the tip of the brown leather down her torso. “Then how about tied up?”



DON’T ASK ME HOW THIS happened.

It started with the belt, and Cara really liked that.

But then she wanted to get some control back, and somewhere along the way, a set of handcuffs appeared.

There was some wrestling involved—I told her she could cuff me to the bed and ride my face if she agreed to date me, to which she replied you’re not the boss of me—and now, somehow, I have one wrist cuffed to the bed, and my other is cuffed to… Cara.

The key? It’s still in her underwear drawer. At least, she thinks it is.

“I haven’t used them in a while,” she says unapologetically, grinding her pussy on my face, because obviously we’re still doing that. When in Rome, and all that.

“You haven’t used them ever. This is your first time. With me.”

“Oh my,” she murmurs, rolling her hips, sighing when I thrust my tongue inside her. She bends over, bringing my hand and hers to my cock. “Possessive, aren’t we?”

I lift my hips, trying to guide my cock into her mouth. Instead, she closes my hand around it, sliding it up and down. “As far as I’m concerned, we were both virgins when we met. We saw the light together.”

Cara snorts a laugh, and I groan into her pussy as her tongue circles the head of my cock, her hand gripping mine tightly. “You have the most beautiful cock I’ve ever seen.”

I give her clit a hard suck before dragging my tongue along her slit, burying it hungrily inside her. “Feel free to swallow it, then. We both know how far back you can take it.”

“We sure do,” she murmurs, and just as her breath touches it, the apartment door bangs open.

“Care,” a voice hollers from the abyss as I go rigid.

“Oh! Thank God!” Cara sits up, crushing my face. I can’t breathe, and I have the sudden realization that this is what life’s all about. “Oops.” She snickers, shifting her pussy off my face, seating herself on my chest. “Ollie! We’re in here!”

“We?” the voice asks, footsteps padding closer. “Who’s we? You better not have ordered pizza without me. I haven’t eaten a thing all day, and I—”

A pint-sized woman with a beanie tucked over her dark curls stops in the doorway. Her eyes ping from my wet face, to Cara, my abs, and finally, my dick. That’s when her jaw seems to dislodge. She slaps a hand over her eyes. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God, I just saw hockey player cock. Holy shit.”

“I know, right?” Cara glances back at me, waggling her brows. “Woke her up last night so I could brag about your gorgeous, giant cock.”

“You really were not joking. I mean…” The brunette—Ollie?—peeks out, using her hand to—ineffectively—shield her face as she mouths wow at Cara. Wide brown eyes dart to my dick again, then my face, and she flushes bright red as she whispers, “Sorry.”

I’m not shy, and I don’t think there’s a shy bone in Cara’s body either, so her reaction makes me chuckle, any tension at getting caught melting away. “S’okay.”

Cara pats my torso and gestures to her friend. “This is my bestie, Olivia. Ollie, this is—”

“Emmett Brodie,” she breathes out. “And I just saw your dick.” Her fingers press into her temples. “Holy fuck.”

Another laugh. “That’s me. You blush a lot, huh?” I tilt my head. “Wow, you’re short. What are you, five foot?”

Her brows pull together. “Five-one.”

Cara rolls her eyes, climbing off me, dragging my hand along. “Don’t get her started. She’s sensitive about her doll-like stature.”

“I’m not—ugh.” Olivia crosses her arms over her chest.

“Anyway, this is Emmett—”

“Her boyfriend,” I tack on, nodding.

Cara throws me a look. “He’s not my—”

“I am.”

She pinches her nose. “Okay, not important right now.”

“Mmm…” I tip my head side to side. “Pretty important.”

“You’re so fucking annoying,” she says on a sigh, but it’s oddly… contented. She likes me annoying her. That’s good; I’m gonna be doing it for the rest of our lives. “Ollie, we accidentally got a little…”

I hold up our joined wrists. “Tied up.”

“Can you get us the key? I think it’s in my underwear drawer.”

I yank our joined wrists to my side and then haphazardly shove them under my butt. “You can’t undo us until Cara agrees to date me. Cara, agree to date me or Ollie’s not undoing us, right, Ollie?”

Cara glares at me. My grin is big and wide. Nearly identical to the one spreading across Olivia’s face right now.

“Oh, this is so good.” She crosses the room, rooting through a dresser drawer before turning back to us, key ring hanging from her pointer finger. “You’ve met your match, Care. Imagine the extremely beautiful, strong-willed babies you’ll make together.”

I throw my hand—and Cara’s—in the air. “Right? That’s what I keep saying! We’re gonna be best friends, Ollie.”
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4 THE VIBRATORS? WE KEEP THOSE IN THE KITCHEN Cara

YOU KNOW THE KIND OF people I hate?

The ones who act like it’s Jesus’s fucking second coming every damn time the sun shines.

Like, I get it, especially living in a place like Vancouver, where overcast skies and light drizzle are the standard. The sun peeks out from behind the clouds, kisses your cheeks with warmth, and has a smile tugging up the corner of your mouth. We could leave it at that. But some people? Some people prefer to spend the entirety of their day making meaningless small talk about how glorious the sun is, how the act of it simply existing seems to inspire them to take on a whole new perspective in life. And then there’s me.

“Ah!” I stagger down the hallway, spinning into the wall as the light streaming through the windows burns my corneas. “My eyes! My beautiful eyes!” I claw at them, stumbling aimlessly into the kitchen, where the smell of coffee calls to me. Arms flailing, I find the corner of our island, then our stove. The fridge next, and I take three steps to the right, cracking one eyelid before I fold myself over the counter in front of our espresso machine. A sigh of relief as I wrap my hands around a latte and take a sip before laying my cheek on the cold counter, squinting at Emmett. He’s watching me the same way he always does, eyes that roam every inch of me, a curious little smile that says I’m the most fascinating creature in his world.

“Beautiful day, huh?” He shovels a spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth. “Look at that sunshine.”

“Don’t,” I whisper. “Don’t you dare.”

“Just gorgeous. Really puts things into perspective for me, you know?”

“Emmett…”

Another spoonful of oatmeal as he holds my gaze, his alight with laughter. “Changes my whole outlook on life.”

“Uggghhh.” I flop back down on the counter, smooshing my face into the marble. “The sun is only here to burn us and age us, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let a ball of fire take me out looking twenty years older than I am.”

“That would never happen. You’ve finally found your holy grail: daily sunscreen.”

I ignore the humor in his voice, whipping upright. “Yeah, and look how long that took me! Think of all the years wasted, all the wrinkles that could surface at any moment from decades of sun damage!”

“Decades,” he murmurs, brow quirked as he nods, wide-eyed, into his coffee.

“I hate everything and everyone,” I mutter, collapsing on the counter once more for dramatic effect.

“Nah.” I hear the water running, the clang of his bowl being loaded into the dishwasher. I don’t see him, but I feel the way the air changes as he ambles over to me, the way it kisses my skin and warms me. His cock presses against my ass, and he threads his fingers through my hair, gathering it in his fist, hauling me off the counter. He forces my gaze to his, his hand closing around my throat, keeping me where he wants me. “You’re a lover.”

He spins me back to the counter, pinning me to it with his hips as he guides my gaze outside, to the lush forest, the mountains we’re blessed with having right here in our backyard, the way the sunlight dances over all of it, bringing it to life.

“You love this view,” he murmurs against my neck, working his mouth down the length of it as his fingers creep around my waist, splaying out over my exposed torso. “You love the sunshine.”

“Nuh-uh,” I argue weakly, watching as his fingertips dance along the hem of my skirt.

“Yuh-huh. Because sunshine means days spent outside with our friends, and you love our friends.”

I reach my hand back, cradling the side of his neck. “Sometimes.”

“All the time. Wholeheartedly. Even Carter, and even when he’s driving you up the wall.”

“The only place he ever drives me is up the wall.”

“It’s his favorite place to take you.” Emmett’s fingers slip below my skirt. “You love me the most. Love the way I look at you, the way I hold you. The way I kiss you,” he murmurs, and I turn my head, letting him capture my mouth, sighing as he eases his tongue inside. “Yeah.” He smiles against my lips. “You love the way I kiss you.”

I do. Jesus, I do. I forget everything with his mouth on mine, everything but the way he makes me feel. Who needs sunshine when you have Emmett Brodie?

“You know what I’d really love?” I roll my hips, smiling at the hiss he lets slip free as his cock hardens against my ass. “Really love it if you’d fuck me into a coma so I could sleep off this hangover.”

His forehead drops to my shoulder with his deep belly laugh. “How the fuck are you still hungover? It’s been three days.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure I drank three times my body weight in frozen margaritas and straight tequila. I need more recovery time.”

Vegas will do that to you, especially when two of your besties decide on an impromptu chapel wedding while you’re there.

Was I the birdie in Jaxon’s ear who planted the idea of proposing to Lennon, and then marrying her immediately? Yes, but—

Actually, there’s no but. It was some of my finest work yet. Those two were destined for happily ever after, and I was just speeding the process along. Jaxon would have fixated and panicked about a proposal for months before finally working up the courage to ask her. Instead, we traded tequila shots until I convinced them to trade wedding rings, because nothing in this world makes more sense than marrying your best friend in Vegas in July, just weeks after winning your first Stanley Cup.

They should name their first baby after me.

“You can’t handle your alcohol the way you used to, baby. You’re getting—”

“Don’t you dare,” I whisper. “Don’t you dare finish that sen—”

“Old.”

I gasp, and the second I open my mouth, he covers it with his hand. I claw at it, try to jam my elbow back into his stomach, but my man is made of steel, and my efforts are fruitless.

“I hit a nerve, huh? Sorry, baby.” He traces the edge of my panties, and my stomach bottoms out when he slips below, running the tip of his finger up my slit, dragging all that moisture to my clit. I go slack in his arms, thighs parting to let him plunge a finger inside, and he buries his chuckle against my neck. “That’s my girl. Give up the fight.”

Emmett and I do this so well, the back and forth, the give and take. I’m extremely comfortable in who I am, and I have no problem using my voice. It’s what Emmett loves most about me, the way I don’t tone myself down for anyone. He lets me run the show, happy to sit back and let me handle it. But here? Behind closed doors, when he’s all mine and I’m all his? I love to give it up. The control, the attitude. Love to let him fuck it right out of me, watch that feminism leave my body as I wave goodbye to it.

But sometimes I like to make the rules in here too.

Pushing inside my panties to join him, I grip his hand, urging a second finger inside, eyes rolling as he obliges, filling me.

“Greedy girl,” he murmurs. “Just like the day we met. Your pussy couldn’t get enough, kept weeping for more.”

Oh, God. He teases me with a third finger, and I slap at the drawer on my left, two down. A rainbow of silicone peeks up at me, but before I can reach anything, Emmett rips my hand away, yanks the other from my pants, and slaps them down on the counter.

“You want more?” His tongue dances up my neck as he cages me in. “Then I get to decide what you get, how much more you can handle, and you’ll take it and say thank you. Say, Yes, Emmett.”

“Yes, Emmett.”

“Turn around.”

I do, because I’m a real good girl when I want to be.

His eyes flash with appreciation. “Off. Now.”

He doesn’t give me any space, so I press myself against him as I bend, slowly peeling my thong off. It dangles from my finger for only a moment before he snatches it, shoving it in his pocket.

“Gonna use those to jerk off later?”

“Yes,” he says simply, eyes glued to my bare ass, my skirt bunched around my hips. “I changed my mind. The skirt can stay.” My ass is on the counter, feet flat and legs spread, and before I comprehend how I got here, his hand comes down sharply on my clit. “And watch the tone.”

“Natasha will be here in ten,” I say about our housekeeper as I watch him riffle through the drawer. “Good thing you never last very long.”

His hands still. Slowly, his gaze rises to mine. Even more slowly, he smiles. It’s the type of smile I love to see on him—devious and dark.

Holding my stare, his hand emerges from the drawer, dropping my favorite wearable double-ended vibrator on the counter as he opens his phone to the app that controls it.

Look, I know what you’re thinking. A drawer of sex toys in the kitchen? But you never know when the mood is going to strike. Sue me for being proactive. Plus, it’s not like we don’t clean up.

“Good call,” I manage, as a full-body shiver ripples through me. “In case your cock and fingers aren’t doing the job.”

The flash of his eyes. The drop of his head. The sinister chuckle that slips out, shaking his shoulders. He steps into me, taking my chin between his fingers, pulling my mouth to his for a slow, heated kiss. He thrills me like this, the soft bits of him he gives me while he stokes the fire, leaves me wondering what he’ll do next.

He rubs the ribbed shaft of the vibrator along my slit before pushing it inside me, driving it in and out, in and out, all while he fucks my mouth with his tongue. I moan, scooting forward, wrapping one arm around his head as I try to crawl closer.

But he places his palm on my chest, pushing me back. His eyes come alive like stars in a midnight sky as he eases the toy from my soaked pussy, replacing it with a slow-plunging finger, making me whimper. When it’s as drenched as I am, he pulls it out, holding my gaze as he drags all that wetness to my ass, massaging the hole. Then he lines up the head of the ribbed shaft with my ass, and the smooth shaft with my pussy, and pushes.

I gasp, back arching as my holes stretch, as I take both ends of the vibrator and wish that either of them were Emmett.

He steps back, looking me over with an appreciation so feral it makes my stomach clench. “Christ, you’re fucking beautiful,” he mutters, swiping a hand over his mouth. He fiddles with the app controls until both ends come to life, vibrating inside me.

“Fuck,” I cry out, clenching around the shafts. “Oh, fuck, that’s so good.”

“I bet this greedy little pussy wants more, doesn’t it?” He steps into me, one hand landing on my thigh, the other spreading me wide. His thumb goes to my clit, circling it slowly, and both our eyes fall to my thigh as he finds the delicate tattoo right at the top, a single word in his handwriting.

Mine.

He rubs his thumb over the word he drops so frequently before sweeping his lips over it, and the sight alone sends me into overdrive, bucking my hips.

His. I’m his. I always have been, and I always will be.

“Emmett,” I beg, tugging his hair. “Lick me. Now.”

He lifts a brow, dropping to his knees as he continues kissing my thighs, rubbing my clit. “Bossy girl,” he murmurs. “Someone needs to teach you some manners.” He places his palm against the bend in the vibrator, pushing it deeper into me, rocking it as I gasp, chasing the motion. “Maybe I’m not in the mood for giving today. Maybe I’m in the mood for taking.”

“No,” I whine, shaking my head. I reach for my clit, desperate for friction, but he bats my hand away, holding it captive as he pushes the vibrator deeper into my ass.

“Maybe I’ll fuck this hole right here, fill it with my cum and watch it drip out of you. Rub your pretty little cunt, get you all worked up, but stop right before you can finish. Your pussy will be clenching all day, empty, searching for me.” His mouth moves up the inside of my thighs, trading kisses for soft bites, the lash of his tongue. He pauses at the top, spreading me wide. “That what you want, gorgeous?”

“No.” My head shakes desperately. “God, no.”

“Then lose the fucking attitude and ask me nicely.”

Fuck, I love it when he’s like this. Emmett loves me soft. He’s gentle and patient, compassionate and understanding, so sweet it hurts. But the way he fucks me? He fucks me like he’s lost all his morals. Like I’ve deprived him of my body for my own enjoyment, and he’s finally getting his revenge.

Emmett Brodie fucks like a criminal on the run. One who knows he’s going down, who’s given in to the depravity, deciding to savor every last bit of his final meal.

Emmett Brodie fucks me like a goddamn animal.

And I love it.

So I swipe my tongue over my lower lip, pull it between my teeth. Let my eyes fill with innocence. “Please,” I whisper, scarcely lifting my hips. “Please, Emmett. Please lick me. I’ll do anything.”

A satisfied groan rumbles in his chest, and he drags his palms over my thighs. “There’s my sweet girl,” he murmurs. He winks, and fucking finally, he moves that perfect mouth to my clit.

“Knock, knock,” a voice rings out, followed by the sound of our front door slamming.

“Fuck,” I hiss, grabbing Emmett by the hair, hauling him up to his feet and yanking my skirt back in place. He slams his palms down on either side of me, blocking me from view as our housekeeper strolls into the kitchen.

“Hi, Natasha,” Emmett says, a grin directed at me as he watches me seethe, squirming from the vibrator currently shoved inside me, the clit that’s cramped and desperate for attention. I reach for his phone, but Emmett gets there first, clutching it in his fist. He must hit a button, because both shafts kick it up a notch, thrusting and vibrating, and I’m leaking all over the goddamn counter, shaking, biting my lip so hard I taste blood.

“Hi, Emmett,” Natasha greets him so brightly, the way she always does. “Is Cara still in bed? Why don’t you go relax on the couch, and I can make you some breakfast?”

“Right here, Natasha,” I mutter, narrowing my eyes at Emmett as he snickers.

“Oh. I just assumed. Normally Emmett’s up making breakfast and you’re in bed.”

I close my eyes and force myself to breathe. Natasha so clearly has a thing for Emmett, and always finds some backhanded way to make a jab at me. But she’s a single mom in need of money, and she’s only here twice a week. I can handle her.

“You’re so lucky you have a man who takes care of you and puts your needs first. Maybe sometime I can show you how to cook a special meal for him to say thank you.”

I make to leap off the counter—I can take her, double-ended vibrator be damned—but Emmett keeps me in place with his hand on my chest before letting those fingertips dance down my front, slipping between my thighs, applying the gentlest of pressure to the toy beneath my skirt.

I grip his shoulders as tightly as I’m hanging on to my sanity. “I feed Emmett a special meal every day.”

Fuck yeah you do, he mouths, ever so slightly rocking the vibrator into me, lifting a finger to his mouth when I whimper.

“That’s great. I didn’t know you could cook; never seen you in the kitchen. Anyway, I’m gonna start up in your bathroom. It takes me the longest, what with all your beauty products.”

I listen to her footsteps as she heads up the stairs. Hiking my skirt up, I lean back on my hands. “Now, back on your knees, and make it quick.”

“Mmm, can’t. Wasted too much time, gotta meet the guys for a rollerblade sesh.” He pulls his hand away, and I’m about five seconds from slapping that self-satisfied grin off his face.

“What did you just say?” I ask lowly as he lovingly pats his pocket, where my panties are firmly tucked. I reach for his phone, but he tucks that in his pocket too.

“I think I’ll keep this.” He aims a look at the vibrator buzzing between my legs. “And I think you’ll keep that in.”

“What?” I scramble off the counter, gasping and clutching his arm at the sensation that rocks through my core. “You can’t—”

“I can.”

“But I—”

“Will listen to me.”

My mouth opens. It closes. Opens again, and Emmett smiles. He drops to one knee, and I think he’s going to show me mercy. Instead, he pulls on a pair of ankle socks.

“For how long?” I whisper as he claps a hand to my ass, pulling me into his chest.

“Until I say so.” He tosses his Vipers ball cap on his head and spins it backward. That may be his only saving grace, because I cannot fucking resist Emmett Brodie in a backward baseball hat and an arrogant grin. His gaze dips down, and he clicks his tongue before pressing a kiss to my forehead and turning his back on me. “Better keep those legs closed, firefly, or the glisten on the inside of those luscious thighs is gonna give you away.”



HAVE YOU EVER HAD ONE of those moments where you stop and take in the scene around you, the chaos, the noise, and realize this is it? This is the life you’ve dreamed of. You’re surrounded by the people who make you whole, who feed your soul. There’s nothing that could make this moment better, because there isn’t anything missing. This is as good as it gets, and the good? Well, it’s not just good; it’s incredible.

I stand at the counter in Adam and Rosie’s kitchen, staring out the patio door at our family spread out over the yard while I make two pitchers of frozen daiquiris, one without alcohol, still recovering from the two-hour edgefest my husband put me through earlier today. The dogs are wrestling beneath the shade of a weeping willow. There are two cats with personalities as big as mine sunbathing on the patio. Adam tends to the barbecue while the rest of the boys are wreaking havoc in the pool, the kids running through a sprinkler in the grass, the girls keeping a watchful eye on the kids—the big ones and the little ones—from beneath the pergola.

“Unca Emmy,” a tiny, shrill voice screams, and Emmett wastes no time freeing Carter from the headlock he’s got him in and wading to the edge of the pool, where eighteen-month-old Ireland is toddling toward him, making grabby hands, floppy hat covering her eyes.

“Yes, princess? You want your favorite uncle?”

Garrett splashes water at him. “Like fuck. That’s me.”

“It’s me,” Jaxon says matter-of-factly. “ ’Cause I’m the most handsome. She told me so herself. Said, Uncle Jax, you’re my favorite ’cause you’re so handsome.”

Lennon rolls her eyes. “Yes, Ireland decided that the first time she’d speak in a full, detailed sentence, it would be to tell her Uncle Jaxon that he’s her favorite because he’s so handsome.”

Jaxon gestures at her. “See? Lennon was there.”

The corner of my mouth hooks as I step into the yard, watching the fight that ensues over favorite-uncle status. Emmett wins this round, I think, because Ireland throws herself off the edge of the pool and directly into his arms. My heart thuds a steady, heavy beat as I watch Ireland toss her arms around his neck, pressing her lips to his in a loud smooch before snuggling into the crook of his neck.

Olivia hauls herself to her feet, her little twin baby bump on display in her bikini as she heads over to her daughter and my husband, snapping a photo of them. Connor throws himself at Garrett, and Jaxon catches Lily in his arms when she jumps into the water. Rosie joins Olivia, her bump every bit as cute, as the two of them take picture after picture of their kids with the boys.

An uncomfortable feeling flutters in my stomach. I place my hand there, over the flat planes I’d do anything to get rid of.

Because contrary to my earlier thoughts, there is something that could make this moment better. Something I’ve been craving, chasing for over two years now. And maybe this isn’t as good as it gets. But it’s good enough for now… isn’t it?

“Adam!” Carter shrieks, knocking me out of my thoughts as he runs across the patio, soaking wet. “Get in the pool! I need you to hold me in your arms so I can be in the picture with everyone else.”

“I’m not holding you.” Adam shuts the barbecue. “You’re a two-hundred-and-twenty-pound man, not a small child.” He flicks him between his eyes as he strolls by him. “Despite your maturity level.”

“You know,” Carter starts. “I’m getting real tired of all the ‘Carter’s childish’ jokes. I’m the oldest one here—”

Emmett raises his hand. “That’s me, actually.”

“And as your captain, I’m your leader.”

“You’re not my anything,” Jennie grumbles. “Except my over-the-top older brother.”

“I deserve your respect. I should be feared. And—oh my God!” He rips a package off the table in the cabana, spinning back to us with it cradled to his chest like a newborn, eyes lit up like a fucking Christmas tree. “Special edition cotton candy Oreos? Rosie! Did you get these for me?”

“I saw them at the grocery store and thought of you,” she says with a grin, and the rest of us groan. “What? He likes Oreos.”

Carter’s eyes water. “You’re so thoughtful.” His gaze shoots to the rest of us. “You all could learn a thing or two from Rosie. You know what?” He rips open the package, shoving a cookie in his mouth. “Wosie, you da best. I gonna do fom-thin’ ”—he swallows, thank the fucking Lord—“special for you.” He hightails it to the gate at the side of the house. “Be right back!”

“Rosie, what the fuck?” Garrett smacks the water.

Adam sighs. “Great. Can’t wait for the neighbors to complain.”

“I was told today would be a relaxing day,” Emmett grumbles.

“Should we all leave while he’s gone?” Jaxon asks.

Olivia rubs her temples. “I have a headache from the sun. I’m dehydrated. But worst of all, I’m sober, and I can’t fix that. Thanks, Rosie.”

“What?” she asks, palms up, green eyes wide and innocent. “What did I do?”

Lennon hands me a frozen margarita, clinking her glass to mine. “Buckle up.”

And boy, do I need to, because five minutes later, the man returns, lugging with him too many accessories, one of them a microphone.

“Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to another show-stopping evening of Karaoke with Carter! Rosie, this one’s for you.”

And that’s basically how a video of Carter serenading a red-faced Rosie with “Be Our Guest” and an absolutely horrifying interpretative dance winds up online. Four hours later, when the kids are long asleep, that video has over four hundred thousand views.

“Give the people what they want, am I right?” His eyes widen as he looks down at the video Lennon posted to the team’s Instagram page. “I just hit half a million views. Ollie, half a million people watched my performance!”

“Great,” she mumbles, but there’s that telltale hook in the corner of her mouth, the smile she tries to hide. My girl doesn’t like attention, and yet her husband is an utter whore for it. Despite it all, Olivia wouldn’t change a thing about him.

He flops down in the chair next to her, the flames of the fire Adam’s currently stoking lighting his movements as he roots through a bag, dropping marshmallows, chocolate bars, graham crackers, and Oreos on the table next to him.

I hand him his newest prized possession, which is just a gigantic roasting stick, but you can roast twelve marshmallows at a time on it, which is, apparently, a necessity. “I want mine—”

“Lightly toasted, golden brown shell, medium gooey on the inside,” Carter finishes for me.

“And if you light it on fire—”

“You’ll light my dick on fire.”

I smile. “You know me so well.”

“I fear for my life when I make you unhappy.”

“As one should.” I make to find a seat by the fire, but Emmett winds an arm around my waist, tugging me down onto his lap. Reaching back, I thread my fingers through his hair, closing my eyes to the feel of his mouth on my neck, his hands roaming my body.

Being with him is like stepping into the light, lifting my face to the sky, and bathing myself in everything warm and good and safe, not knowing how I ever lived before my soul found his.

Turning my head, I capture his mouth with mine. “Thank you for Stockholming me.” I don’t see the eyeroll, but I definitely feel it. The way he hangs his head, the pinch of his fingers on my ass. I bite back my laughter as our friends snort theirs out. “You did such a good job, baby.”

“For the last time, I didn’t Stockholm you!”

“Call it what you will, Emmett, but most people call handcuffing a woman to you and demanding she date you, and then that woman proceeding to actually fall in love with you, Stockholm Syndrome.”

“You handcuffed me!”

“Well, I had to assert my dominance.”

Another eyeroll, but this time Emmett slides his hand over my thigh, shifting the hem of my shorts higher, the pad of this thumb sweeping over that four-letter word gracing my skin. “I don’t think there’s ever been any doubt who’s in charge in this relationship. I’ve belonged to you since the second I saw you.”

“Creepy how obsessed you were,” Carter mutters, tossing a gooey marshmallow in his mouth. “Perfect,” he whispers, then starts assembling his decadent creations.

“You’re one to talk,” Adam says on a snort.

“Me?” Carter sweeps his arms out. “How ’bout you, Mr. Steal Rosie’s Hat So She Has To See Me Again?” He points at Jaxon. “And you. You threw out all your peanut products—even your Reese’s Puffs cereal, which is arguably insane—essentially the first time you met Lennon!”

Garrett raises his hand. “I cornered Jennie in a closet after our first kiss and begged her for more. I was definitely obsessed.” He grins at her, winking. “Still am.”

“Obsessed boy falls first and harder,” I murmur into the safety of Emmett’s chest. “I love this trope.”

“Voila!” Carter stands, proudly showing off his tray of Oreo s’mores. “For my princess first, because she’s growing two angels and I’m terrified of her when she’s pregnant.” He says it with an innocent smile just for her, and when she rolls her eyes, I snort a laugh. He hits up Rosie next, probably because she’s also pregnant. I check out my nails—perfect as always—because I won’t be next. I’m not pregnant; he’ll just continue on down the line.

It’s stupid. So fucking stupid, and I don’t know why I care at all, but there’s this piece of me, a chunk of my brain, a pulse of my heart, that wants someone to think about me just that tiny bit extra, like Olivia and Rosie, just because of what’s in my uterus.

The tray of s’mores is shoved under my nose. My gaze rises, meeting Carter’s. He smiles. “Made you a special one.” He points to a giant, goopy mess. “Cookie, marshmallow, icing, marshmallow, cookie. I call it the Cara Brodie Double-Decker Special.”

Stupid. So fucking stupid. Cara Brodie does not cry. Okay, I cry, but rarely. And I am not going to cry over a stupid fucking double-decker Oreo s’more. I’m just not.



I CRIED OVER A DOUBLE-DECKER Oreo s’more.

Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.

“Hey, you okay? You cried over a cookie back there.”

“Did not,” I lie, fingers tangled with Olivia’s as we amble hand in hand down the street toward our houses, Carter and Emmett trailing behind with a sleeping Ireland tucked peacefully in her wagon.

“Yeah, I never cry either. One thing about me? I’m totally in control of my emotions at all times.”

I cast an amused glance at my best friend. She might be my favorite sassy girl, but she’s also the most sensitive person I know. It’s what makes her such an incredible partner, mother, teacher, and friend.

And because I don’t want her to make my problem her own, I squeeze her hand and say, “I can’t believe you’re going to have three kids soon. Have you decided what you’re going to do about work?”

Olivia sighs, one hand running tenderly over her belly. She’s a high school teacher, and absolutely adores her job, but the stress of returning to work has been eating at her for months, even before she found out she was pregnant. “I talked to HR, and I don’t have to go back to work to qualify for another maternity leave. I just won’t be paid for it. Which is fine, it’s just… I know it’s silly, but I don’t want people to think I bagged a rich husband and just quit my job.”

“Who the fuck cares what people think?”

“I do,” she admits with a sigh. “I hate that I do, but I do.” She worries her bottom lip between her teeth. “The truth is, I love being home with Ireland more than I ever thought was possible. We have this bond that just…” She shakes her head, lost for words. “I want to spend as much time as possible with her before these two come, and I think I’m going to struggle going back after that too.”

“Then stay home, Liv. Enjoy the time you have left while it’s just you two, and take as much time as you need when the twins come. Putting a pause on your career doesn’t have to be forever, and even if you decide to make it forever, that’s no one’s business but your own.” I blow out an annoyed breath. “The world is cruel to moms. You get crucified for going back to work too early and sending your kids to daycare, because it’s such a crucial time in their lives, or you get crucified for staying home with them because then you’re raising spoiled kids and not contributing to household finances. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.”

“Amen,” she mutters. “And don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, by the way.”

“What?”

She bumps her hip into my side when we stop at the end of her driveway. “Changing the subject. I don’t want to push you, Care, but I want you to know I’m listening. I’m here.”

“I’m…” My eyes rise to the midnight sky, searching through the stars for an answer, for something that makes sense. “I’m scared.” The words are whispered and hoarse, torn from the burn of my chest.

A single tear drips down my cheek. “For the first time in my life, I don’t know what my future looks like.”

Olivia pulls me into her arms, and the sharp rise of her chest tells me she’s barely holding it together. Shifting back, she takes my face in her hands, brown eyes shining with tears as she swipes mine away. “Your future is full of love, Cara. Full of family. We’ll be here, all of us, every step of the way. You don’t have to do this alone.”

And I think that’ll be the only thing that gets me through this.
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5 I DEVOUR TACOS LIKE I DEVOUR COCK Cara

Three and a half years ago: Lessons in swallowing

“ARE YOU EVER GONNA UNTIE ME?”

I glance over my shoulder, a grin spreading across my face when I spot him. It’s wild what it does to me, just looking at him. A single glance at the six-foot-three man hand-carved by the gods, one fluffy pink handcuff shackled to each wrist, his thick cock standing tall, and my pussy runs like a faucet.

My heart does this little happy dance, the same way it used to when Mémère would show up on our front porch every Sunday morning, load me in her car, and take me for high tea and shopping. My body buzzes with the kind of excitement that makes it impossible to sit still, that urges you to seize exactly what you want without waiting for permission to take it.

I think back on all those mornings with my grandmother, the way I’d stare out the window at the community church, all the people gathered outside it. “Some people like to spend their Sundays worshipping God,” Mémère would murmur. “I like to spend mine worshipping one of his finest creations: shopping.”

My eyes rake over Emmett, and I’ve never been surer than I am in this moment that Mémère was right. I’d happily spend my days worshipping one of the finest creations this world has ever seen: Emmett Brodie.

I turn back to the mirror, sweeping a layer of lipstick on. “No,” I finally answer, tossing the lipstick in my drawer before I turn back to Emmett. His eyes roam over me, and I swear that gorgeous cock of his grows another inch. “I quite like you cuffed to my bed. You’re easier to manage.”

“Lipstick,” he sputters, yanking on the cuffs, lifting his hips.

“You like?” I trace my lower lip as I move toward him. “Charlotte Tilbury, Red Carpet Red. A gorgeous shade, isn’t it?”

“Buy. I buy. More.” He yanks on the cuffs again, gaze bouncing frantically between my mouth and the bedside table where his wallet lies.

“Oh my,” I murmur, stopping at his side. “You really like it, huh?” I trail the tip of my finger up the length of his cock, right up to the head. It really is a beautiful cock. Thick and veiny, with an angry-looking purple head that almost always looks ready to explode. “Would you like to see it on your cock, Mr. Brodie?”

He nods frantically, blue eyes nearly bulging from his head. “Yes. Yes. Please, Cara.”

He’s so desperate for me, it’s adorable. “I’ll make you a deal,” I tell him, nabbing a pen off my bedside table before I climb on Emmett’s lap. Low on his abdomen, where that perfect v of muscles starts at his right hip, I scrawl the word mine with black ink, dotting the i with a heart.

“Jesus fuck,” he rasps out when I climb off him, showing off my art.

“You keep that on you while you’re away, and I’ll paint your cock with this lipstick when you get home.”

“But I—it’s—” His head whips back and forth between my mouth, his cock, and my handiwork. “I’m gone for ten days. I have to shower. Plus, the sweat from hockey—”

“Guess you better cover it up, then.”

I have never in my life had a shred of jealousy over something as trivial as a man, but I’m not ashamed to admit that in the six days I’ve known this man, I’ve developed a severe possessiveness toward every inch of him, and the two games I’ve watched with Olivia have been spent largely ignoring every word out of her mouth while I instead glared at the TV with my arms crossed, while grinding my teeth. If I have to tattoo mine on his hip, or his fucking forehead, so that every damn puck bunny trying to get his attention behind the window thingies knows he’s mine, I’m not above it.

Something soft flickers through his eyes, quickly replaced with a fierce arrogance that has him grinning ear to ear, rolling his hips as a chuckle slips free. “Ohhh, firefly,” he murmurs. “You’re fucking obsessed with me. I knew it.”

“As if,” I say firmly, or at least I mean to. It comes out a bit more like a hmph, and I’m not sure how that happened. I free his left wrist and toss the keys at his chest, leaving him to free his other wrist so I can strut to my closet, tossing my hair over my shoulder along the way.

Obsessed with him? As fucking if. I only spend every second of my free time with him to appease him. He sleeps in my bed every night because he’s big and warm and it’s winter and cold and I’m a princess. I only schedule a lunchtime debrief call with Olivia every day so I can tell her how many stars I saw the night before when one out-of-this-world orgasm after another launched me straight into outer space. Not because I’m obsessed with him.

The bed shifts behind me, followed by thudding footsteps, and I sink against a broad chest as thick arms wrap around me. Emmett’s lips find my ear, and I can feel the curve of his smile as he whispers, “You’re so cute when you’re in denial.”

“You did this to me!” I shout, spinning and shoving a finger in his face. He grins, his stupidly thick cock dancing like it’s grinning too, so I aim my finger there next. “And you! This is all your fault! I would have been perfectly happy with solo and toy-assisted play, frequent free dinners, extravagant presents, and the occasional mediocre dicking before coming home and happily sleeping by myself for the rest of my life, and then you and your stupid smile and your stupid cock and your stupid”—I flail a hand around like I’ve lost my mind and I have a chance in hell at grasping it—“hockey stick came around and demanded my time and attention and now suddenly I have a boyfriend, and you know what I can’t do anymore? Starfish! I can’t starfish in my own bed anymore, Emmett, because you’re there and you’re here and you’re fucking everywhere!”

“Oh, baby,” Emmett whispers. His grin does not match the way he inches toward me, like he’s very aware that at a single misstep, I may chop off that glorious body part that’s bobbing up and down between us.

“Get back. Back!” My finger moves between his face and his cock. “Back!”

Suddenly, I’m smooshed against his chest, his cock pressing against my lower belly as he crushes me in a hug, the two of us tangling in my clothes before falling to a heap on the floor. I struggle against him, but Emmett rolls us over, pinning me beneath him, my wrists clasped tightly in his hands. The arrogance is there still, shining brightly in all his amusement, but it’s the look in his eyes that quiets the heavy pounding in my ears, the thud of my heart. The softness. The patience. The understanding.

“If I haven’t already made it abundantly clear, I’m fucking crazy about you, firefly.”

“It’s been six days,” I croak.

“I know. And I know that scares you. Scares me too, because I know this feeling is only gonna grow. Keeps me up at night, just staring at you, because suddenly it feels like my world is centered around a single person, and I am terrified that without you… everything collapses.”

Truthfully, I’ve been fed a lot of lines before, ones that sound just like this. But with Emmett… there isn’t a single part of me that doesn’t believe him. Even if it’s scary.

“I don’t want you to go away,” I admit, burying the fear in his neck when he loosens his grip on my wrists, letting me cling to him. “I like having you here, and I can’t fight off the girls when you’re somewhere else.”

“Baby, you don’t need to fight off anyone.”

“But I can. I can take them, all of them. At the same time. I’ll do it, I swear.”

A quiet chuckle, and Emmett touches a kiss to my lips. “There is zero doubt in my mind.”

“It feels like you’re calling me crazy.”

“It feels like you’re calling me yours.”

My eyes move between his before I finally admit, “I am.”

“Then I’m yours, and you’re mine, and there’s nobody else, not one single person, who could change that.”

I sink my fingers in his hair, hauling his face to mine. “Nobody will ever see you again if you ever touch another woman,” I whisper against his lips. “I’ll go full ‘Goodbye Earl’ on you. They’ll be searching for their beloved missing hockey player for decades.”

“You’re unhinged.”

“You made me this way.”

He captures my mouth with his, and my legs accidentally fall open, making space for his cock to nestle between them. Instead, he jumps to his feet, grabs my hand, and hauls me up, clapping a hand to my ass. “C’mon, Mrs. Brodie. Time to get dressed. We have a first date to cross off our list.”

“I don’t know what to wear. Where are we going?”

“I made two reservations, one fancy and French, one Mexican dive bar. My wife gets to choose which one she’s in the mood for tonight.”



THERE WAS ONLY ONE RIGHT answer, and that answer was Mexican dive bar.

In fact, Mémère has always said that most of life’s problems can be solved with tequila, and since tequila is Mexican, I think it’s safe to apply that logic to all Mexican cuisine.

“Oh, look who decided to grace us with her presence. Where you getting your Mexican from these days? You cheating on us?” The middle-aged woman with her thick black hair spilling out of her bun swats me on the shoulder with her dish towel as I slide into my seat at the tiny two-person table. “Tell me where, princesa.” She lays her palms on the table, brows rising slowly. A weaker person might cower. Emmett definitely does.

“You insult me, Luisa. Nobody does Mexican like you.”

Emmett waggles his finger between us. “You two know each other?”

“I’ve been here once or twice.”

Luisa rolls her eyes. “Once or twice, my ass.”

“Okay, so maybe Olivia and I practically lived here once upon a time, but we can hardly be held accountable.”

“Mhmm,” she hums, taking away the menus on the table before we can look at them.

“You lured me in here with a sign for two-dollar happy-hour tacos in your window!” I shout after her as she walks away. “What did you expect?”

Emmett grins. “How many did you eat?”

“That’s neither here nor there.”

“How many did you eat, firefly?”

I throw my hands in the air. “We were struggling students!”

A server appears with two palomas that we didn’t order, and I take the cocktail with glee, grateful for the distraction. I pop the grapefruit wedge off the chili-salted rim and give it a lick before dropping it in my glass. Luisa meets my gaze from behind the bar, returning my grateful smile with the same soft one she always sent us home with. This one is weighed down with nostalgia, and I make a mental note to tell Olivia that Taco Tuesdays are back on.

Turning back to Emmett, I find him sniffing his coral drink. “Have you had a paloma before? They’re my favorite.”

He shakes his head, tentatively licking the rim before taking a sip. Then his eyes widen, he removes the grapefruit and proceeds to drain half the drink. “Holy shit. That’s incredible.”

“Luisa makes the best palomas.” A beat of silence settles around us as we sip our drinks, gazes flitting away and back again as a pool of warmth gathers in my cheeks, and for the first time in my life, I find myself unsure of what to say.

Hesitant fingers creep across the table, but the second they tangle with mine, there’s nothing but warmth and certainty. “This feels weird, huh?” Emmett asks.

“Respectfully, you’ve come in all three orifices of my body more times than I can count. This morning you made me take the stairs instead of the elevator so you could hear the way my moans echoed in the stairwell while you held me against the wall and ate my pussy. Yes, having a first date now feels a little weird.”

He chuckles. “If I stop thinking of it as a first date, I feel better. I’m just happy to be out with you. Having someone bring dinner to us is a bonus; your concierge is getting tired of seeing too much thigh every time I answer the door in your silk robe when he drops our food off.”

I squeeze Emmett’s hand. “We should consider getting you your own robe.” I pull my lip between my teeth, tipping my head side to side like I’m weighing the options. “Then again, your cock looks extra pretty in pink, like a princess.” I gasp. “I know! Let’s give him a pretty princess name, like how Andie called Ben’s Princess Sophia in How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days!”

“Princess Sophia?” Emmett jerks his hand back. “But you already gave it a name! The Pussy Pounder Five—” His eyes bug when he realizes he’s yelling and everyone’s looking at us, including Luisa. He leans closer, whispering, “You called him the Pussy Pounder Five Thousand. Remember? I bent you over the couch, buried your head in the cushions, and—”

“Yes, Emmett, and there’s always going to be a time and a place for that. When you’re wearing my robe, Princess Sophia just fits, don’t you think?”

He rolls his eyes. “Fine, but then I also want to throw Lara Croft: Womb Raider into the hat.”

“I’ll take it into consideration.”

“Thor?”

“Pass.”

“The Punisher?”

“Oh! I know!” I clap the table with both hands. “Sir Tom, Pussy Slayer!”

Emmett’s brow furrows. “Sir Tom?”

“Tom Hiddleston, Emmett. Keep up.”

“All right, that’s fair. Nobody competes with Tom Hiddleston.”

I grasp his hand with both of mine. “You get it.”

“Queso fundido for the princesa,” Luisa murmurs, setting a cast-iron skillet and a plate of tortillas down between us. She points to the skillet. “Caliente. Use that beautiful brain and don’t touch; you will get burned.”

“Ah, Luisa. How I’ve missed your sweet mouth.” I grin up at her as she wraps one arm around my head, hugging me loosely.

Emmett smiles, but it’s small and forced, a striking contrast to just moments ago. His gaze is on his hands as they fiddle with his napkin.

I reach across the table, avoiding the hot skillet and laying my hand over his. When his eyes rise to mine, I smile softly. “Hey you. Everything okay over there?”

“Oh, yeah, I just…” His gaze dips to watch as my thumb sweeps across his knuckles. When it comes back up, his eyes searching mine, it’s with a hesitancy I haven’t seen from him before.

“I’m a really good listener,” I promise quietly. “If you’re going to be Mr. Cara Hunter one day, I want to know everything.”

A chuckle, quiet and quick, but the uncertainty in his eyes shifts, giving way to a vulnerability that has him weaving his fingers through mine. “Luisa reminded me of my mom back there,” he tells me. “In a backward sort of way.”

“What do you mean?”

He looks at the skillet. “She told you it was hot, to use your beautiful brain so you don’t get burned.” His gaze goes to our joined hands, and he licks his lips. “I was five or six when I touched a cookie tray my mom had just taken out of the oven, burning my fingers. I cried, and she told me if I was stupid enough to touch it, I deserved to get burned.” He laughs quietly, a humorless sound, and I think I stop breathing. “Same sentiment, but fuck, that delivery really makes a difference, doesn’t it?”

“That’s a horrible thing to say to anyone, let alone a child,” I manage. “Did your mom do things like that a lot?”

“Little remarks here and there, mostly to let me know how frustrated she was with me, how ‘in the way’ I was, or just how unhappy she was with her life in general.” He forces a smile. “Always followed it up with some good old-fashioned love bombing, though.” Emmett shrugs. “Honestly, she wasn’t so bad. Great, actually, when she was happy. I learned how to read her mood and stay out of her way.”

I squeeze his hand, wishing I could squeeze an innocent, miniature version of the man sitting in front of me. “I’m sorry, Emmett. You shouldn’t have had to do that.”

“You’re right. At least she wasn’t as bad as my dad.” He blows out a breath, pulling his hand back so he can shove both under the table. “Sorry. Not good first-date conversation.”

“Emmett.” I hold my hand out, palm up. “If there’s a rulebook, we threw it out the night we met. You don’t have to tell me right now, if you’re not up for it, but please don’t hold back because you’re afraid of what I might think.” I let out a breath, biting my lip. “My thoughts, all of them lately, are about you. When I think about tomorrow, about next week, next year, or ten years from now… I think about you. I’m not going anywhere.”

Emmett watches me carefully for a moment, like he’s letting those words sink in. I think I am too.

Slowly, he takes my hand in his, a soft touch that contrasts with the calluses on his palms, left behind by his hockey gloves. “Thank you,” he murmurs, lifting my hand to his mouth, sweeping a warm kiss across my knuckles. “My dad was just… loud. Mean. He thrived on intimidation, which was easy enough when he was bigger than me and my brothers. It meant a lot of screaming, stomping, slamming doors, breaking our toys, trashing the garage when he was pissed off. At first, he was predictable, just like my mom. But as I got older, he got angrier, meaner, and the most inconsequential things would throw him into a complete fucking tailspin. Like this one time, my mom went out with some friends, and my dad had to put my youngest brother to bed. He cried for my mom for half an hour, refusing to go to bed, and my dad just got louder and louder, until he eventually lost his shit, stomped off yelling and swearing some truly horrific shit about my four-year-old brother, leaving him crying on the floor. I snuck into his room and got him into bed. He stopped crying right away, like all he’d needed was a hug. Dad must have checked on the baby monitor, the way I snuggled my brother until he fell asleep, because later that night, I heard my mom crying. I went downstairs and found her picking up the pieces of her grandmother’s china collection, shattered on the floor.” Emmett looks away for a moment, his fingers clinging to mine. “I had this project due in the morning. It was a diorama, and it was supposed to be our favorite season. I thought I was being clever, because I’d done an outdoor rink and a bunch of kids playing hockey.”

I smile. “Hockey season?”

Emmett nods. “Hockey season, firefly. Anyway, I’d spent two weeks working on it. I made every player with air-dry clay, hand-painted them all… I loved it, and I’d left it out on the dining room table to show my mom, because when she was proud of me, I felt proud of me.”

Dread washes over me, settling in my belly like a nauseating weight.

“Firefly,” Emmett murmurs as his hand comes up to my cheek, his thumb swiping a tear away. “You’re crying. Please don’t cry.”

“He wrecked it, didn’t he?” I whisper, and another tear falls. “Why? As punishment? For fucking what?”

Emmett shrugs. “My mom’s china, because she went out, and he had to deal with bedtime. My diorama, because my brother settled for me. Because I was able to do what my dad wasn’t.” He seems to backtrack, and for some reason, that only makes me even more ready to burn the world down for him. “I’m making it seem horrible, but it could’ve been worse.”

“Don’t play that card. There’s always someone else who has it worse. That doesn’t make this better. That doesn’t make this okay.”

“I guess I just…” He scrubs the back of his head. “He wasn’t abusive, at least.”

I cock my head. “Physically, you mean?”

Emmett blinks at me. “I—”

“Because emotional abuse is still abuse.”

He pulls his hands back, clasping them on the table in front of him, looking directly at them, though I’m not sure he actually sees them.

“I’m sorry,” I say gently, touching his arm. “I overstepped.”

His forehead creases as he stares at me, silent for so long I begin to think I’ve done irreparable damage. But then he shakes his head, slow but sure, and takes my hand again. “It’s oddly validating, actually. Is that… weird? I was always looking for a reason for his behavior, wondering how was I responsible, and how could I change myself so that he didn’t act that way anymore.”

“It’s not your fault, Emmett. It never was.”

He sniffs, glancing away and clearing his throat. “I think… I think I needed to hear that.”

I think back to what he said a few minutes ago, about leaving his project out to show his mom, to make her proud because it made him feel good. And I tell him softly, “I hope you know now that you never need someone else’s praise or approval to justify feeling proud of yourself, Emmett. At the end of the day, the only opinion of you that matters is your own. Be proud of yourself, and celebrate every win, even if it seems small. Life is too hard to not give yourself credit.”

Emmett smiles. It’s broad and cheek-splitting, bright and sunny, full of wonder, appreciation, and something else… something that feels… warm. Safe. “I can’t believe I get to fuck you for the rest of our lives.”

“Oh, here we go.” I roll my eyes, reaching for the skillet, because I need energy for this. “It’s been six days, Brodie.”

He opens his mouth to reinforce his previous statement, but when his eyes move over my shoulder, he snaps it shut again. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he mutters, and I follow his gaze to the young waitress and the three hulking men waiting behind her in the curtained doorway.

“We don’t have many tables left,” the waitress says apologetically, and I swear to God I can feel the rage rolling off Emmett from here.

I take in the three men, squinting as I try to place them. The shortest has a head full of messy golden waves and bright eyes that remind me of Caribbean waters, though he can’t seem to meet my gaze. The tallest has gorgeous dark curls and piercing blue eyes that are, strangely, filled with nothing but pity and shame. And the third, the one leading the group—

“Carter Bucket!” I point at him, then twist back to Emmett. “Hey, that’s your friend! Carter Bucket! He’s on your team! And the captain too! And…” I close my eyes, pressing my fingers to my temples as I search my memory for the names of the other two. “Adam Lockwood and… Garrett Andersen! Em, your friends are here!”

Carter’s eyes grow comically wide. He clasps a hand over his mouth. “Whaaat? Emmett, we had no idea that you would be here. None at all.” With his hands on his hips, he nods along, taking in our table. “Wow, what a coincidence. Well, hey, we might as well pull up a table and eat with you two, eh?”

“Absolutely not,” Emmett growls out while I scooch my chair over, pat the table, and say an enthusiastic “Sure!”

Carter drags a chair over next to Emmett, grabbing him around the shoulder in some sort of half-hug, and I’m a little worried that the team is going to be without their captain soon. “Oooh, queso fundido. Fuck yeah.” The team is definitely going to be without their captain. He scoops a heaped helping of melted cheese and chorizo onto a tortilla chip, and right before he can drop it in his mouth, he pauses. “Wait a second.” Vivid green eyes come to me, a swirling storm of confusion, disbelief, and utter outrage. “Did you call me Carter Bucket?”

I frown. “Sorry, do you only go by your first name?”

Silence settles around us as Carter blinks at me, his jaw slowly dropping toward the floor. Emmett’s hand goes to his mouth, scrubbing across what looks like a shit-eating grin. Garrett hangs his head, shoulders shaking.

It’s Adam who’s the first to crack, both hands over his face as laughter explodes from his chest. “She… called… you… Carter Bucket!” he howls, and Garrett dissolves into a fit of laughter, slapping his knee, Emmett’s forehead hitting the table, making it shake like an earthquake as he fails to control himself.

Sipping my cocktail, I look at Carter. His eyes are still on me, hands curled into cute little fists at his side, and I can practically see the steam coming from his ears.

“It’s Beckett,” he mutters under his breath.

I touch my ear. “Pardon?”

“It’s. Beckett. Carter Beckett.”

My brows jump. “Really? Not Bucket? Huh.”

“I…” He looks around, the poor guy a lost little puppy, and I almost feel bad for knocking his ego straight to its ass. He catches the attention of the waitress, who hasn’t taken her eyes off the boys since she escorted them in here. “Do you have a table for one?”

“Oh, come on.” With an eye roll, I grab his elbow, jerking him down to the seat beside me. “You know you wanna sit with us, you big baby.”

A sigh so big, so dramatic, it deserves to be on Broadway. “Emmett, your girlfriend hurt my feelings.”

“She hurt your ego,” he corrects, stuffing a tortilla in his mouth. “ ’Bout time someone did.”

“Whatever we’re doing clearly isn’t working,” Garrett adds quietly, and when my eyes snap to his, a grin spreading over my face, his cheeks burn bright red. “What?”

“You talk! And you’re funny!”

Oops, there go his eyes, back to his lap, but I see that small smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. I’m gonna crack this guy wide open.

“Gare’s a little shy around pretty girls,” Adam tells me.

“Mmm.” I nod, swiping a tortilla chip through heaven. “So you’re extra shy around me, then. Got it.”

Emmett chuckles, then stops abruptly. “Oh, fuck.” His hands go to the sides of his face, eyes wide, a little horrified. “I think… am I…?”

“Dating the female version of Carter?” Adam winks at me. “Yup.”

“Don’t insult me like that,” I say.

Carter scoffs. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you treat your body like Christians do the body of Christ at mass. Everybody gets a taste as long as they worship at your feet.”

Carter thinks for a moment, then grins, leaning back in his chair. “You’re right, Care. I am a god to some women.”

I roll my eyes, not at all surprised that’s his takeaway. “More like a hundred women, if Olivia’s mindless ramblings are correct.” I distinctly remember Olivia muttering about Carter flirting with some girl behind the glass, how he needed to focus on the game, speculating that his cock must be made of solid gold for so many girls to willingly line up to ride it.

“Who’s Olivia?”

“My bestie.”

“Oh?” Carter’s brows rise, and he looks from me to Emmett. “Is she—”

“Absolutely not,” Emmett and I say at the exact same time, followed by a “Heeey!” and a high-five across the table.

“Nobody ever lets me have any fun,” Carter grumbles.

“All you have is fun,” Emmett says.

“Tacos for the—” Luisa stops in her tracks, a massive tray of tacos balanced in her hands. Her eyes narrow on Carter. “You. El diablo.”

“Luisa! I’m back!” He thumbs toward her, chuckling. “She always calls me that. I think it means something like handsome.” He takes the tray of tacos from her. “These smell amazing. Hey, Luisa, did you happen to get—”

“No, I did not order in crazy straws just for you. You are a grown man, you do not need a crazy straw for your chocolate milk.” She spouts a string of colorful Spanish as she stomps off behind the bar, and we all watch in awe as she fills a glass with chocolate milk, stuffing a—you guessed it—curly crazy straw into it before dumping it on our table. “You make me crazy,” she says directly to Carter, her hands flying through the air.

Carter just grins at her. “You’re the best.”

I touch her arm. “I’m sorry, Luisa. Just to be clear, I’m not with them.”

Luisa points at Emmett with a threatening finger. “You better treat Cara like the angel she is, or she’ll kick your ass, and I’ll watch the door so she doesn’t get caught.”

Emmett’s face blanches. He nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

“So sweet, Luisa, thank you.” I circle a hand around the massive platter of tacos. “So, hey, this seems like a lot of tacos.”

A slow smile creeps up her face. “You didn’t tell them, princesa?”

“Tell us what?” Emmett asks.

“Oh, sweet girl.” She chuckles, heading for the hallway where framed pictures line the walls.

“Luisa, we don’t need to do this!” I call after her. “We don’t—” I nod as she pulls two frames off the wall. “Okay, yeah, we’re doing this.”

“Cara was our reigning champ two years in a row,” Luisa says with a shit-eating grin on her face.

Emmett looks at me. “Reigning champ for what?”

Luisa places the two frames on the table, and I close my eyes so I don’t have to see myself with taco droppings all over my shirt, the empty platter in front of me, and the two devastated men on either side of me. In both pictures, I’m giving two thumbs up and grinning like I’ve just won the New York Marathon. “Our annual taco-eating contest.”

“The prize was a thousand dollars,” I mutter. “It was worth it.” Words I told myself as Olivia held my hair back while I emptied the contents of my stomach into our toilet afterward. Clearing my throat, I hit Luisa with my sweetest smile. “Thank you so much for this.”

“No way.” Carter shakes his head. “There ain’t no way.”

“Excuse me? I broke a record the second year. Twelve tacos in four minutes and thirty-six seconds, so watch your mouth.”

“Care,” Emmett whispers, and the awestruck look on his face is truly flattering. “That’s, like…”

“Almost three tacos a minute,” Adam whispers.

“Impossible,” Garrett murmurs.

“It’s honestly not that hard,” I tell them. “You just have to open your throat and let them slide down.”

Emmett whimpers. Garrett and Adam blush.

And Carter? Carter’s already loading two plates up, counting out twelve tacos each.

“No. Absolutely not.” I wave my hands in front of my face when he pushes a plate in front of me. “I’m twenty-four. I’m not engaging in a taco-eating contest with you just to prove that I can do it.”



I ENGAGED IN A TACO-EATING contest with Carter Beckett just to prove that I could do it.

Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.

“You did so great, baby,” Emmett murmurs, one hand moving over my back, the other wrapped around my hair, holding it back as I heave into my toilet. “And you beat your record by three seconds. I’m so impressed.”

“It was”—I heave again, tears streaming down my face—“so worth it!”

“Adam said Carter’s still sulking. Hasn’t spoken at all.”

I’m not surprised. The only thing he shouted at me as Emmett led me out of the restaurant was, “I want a rematch! Best two out of three! You cheated!”

When I’m done, I take the damp cloth Emmett offers me, cleaning my face before I slump against the wall. “I can’t believe I’m spending our first date vomiting, and you’re still here.”

“Still here?” Emmett smiles, crouching in front of me. His fingers thread through my hair as he gathers it on top of my head, securing it in a knot before tipping my chin up, guiding my eyes to his. “Baby, where would I go? I am wherever you are, no matter what.”

“In sickness and in health?”

“Always.”

I snort a laugh, letting my head roll back against the wall. “I don’t know if you’re joking when you say this stuff, or if you really believe—”

“I’m going to marry you, Cara. I see my future as clear as day.”

“Yeah? What’s it look like?”

Emmett cups my cheek, resting his forehead against mine. “It looks like you.”
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6 THE CUM POLICE Emmett

LOOK, I’M A REASONABLE GUY. Easygoing. There is little in life I need to keep me happy. My wife by my side, and her hand in mine every day that ends with y. My friends, my team. The way the cool air kisses my cheeks on that first lap around the ice, an entire arena chanting my name after I send the puck into the back of the net. It’s not easy to get me riled up.

And yet I believe this nurse has made it her personal mission to make my life a living hell.

“Needles? Every day? In my… in my belly?” Cara swallows. Her grip on my hand tightens, and I let out a silent scream as her nails gouge my palms. “But I don’t like needles.” She releases my hand—thank fuck—but nearly hammers me in the eye when she tosses her arms over her head. “Isn’t it enough that I’ve been poked and prodded by you people for weeks on end just to find out I can’t get pregnant? Now you want to unload daily needles on me too?”

The nurse shrinks backward. “Um, I… I wish there was—”

“Surely there’s another option,” I offer, and I can’t believe I’m about to do this, but fuck it, here it goes. “We’re… fortunate. We can pay for the medicine in tablet form, or, like, powder. Money isn’t an object.”

Cara’s brows jump. “You did not just throw out the money is no object, line, Emmett. Who are you? Carter? Do you wanna ask if they have a premium baby-making menu while you’re at it?”

It sounds stupid, I know, but… I give the nurse a look like she might know something we don’t. “I mean, while we’re here… do you have a pre—”

“Oh my God! Emmett! No!” Cara buries her face in her hands.

“I’m sorry,” the nurse whispers, but I think what she means to say is I’m terrified. “I wish there was another way to administer the medication, but unfortunately both the follicle-stimulating drugs and the ovulation trigger are subcutaneous injections. Plenty of our clients don’t like needles, but they say they don’t mind it by the end.”

“Oh, do they, Sheila? Do they really?” Cara gives her a pursed smile, eyes narrowed. “I’m so reassured that plenty of your clients had to stab themselves with needles so often they eventually became numb to it.”

The nurse hesitantly holds out two boxes, and Cara swipes them, shoving them at my chest.

“You’re stabbing me, buddy.”

I rub her thigh. “I’ll do anything you want me to do, baby.”

Nurse Sheila clears her throat. “Um, actually, it can help a lot to have your partner do your injections for you. It often brings couples closer together. Think of it a bit like an intimacy game.”

“You hear that, Em? Having you stab me with needles is going to bring us closer together.” She grins up at me in that scary, sexy way that gets me going. “You stab me, I pounce on you and try to kill you.”

My mouth dips to her ear. “It ends in hate sex and you coming all over my c—”

“Oh, Mr. Brodie,” Nurse Sheila interrupts. “That reminds me.” She hands me an empty paper bag, and then shows me a clear plastic cup with an orange cap on it before dropping it in the bag. “You have to refrain from masturbation for five days leading up to the IUI.”

My brows skyrocket. I rest my elbow on the arm of the chair, my chin on my fist. “Pardon me?”

“No masturbation. It ensures a higher sperm count come procedure day.”

“No masturbation? No problem.” I chuckle, and it’s hardly anxious. It’s the offseason; I’m not spending any days away from Cara. “But we…” I waggle a finger between me and Cara. “We can, um, you know.” I wink, my confidence completely at odds with my bouncing knee. “Make love. Um. Right?”

“Of course!”

“Oh, thank fuck.” I deflate, throwing my head over the back of the chair before clapping my hand to Cara’s knee. “I can still pound you into—”

“Yes, once the procedure is complete, you can have sex as much as you like. It can help, actually. But before the procedure, no ejaculation at all.”

My elbow slips from the arm of the chair, sending my body too far to the right. Cara watches with a single raised eyebrow as the chair—and me with it—goes toppling to the floor. I scramble to my feet, shoving my fingers through my hair. A shrill chuckle leaves my mouth, and I shake my finger at the nurse as I right the chair and take my seat again. “Ah, that was a good one, Doc. Very funny.” My hands go up, half-assed jazz fingers on display. “You got me. Ha ha.” I nudge Cara. “No sex. Hilarious, huh?”

“It’s not a joke,” Nurse Sheila says. “Every time you ejaculate, you empty your testicles. Your sperm count needs to rebuild. Since we don’t know ahead of time when Cara’s follicles will be the optimal size to induce ovulation, we give you a five-day window. Imagine Cara’s follicles are ready to release eggs, and you’ve had sex just eight hours ago, resulting in a sperm count so low that we need to cancel the procedure.” She shakes her head, sealing my fate and effectively ruining my life. “No ejaculation, period, for five days.”

My jaw unhinges, and a scoff tumbles from my mouth.

Cara leaps to her feet, smashing her pointer finger against the desk. “And just who in the fuck do you think you are?”

I throw my arms in the air, because throwing my chair would be frowned upon. “The goddamn cum police?”



“I CAN’T. I CAN’T DO it.”

“You’re not doing it,” I remind Cara. “I’m doing it.” I swipe an alcohol swab over the golden skin of her torso. “Two inches from your belly button. Guess I can’t use my cock to measure, huh?” I snicker.

“You’ll be able to in two five seconds, ’cause I’m gonna chop it off and shove it down your own throat.”

“Baby,” I warn lowly, dialing her Gonal-F pen to the right dosage. “Don’t make threats that only hurt us both.”

“What is that? What the fuck is that?” She points at the needle with one shaky hand, the other pressed over her mouth, eyes gigantic. “Emmett, that can’t go inside me. It’s huge!”

“That’s what she said.” Another snicker, but Cara doesn’t return it. Huh. I’ll have to take the joke to the group chat. “You can do it, Care. It’ll be over before you know it.” I pinch her skin between my fingers like Nurse Cockblock taught us to.

“Ow!” Cara karate chops my wrist and twists out of my grasp. “No pinching, you fucker!”

“I have to pinch the skin!” I sweep my arms wide, watching as she hightails it out of the bathroom. She makes a run for the hallway, but I ditch the needle on the bathroom counter and catch her in five steps with an arm around her waist. She lands on the bed with an oomph, silky hair fanning out around her. I swing a leg over her and climb aboard, straddling her hips as she swats at my thighs. When I gather those grabby hands in one of mine and pin them above her head, I’m aware that she’s my very own angel. Perfection where perfection isn’t supposed to exist.

I trail a finger over her belly button, up her torso, and between her full tits. The pad of my thumb scrapes over one nipple above the lace of her bra, and my mouth waters as it pebbles, greedy for my touch. I cover the taut bud with my tongue before tugging it gently between my teeth as Cara’s hips lift and her lips part with a moan. My palm glides over her throat, squeezing gently as I steal the thing I want more than anything right now: a kiss from my wife.

She melts below me, same as she always does, and I savor the sound of my name, the way she whispers it, uses it as the filthiest plea as my mouth glides along her jaw, up to her ear.

“Are you gonna be my good girl, baby?”

“I don’t have a good girl bone in my body. You should know that by now.”

“Mmm. That’s right. You don’t.” Releasing her neck, I slide my hand down her front, dipping it between her legs. Shifting her panties aside, I run two fingers along her wet slit. “That’s why you’re already soaked, huh? My bad girl wanted me to chase her, catch her, and throw her down to the bed?” Her pussy squeezes around my fingers the second they plunge inside her, like she’s already hanging over the edge, desperate to fall. My thumb circles her clit, and I smile as Cara’s head rolls over her shoulders, her hips bucking. “My bad girl wanted me to fuck her into submission, didn’t she?”

“God, yes,” she mewls, shoving her fingers through her own hair as she writhes below me.

“That’s nice.” I pull my fingers back, suck them clean, and then slap her pussy as Cara stares at me, mouth agape. “Can’t wait to fuck that later,” I murmur, dragging my thumb along her lower lip before I climb off the bed. I scoop her into my arms before she can do something scary, like claw my eyes out or bite my dick, and instead carry her into the bathroom, depositing her on the edge of the counter.

Gripping the marble on either side of her, I rest my forehead against hers, staring into those bottomless blue eyes, the memories that live in them, all the laughter, the love, the hope. She’s my life, after all.

“I know you’re scared,” I tell her gently.

“I’m not scared. I’d just rather throw myself off a cliff than inject a twenty-five-inch needle into my stomach.”

“It’s, like, an inch.”

“You would know, shrimp dick.”

Laughter bubbles in my chest, and Cara’s shoulders sag before she wraps her arms around me.

“I’m sorry. You don’t have a shrimp dick.” She lays her cheek on my chest, and when she sighs, I’m struck by how small she feels, how vulnerable. “I’m scared.”

“Not just of the needle,” I guess, running my palm down her back.

“What if this doesn’t work, Emmett?”

“What if it does?” I hook a finger under her chin, bringing her cautious gaze to mine. “We’re going to come out the other side of this. We’ll be parents, Care, no matter how we get there. For now, let’s focus on today.”

Her eyes move between mine. The slight tremor in her chin makes my heart ache. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be a dad already.”

My chest tightens, heart pounding at my rib cage. I shake my head adamantly, as if I can shake the traitorous thoughts right out of her head. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be alone and miserable. We both know I don’t exist without you by my side.” I slide my fingers into the hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her mouth to mine while she fists my shirt. “Do you know what you are, baby? You’re strength personified. You’re a forest fire, burning the bridges that hold you back. You’re a wildflower, rising again and again, growing without abandon, no matter the weather. You’re a firefly, baby. When the stars are tired, you light your own way, and the way for everyone else too.” My beautiful girl blinks, and a silent tear runs down her cheek. I catch it with my lips, then press my promise to hers. “You, Cara Brodie, are a once-in-a-lifetime woman, and you can do anything.”

She sniffles, nose scrunching. It draws my attention to the teensiest freckles that live there, scattered like stars. I remind myself that she’s a galaxy, and I’m just the moon lucky enough to be in her orbit. She holds my whole universe in her skies.

Cara takes my face in her hands, sweeping her mouth softly over mine. “I love you, Mr. Brodie. How did I get so lucky?”

“I Stockholmed you, remember?”

“Ah, yes. How could I forget?” She smiles at me, everything tender and brave. “I’m ready. Stab me with a needle, and then with your cock.”

“At your service, my queen.”

Another kiss, this one slow and steady, before I step back. I wash my hands and clean the spot on her belly again. As I settle between her thighs with the needle, she watches me from her spot on the counter, her chest rising rapidly.

She screws her eyes shut, breathing deeply. And then: “Ow! It hurts!”

“I haven’t even touched you yet, you faker!”

She cracks one eyelid and a saucy smile, and I narrow my eyes as I pinch the skin beside her belly button.

My gaze rises to hers, the way she keeps her eyes on me, like I’m her lifeline. “I love you too, you know?”

Another smile, goofy and sweet. “I know.” She inhales sharply as I depress the end of the pen. With trembling hands, she covers her eyes as I count to five in my head.

“Your smile, your legs, that red dress you wore the night we met, your hand on my chest when we fall asleep each night, and the way you look first thing in the morning.”

Slowly, she opens her eyes, keeping them on me as I remove the needle, capping the tip before I twist it off and toss it in the sharps bin. “What?”

“Five things I love about you for every second the needle is in you.” I sink to my knees between her legs, gripping her waist in my hands and pressing a kiss to her stomach. Then, slowly, I work her panties over her hips, down her legs.

She leans back on her hands, winding her thighs around my neck. “I like that. Five orgasms would be nice too.”

“Mhmm.” I trail my mouth up the inside of her thigh, teasing her pussy with the tip of my tongue. “Anything for you, firefly.”

We start with three, with me right there on my knees. My tongue in her pussy and my thumb on her clit. My fingers curled inside her while I flick at that needy bud. Two fingers in her ass, my thumb in her pussy, and my mouth suctioned over her. I don’t pause until she screams out my name, then I stand, haul her off the counter just to spin her around and bend her over it. I sink inside her drenched pussy without a second thought, her hair in my fist and our eyes on each other in the mirror.

She’s a sight to be seen, but then she always is.

A shiver runs down my spine at the devotion that shines in her eyes, and I reach forward, grabbing a pink window marker from the glass we keep on the counter. My writing is a mess on a good day, but particularly so when I’m buried eight inches deep inside a pussy that squeezes like it was made just for me. I drop the marker when I’m done, digging my fingertips into Cara’s hip and strumming her clit just right so she comes at the exact moment she reads my message.


You are brave. You are fierce.

You’re Cara motherfucking Brodie.



“Say it with me now,” I rumble in her ear as the quakes of her fourth orgasm fade.

“I am brave,” she gasps out as I piston inside her, her hands clawing uselessly at the counter. Her head rolls over her shoulder, hooded eyes coming to mine as I palm one perfect tit. “I am fierce.” She cries out as I shove one luscious leg up on the counter and press her into the cool marble, angling myself deeper, fucking her harder.

“Who are you?” I barely manage, balls pulling tight as my fingers scrape down her back.

“Cara”—gasp—“motherfucking”—gasp—“Brodie.”

“Yeah, you are.” I slap her beautiful ass, leaving behind my handprint, right where it belongs. “Now come for me, baby.”

She does, strangling my cock before she drenches it, squirting all over the counter as I empty myself inside her, my face buried in her slick neck.

“Oh, baby,” I murmur, watching as my cum drips from my favorite spot. I gather it on my fingers, fucking it back into her pretty cunt before making her suck my fingers into her mouth. “I love when we make a mess.”



I’VE LOVED EVERY MINUTE OF my life with Cara, but these last seven days? These last seven days have been pure bliss. Lazy August mornings with nowhere to be but rolling on top of her and sinking inside her. Breakfast at the kitchen counter, and then her for breakfast on the kitchen counter. My hand over her mouth while I fuck her against the wall in the hallway, Natasha only fifty feet away, cleaning the living room. Cara riding my cock in the driver’s seat of my Dodge Ram, then sprawled out in the backseat while I lick her clean.

We’ve spent the last seven days fucking like wild animals, and I know the time is nearing when Nurse Cockblock will intervene.

“I don’t know how I’ll survive,” I whine, lining a nail up on the plank of wood before reaching for the hammer.

“It’s five days.” Adam pauses his work on the table saw, looking up at me like I have five heads. “We’re on road trips longer than that during the regular season.”

“But it’s the offseason,” I protest, swinging the hammer extra hard. The nail disappears in a single strike, and I smile triumphantly. “I don’t have to spend a single day away from my wife; nobody’s supposed to be able to tell me no except for her!”

“Man, you are whipped,” Jaxon says with a chuckle, wiping his forearm across his glistening forehead. He peeks over his shoulder, where the girls—minus Cara—are supervising the Slip ’N Slide in the backyard of Second Chance Home, a group home for children in the foster system. He catches Lennon’s eye, winking at her, and I swear the guy fucking juts his ass out like it’s on display.

“Oh, really? The girls went on a three-night spa getaway and you nearly vomited when Lennon walked out the door.”

Jaxon throws his arms wide, accidentally tossing the drill in his hand. “That’s different! She works with us, which means we travel together and I never, ever have to be away from her. I don’t want to have to remember what it was like when we were alone and miserable.”

Garrett hikes a brow. “We?”

Jaxon sighs, leaning against the extravagant cedar playhouse we’ve been constructing for the kids at Second Chance for the last three days. We thought we’d be done in two days—we just built an identical one in Adam’s yard, after all—but as it turns out, the Slip ’N Slide is a bit of a… distraction. “Yeah, me and Mittens were just a couple of sad, lonely bachelors before Len. Right, honey?”

“So sad and lonely, baby,” Lennon calls back.

I set my phone up on a plank of wood, hitting record on the slow-motion video option as I open my water bottle. Naturally, I dump the contents over my face and sweat-soaked T-shirt before sending the slow-motion thirst trap to Cara. “We were all sad, lonely bachelors before the girls. What gives you the right to f-u-c-k your wife more than the rest of us?”

“Emmett’s right.” Carter frowns, pausing his work on the black steel roof. He jabs Jaxon between his eyes. “New rule. You and Lennon can’t f-u-c-k on road trips, because neither can the rest of us.”

Jaxon guffaws, but it’s Lennon who screams across the yard. “Mess with my s-e-x life, Carter, I dare you. Every picture I take of you this season will be from all the wrong angles.”

Carter gasps, hand over his heart. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Lennon shifts her sunglasses off, and the look in her eyes has Carter fumbling on the ladder, grabbing onto the peak of the roof to save himself from the six-foot fall to his ass. “Try me, Beckett.”

“Ollie! Lennon’s threatening me again!”

“Well, stop pissing her off!”

“I’m not even doing anything!”

“You’re always doing something!”

“I’m just being myself!” Somehow, he manages to shift his weight, swinging his ass around so he’s lying across one side of the slanted roof, arm bent, chin propped on his fist, all the while pumping his brows at Olivia. “Like right now, I’m just being myself, and you like me like this.”

Olivia blinks, then shifts her sunglasses down from her hair. “I’m done,” I think she says, and then steps into the kiddie pool, sinking to her butt with a splash, the kids around her giggling, and oh man, that looks refreshing.

I arch a brow, looking from Carter, to Garrett, to Jaxon, to Adam, to the Slip ’N Slide. “Break time?”

Carter all but throws himself off the roof, dashing across the yard. “Break time!”

And it’s worth it. It really, really is, even if we’re going to have to come back a fourth day to finish the playhouse.

Because when we finally make it back to Adam’s for a barbecue and a proper swim, Cara’s already there, waiting for us in the backyard.

She lifts herself off a lounger and waltzes across the patio in all her glory, mile-long legs and stilettos, luscious golden hair flowing behind her. She pulls off her white heart-shaped cat-eye sunglasses, stopping in front of me, arms crossed over her perfect tits as our friends gather at my side for support.

“Follicles are almost fully cooked.”

“Oh, God.” I approach her cautiously, and my cock jumps to attention in my shorts, his Cara-sensor picking up the signal. My head shakes, hands trembling. “No. Not yet. Not already. We have more time,” I murmur. “I thought we had more time.”

“No sex, starting now.”

“No.” My hands fly to my cheeks, cradling them as my head wags back and forth. I sink to my knees on the lush grass. “No.”

“I have an idea,” Jennie offers. “What if we all didn’t have sex? To support Care and Em in their forced celibacy. I mean, it’s only five days.”

Cara squeezes Jennie’s shoulders. “What a lovely idea, Jennie. You’re such a good friend.”

Slowly, I climb to my feet, nodding and smiling. “Great idea. Such a good friend.”

An uproar seems to break out behind me: a shriek of horror, the sound of wood snapping, a splash as something lands in the pool. I think it might be a person. But it’s sweet, gentle Rosie who storms up to Jennie, shouting familiar, angry words at her.

“And just who in the fuck do you think you are? The cum police?”
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7 HEY, GOD? IGNORE THE PART ABOUT THE LAST SUPPER Emmett

Three and a half years ago: Twenty-one days to fall in love

“I’M JUST SAYING, WHOEVER THOUGHT attaching daggers to their feet was a good idea was clearly not right in the head.”

I look up at my girlfriend, disgruntled but buzzing with excitement as she gazes out at the frozen lake ahead of us.

“You’ll be fine,” I tell her, but truthfully, I’m not sure she will be.

“Emmett. You can’t even look at me while you say that! I’m going to die.”

I stifle a laugh, yanking on her laces, tightening her skates. “You said it’s not your first time.”

“Right.” She sniffles, pointing that stubborn nose to the sky. “I did say that, didn’t I?” Her eyes roll down to where I’m kneeling between her legs, and they narrow, arms coming across her chest. “And yet you bought me skates, almost as if you didn’t believe I’d done this before.”

“You can’t skate in figure skates. Not with me, at least.”

Her arms fall dramatically. “But they’re pretty!” There go her eyes, narrowing again as I climb to my feet. “Wait. How did you know I have figure skates?”

“Ollie told me.”

“Is that so? And what else did Ollie tell you?”

“Nothing.” Not a lie, technically. I hold my hand out to Cara, but she’s busy staring up at me, eyes wide, lips parted. “What’s that look for?”

“God, you’re fucking huge on skates.” The words puff out on an icy breath, and I grin, hoisting her to her shaky feet. “What do you say we skip the skating and go back to your place? I’ll let you tie my hands behind my back and jerk off on my boobs again.”

I smile at the memory and brush my thumb over her lip. “No sense in wasting all that cum. I’d rather feed it to you.”

“You’re fucking filthy,” she murmurs, a full-body shiver running through her. “I love it.”

Gripping her waist, I lift her off her feet and set her on the ice. Her knees wobble and she fists my jacket with both hands, squealing.

“Emmett, I’m so serious. I might die. If not from somehow impaling myself on a shoe-dagger, then from embarrassment.”

“C’mon, baby. Cara Nicole Hunter doesn’t get embarrassed. She can do anything she sets her mind to.” Tangling her fingers with mine, I haul her into me, catching her against my chest. “You’re brave. Determined. Capable.” I drop a feather-soft kiss to her lips. “And you have me. I won’t let you fall.”

“Promise?”

“I’ve got you, Cara. Always.”

“I don’t like being scared,” she admits quietly, clutching my hand as I tow her slowly around the frozen lake. “It’s a foreign feeling.”

“Think of it more like letting go. There are some things we can’t do all on our own, and that’s all right. We hand the reins over to someone else, let them lead the way, and give up control. I know you’re out of your element right now”—I believe her exact words were if you ever catch me exercising for sport or fun, call the police; I’ve been kidnapped and/or blackmailed—“but you’re here, and I appreciate that.”

She’s quiet for a rare moment, and instead of reveling in the silence, I hate every second of it. “You’d be much better suited for someone like Olivia, you know. She loves sports, and hockey’s her favorite. She watches all your games and is always shouting at the TV like she understands what’s happening.”

“Olivia’s great,” I agree, “and I like her a lot.”

Cara’s grip on my hand loosens, and she drops her gaze. Looping an arm around her waist, I pull her flush against my chest, spinning us beneath the sun.

“But she’s not for me.” Hooking a finger under her chin, I bring her gaze to mine. “It doesn’t bother me that you don’t know anything about hockey, or that you’ve never played any sports. We don’t need to have all the same interests to be compatible. Do you know what does matter to me, though?”

I brush her golden waves over her shoulder, smiling at the Vipers beanie tucked over them, my number on the side even though she swore she’d never be caught dead in sportswear.

“That I’m extremely hot and funny?” she guesses.

“That you spent the last three weeks having your best friend teach you how to skate so that you could do this with me.”

Cara gasps. “She told you about that?”

“There may have been some videos. I especially loved the way you starfished on the ice and complained about how exerting physical effort for a man is beneath you.”

Groaning, she buries her face in my chest. “I hope you know how special you are. I swore I’d die a sport-virgin, and yet here I am, in my shoe-daggers, dangerously close to breaking a sweat, and I’m not even naked, which is the only time I ever break a sweat.”

“I love it when you’re naked and sweating.”

“I know you do. That’s the reason I’ve been taking three showers a day.”

I huff a laugh, and Cara smiles, tasting it from my lips. So I’m a little insatiable. I can’t help it; once is never enough when it comes to her body moving against mine.

The truth is, despite being on the road for a total of eleven of our twenty-one days together so far, I think I’ve had sex more times in these three weeks than I have in my life, and I was not celibate before Cara.

But it’s not the sex I’m insatiable for; it’s the woman. The way my heart pounds when she opens up the door, the way my blood simmers and my nerves settle the moment she’s in my arms. The way she tastes when she presses three simple words to my lips, three words I never knew I needed: I missed you.

We spend the next hour coasting around the lake, taking breaks every time Cara complains that the reflection of the sun on the glittering ice is the reason she can’t skate straight, and I get lost in the way that same sun dazzles in her eyes.

Finally, I gaze into the sky as the sun starts its descent, faint strokes of pink and orange that paint this beautiful day, and not a bit of me is ready for it to end.

Spinning Cara so her back is to me, I grip her hips and dip my mouth to her ear. “Think you’re ready for no-hands?”

“What? How about no fucking way? Are you insane? What if I fall?”

“Then I’ll pick you back up, and we’ll try again.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that, firefly.”

She sucks in a deep breath, looking up at the sky. “If there is a God, I’d like to first apologize for never praying. Secondly, I’d like to humbly request that some divine force keep me on my feet. Third, I think Emmett should treat my pussy like the Last Supper should I survive this.”

I snort a laugh. “I don’t think he’ll like that one, baby.”

“I’m an all-or-nothing kind of girl” is all she replies, and then she’s off. One shaky step at a time, legs wider than they should be, ass jutted backward, arms out wide like she’s searching for something to hang on to. “Oh my fuck,” she breathes out. “Emmett! Emmett, look at me! I’m doing it!”

“Fuck yeah, baby!” I holler across the lake. “You’re doing it!”

“I don’t know how to stop!” she shrieks, going all of two miles per hour as she approaches the pines at the edge of the lake. “I can’t stop! I’m going to die!”

“You’re doing great!”

She’s still shrieking, the sound bloodcurdling as it echoes across the lake, when she grabs hold of a branch that hangs out over the ice. She uses it to turn herself around, and pure joy explodes across her face as she heads back my way, reaching for me. “Did you see that? I turned myself around! I’m a skater! A professional! There’s never been anyone like me before!”

I catch her by the waist, spinning her around as she squeals with laughter. “There’s only one you,” I murmur, forehead pressed to hers as I set her back on her feet. “And somehow, in this whole world, you’re mine.”

Excitement dances in her eyes, giddy laughter bubbling in her chest. She opens her mouth, and the last thing I ever expected pours out of it. “There are five players and one goalie on the ice at all times for each team, unless there’s a penalty. When there’s a penalty for someone on your team, and you have to try to stop the other team from scoring, it’s called a penalty kill. When the other team has a penalty, it’s called a power play. A hat trick is when you score three times in the same game, which you did three games ago in Florida. You also punched someone that game, which got you a major penalty, which is five minutes, and it was so hot I—”

“I love you.”

Her gaze snaps to mine. “What?”

“I love you, Cara. And I don’t care that it’s only been three weeks, and maybe you think I’m a little crazy. I’ve been crazy since the day I took one look at you and told myself you were it for me, and I’ll be crazy for the rest of my life, because there’s nothing sane about the way I love you.”

Cara’s eyes bounce between mine, like she’s seeing every word, tasting them, searching for the hidden meaning. There is none. She’s mine. She owns me, my heart, my soul, every goddamn thought, and I don’t care if it doesn’t make sense. I’m just going to pray to God that she feels the same way.

“Watch the shoe-daggers,” she breathes out, and before I can ask her what she means, she leaps at my chest. Tosses her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. Claims my mouth with hers as my hands go to her ass, holding her to me while I taste all her unspoken words from her tongue.

But then she gives me those too.

“I love you too, Emmett.”
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8 WILL THE FUCKERY NEVER END? Cara

“JUST TO BE CLEAR, WE CAN have sex after this, right? As many times as we want?”

I look up at my husband, at the cold sweat that breaks out across his forehead, at the trembling hand he uses to swipe the stray droplet from his temple. It could be that he’s nervous about the procedure, but I doubt it. My man is all quiet confidence, the steady hand at the small of my back, strong arms that circle me, pulling me into his chest and holding me just right—tight enough to remind me I’m not alone, loose enough to give me the space to move when I’m ready.

No, my man isn’t nervous right now, as he stands at my side, fingers threaded through mine, eyes roaming my bare legs where they’re exposed beneath the sheet on the examination table. My man is an addict, suffering all the telltale symptoms of withdrawal.

Can’t blame him, really. When the pussy is this good, a day without it is like a day in the desert without water.

“You can participate in sexual activities,” Nurse Sheila says cautiously from the sink where she’s washing her hands.

“You keep saying ‘sexual activities,’ but I wanna know specifically if we can have sex. Like, penis-in-vagina sex.”

I shut my eyes. “Penis in vagina. What are you, ten?”

“Well, she’s dancing around the question! How about I be really clear? Nurse Cockbl—uh, Sheila, when we go down to the parking lot after this, can I put my wife in the backseat and fuck her until you hear her scream my name all the way up here?”

Sheila’s cheeks burn bright red. “Uh, well, I think, um… sex in public places is an offense, I’m pretty sure.”

“Right. Okay. Well, then, let’s say I drive her all the way home because I can definitely wait that long,”—he winks at me, mouthing backseat, baby—“get her upstairs, woo her with some sweet, soft kisses, some slow foreplay before we round third base…” He braces his hands out in front of him, brows hiked, like he’s preparing himself for the answer. “Can I slide home and blow my load in my wife today?”

Sheila’s wide eyes come to me. For what, I don’t know. Help? She’s not going to get it from me. I’m so horny, I contemplated masturbating with a cucumber yesterday when I was prepping a salad for dinner. It was the only thing in the house comparable to Sir Tom, the Pussy Slayer.

That’s Emmett’s cock, in case that wasn’t clear.

I gesture with my hand for her to answer. “My man asked a question.”

“Yes, Mr. Brodie. You may take your wife home and, um…” She looks at her feet. “Blow your load inside her. Sex following the procedure can increase your chances of success. The more sperm, the better.”

“Oh, excellent.” Emmett hooks his foot around the little stool behind him, wheeling it over so he can sink down to it. Grasping my hand in both of his, he brings it to his grinning mouth, peppering it in kisses. “Let’s make a baby, baby.”



I’M A SELF-MADE WOMAN. I built myself from the ground up. The confidence, the sarcasm, the brains, the fucking power. I own it, every bit of myself, and I’m damn proud of the woman I’ve grown into.

But there’s one thing somebody else gave me, and that’s my impeccable fashion sense.

I pull the pink dress off the hanger in my walk-in closet, slipping into it. The tag is still attached, because this dress is 100 percent going back to the store next week, but I’ll let my grandma have her moment.

“Oh, mon cœur, no.” She shakes her head, and I stifle my laugh.

“No, Mémère? Are you sure?” I zip the dress, running my fingers over the empire waist before doing a twirl.

Her blue eyes watch me from my iPad, her mouth scrunching in disgust. “It’s horrible, Cara. You have a tiny waist and beautiful hips. Show it off, mon cœur. Something fitted.”

Letting the dress fall to the ground, I reach for the floral number, smiling to myself when she gasps.

“No. Try the blue one.”

I slip into the dusty-blue chiffon dress, warming when Emmett appears behind me in the mirror, leaning in the doorframe, dressed in fitted black pants and a white button-up, fixing on his bow tie. Mémère’s gaze slides to him, white brows lifting.

“Very handsome, young man. If I were fifty years younger…”

“Watch out, lady.” I smooth my hands over the A-line waist, the boning in the top that makes my boobs look at least two sizes bigger. “You may be my grandmother, and I love you, but I will fight for my man.”

She chuckles, a soft, familiar sound that warms me from the toes up. “Beautiful,” she murmurs, eyes narrowed as she looks me over. “Accentuates your waist wonderfully, but brings a lot of attention to your breasts. I’m not convinced that’s where you want attention today.”

“No,” I agree, already pulling it off. I reach for my favorite, slinky satin in a gorgeous sage green, with a high slit on my left thigh that draws attention to the ruching pulling in my waist.

Emmett straightens from the doorway, and the air in the closet turns thick as he steps into me. Tension coils low in my belly as he sweeps my hair over my shoulder and trails a single sizzling finger down my bare back, all the way to the dip where he loves to place his palm, hold me down while he’s moving ruthlessly inside me, reminding me who I belong to.

He winds the satin strings around his hands before pulling, tightening the dress around my waist as he laces it up. Roguish eyes come to mine in the mirror, and his hands grip my hips before gliding up over my waist, settling on my belly, pulling me into his heat.

“This is it,” he murmurs against my ear. “Right, Mémère? The only way this woman gets any more impeccable is if she ditches the dress altogether.” His lips touch my jaw. “And it’s not our wedding, so I don’t think that’s allowed.”

“Ça alors.” My grandma fans her face. “I can feel the heat all the way over here in Montreal.”

I fight to keep the smile on my face, but my heart falls at that last word. Emmett links our fingers together, squeezing gently. “You’re not in Montreal anymore, Mémère. Remember? You moved into a nursing home in Ottawa three years ago, to be closer to Mom and Dad.”

“Hm?” Her eyes glaze over as she runs the tip of her red-painted nail over her lips. She looks down, fiddles with the yellow-gold, emerald-cut diamond ring on her left hand, the one Pépère gave her when they were only seventeen. “Cara, mon cœur, you and Emmett must come visit this Christmas. Montreal just sparkles in the winter, darling. Remember how much you used to love going to the Christmas market? Pépère would carry you on his shoulders for hours. He’d love to take you for a hot chocolate at La Fontaine Park again, like when you were little.” Her gaze moves over us in a slow sweep, and she cocks her head. “Cara, qui est ce bel homme avec toi?”

I don’t have the heart to be the bearer of bad news today, the one who reminds my grandma that her husband passed away five years ago. Instead, I answer her question, even though it kills me every time she forgets who my husband is. “Emmett est mon mari, Mémère. We got married over two years ago. You and I danced to Natalie Cole together.”

Her eyes light. “ ‘This Will Be’? That was my wedding song, you know.”

A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. “Oui. I know.”

Her gaze falls to her diamond ring again, and she twists it around her finger before she murmurs a quiet, “I miss him.” She looks up, gasping when she sees me. “Oh, Cara. Look at you, mon cœur! Utterly exquisite. Do a spin for me, darling.”

She oohs and aahs while I put on my show, tossing my hair over my shoulder, posing in the doorway. She claps and giggles when Emmett twirls me and then, with his hand on my lower back, dips me, the tip of his nose rubbing against mine.

“Bravo! Bravo!” She clasps her hands beneath her chin. “And Emmett, as handsome as the day we met. I swear, if I were younger…”

“Stop trying to steal my husband, Mémère.”

“Well, you know what I always say. A good man can’t be stolen. He knows who his heart belongs to, and no amount of promises of backflips on his cock will have him straying.”

Emmett snickers against my lips. “Nobody backflips on my cock but you, baby.”

“Just as well,” my grandma says on a sigh. “I’d break a hip. Can’t get down and dirty the way your granddad and I used to back in the day, Cara. One time, after dinner at his parents’, he took me ’round back. Ripped my dress open and held his hand over my mouth while he slid inside me beneath the stars. I could hear his mother on the other side of the kitchen window, droning on and on about how she couldn’t wait for him to get sick of me.” She checks her fingernails. “Seems he never did get sick of me. Must’ve been all those backflips I did on his cock. What now, Dianne, connard?”

I choke out a laugh, carrying Mémère with me to the bathroom as Emmett howls with laughter.

He claps a hand to my ass, bending to kiss my cheek. “The guys are out front with the limo. I gotta go. See you later?”

I lift my lips to his. “Love you.”

“Love you too, firefly. And you, Mémère,” he adds, crowding my back as he reaches above me, scrawling a message across the mirror. I’d marry you over and over again, every day for the rest of my life. “Watch over my wife until I’ve got her in my arms again.”

“Oh, Cara,” she murmurs as he disappears. “That man is head over heels for you. It’s rare in life that you find someone so in tune with you, who loves you exactly the way you need to be loved. And you’ve found it.”

“I’m one of the lucky ones.”

It’s never been lost on me. Emmett might have been the one that forced us together, but I’ve been hanging on with all my might since. My heart hasn’t been mine since the day we met. Now, it wanders around outside my body, and that’s as powerful as it is terrifying.

Mémère watches me as I style my hair with long, thick waves, put the finishing touches on my makeup. She tells me about her own wedding, a story I know by heart but never get tired of. How her mom cried her eyes out when her dad walked her down the aisle, how they ate her grandma’s famous tourtière and danced under the stars, where she told Pépère he was going to be a father.

“How is that going for you, darling?”

I sweep my lipstick over my lips, rolling them together as I avoid her gaze. “How is what going?”

She’s quiet for a moment, and when I look at her, there’s a heaviness in her eyes. “I wish you wouldn’t hide your heartache, Cara.”

Hanging my head, I sweep my hair over my shoulder, twirling the tube of lipstick between my fingers. “Our first IUI was twelve days ago. I had my bloodwork this morning to see if I’m… to see if we’re…” My hand goes to my stomach. Butterflies dance there, as they’ve been doing for the last twelve days, since I walked out of that sterile office after having my husband’s exceptional sperm shot up my vagina. Something just feels so good, so right, and I can’t explain it. “We haven’t gotten the results yet.”

“Will they call you? To tell you?”

I shake my head. “Email.”

Mémère’s nose scrunches. “Seems impersonal.”

“I’m not getting my hopes up.” My hopes are in outer space. “It’s a special day, and I don’t want anything to take away from it. Emmett and I are going to wait ’til tomorrow morning to read the email.”

She smiles, soft and warm, and I want to crawl through my iPad and hug her, soak up her love, every ounce of her strength. “You two will be wonderful parents when your time comes.” Clasping her hands beneath her chin, she watches as I step back, slipping into my champagne heels and showing her the finished look. “One thing I never forget.” She taps her temple. “How beautiful my granddaughter is. Like she was plucked straight from heaven.”

“I come from a long line of angels.”

“You sure do, darling. Now get going. You’ve been planning this wedding for months. While my usual motto is always late but worth the wait—”

“I can’t be late. Not for this.”

“Je t’aime, mon cœur.”

“Je t’aime, Mémère.”

I put down my iPad, leaning on the counter as I stare down at my phone, and the little red bubble that tells me I have an unread email. There’s a single pregnancy test in the cabinet that’s calling my name, and I open the door, looking at it. I refuse to buy more than one at a time. One says I’m hopeful that’s all I’ll need. But a whole box? A whole box says we’ll be at this for a while.

I’m not supposed to test. That’s what most of the hopeful parents say on the forum, anyway. Because urine tests aren’t anywhere near as sensitive as blood draws to measure your hCG.

Don’t torture yourself, they say, and I’m not about to, so I point at the test and say, “Shut your mouth, bitch,” before slamming the cabinet and hightailing it to the hall.



I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN.

I should have known that at an event I so meticulously crafted, the single thing I delegated to the boys would be the thing that fucks this entire wedding up.

They had one job.

One fucking job.

“What are you doing?”

The boys stop what they’re doing. Or, more accurately, they freeze. Then, slowly, like deer caught in headlights, their eyes rise to me, wide, terrified.

Jaxon gulps, his hands slowly moving to cover his junk, like he’s afraid he’s about to lose it. Garrett sidesteps away from the mess, then slowly backs away, hiding himself behind Adam, whose hands slowly rise above his head. Emmett opens his mouth, seems to think better of it, and shuts it again. Good boy.

But Carter? Carter doesn’t think better of it. “We’re doing what you asked, duh. Getting the gender reveal ready.” His gaze meets mine, and his brain must finally set off those alarms in his pretty head. “Nothing,” he rushes out, then drops the pile of small balloons from his arms so he can hide his hands behind his back. The balloons hit the walkway at his feet, sending a spray of pink and blue water up around us. It splatters on Carter’s white shirt, the colors blending into a pretty shade of periwinkle I’d appreciate more in literally any scenario other than this one. Carter looks down at his shirt, swallows, and looks back to me. “Nothing,” he whispers again.

Honestly, it’s my fault. When the bride wondered about doing a gender reveal during their wedding reception, I vehemently agreed. I should have never expected the boys to be able to handle not one, but two monumental occasions in the same day.

“Please tell me your gender reveal idea wasn’t to make a giant mess at Adam and Rosie’s wedding.” I grip my hips, peeking around the corner of the house into the backyard. Rosie is busy with the rest of the girls, dancing with the kids. “If a splash of that gets on Rosie’s gorgeous dress, I will personally see to it that none of you are ever able to reproduce again.” I take in his colorful shirt once more, sighing. “And why are there blue and pink balloons?”

Carter frowns. “What do you mean? It’s a gender reveal.”

“Exactly right, Carter; it’s a gender reveal. How do you reveal the gender of one baby when you have balloons filled with blue, and balloons filled with pink?”

His jaw dangles. “Oh, shit.” He snaps his mouth closed. “No. I mean, what? No, yeah, for sure, and that’s why we actually have a, uh… a… a…”

“A mega balloon?” Adam offers, brows raised while he waits to see if I approve. “One giant balloon that the guys are gonna fill with the right color, and set aside.” He looks to his friends, nodding. “Right, guys?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Uh-huh, that’s it.”

“For sure. That’s for sure what the plan was.”

If I roll my eyes any harder, someone will need to collect them off the ground. “And you!” I point at Adam. “You allowed this?”

“I—I—I…” His scared eyes ping around the yard for an excuse. He points at Carter. “It was his idea!”

Carter guffaws, throwing his arms above his head. “Oh, sure. Every time we get in trouble, suddenly the bad idea was mine!” When Garrett snickers, Carter shoves a finger in his face. “Your idea was confetti bombs filled with confetti dicks in pink or blue!”

Jaxon chuckles. “Confetti dicks at a wedding. You’re such a donkey.”

Garrett jabs his shoulder. “Better than your idea, you douchewaffle.”

“What’s wrong with a little pyrotechnics?”

“Oh, I dunno.” Garrett gets in Jaxon’s face, bumping his chest against his. “Maybe the fact that this house backs onto a fucking forest, and I’m not interested in being arrested on arson charges.”

“I guess it’s a good thing we have a million water balloons, then,” Jaxon mutters, right before he picks one up, squashing it over Garrett’s blond head.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I mutter as blue water drenches his face, his shirt. My eyes roll to the sky, and I cross my arms over my chest, tapping my finger on my bicep as I wait for the inevitable. “Five, four, three…”

All five boys collide in a fury of flailing limbs, battle cries echoing as balloons fly and bodies dive. Every head in the yard turns to watch the commotion, and for the life of me, I can’t bring myself to look for Rosie, to see the horror and disappointment in her eyes.

I storm over to Deacon and Bev, Adam’s parents, and Holly, Carter and Jennie’s mom, standing next to Axel, the team’s general manager and Holly’s boyfriend. “You. All of you. You’re in charge of these… these… these things.”

Holly sips at her tequila sunrise, shaking her head adamantly. “Nope. Not me. Carter did not get that behavior from me.”

Axel cuts her a disbelieving glance. “Holly, angel, you’re not fooling anyone with that line.” He tips his beer back. “Cara, I’d love to help you, but I’m off the clock. Further”—he points out Emmett with his beer bottle, and I watch as my man leaps on Jaxon’s back—“you married him. He’s your problem.”

I sweep my arms out, wide eyes directed at Deacon and Bev. “Adam’s supposed to be the brains of this group.”

Deacon grins as Adam pins a shrieking Garrett to the ground. “Get him, Adam!”

Groaning, I toss my arms in the air. “Must I do everything myself?” I storm my way across the yard, thumb and finger in my mouth as I whistle. “Hey! Children!”

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a flash of white. My stomach dips with dread.

“Rosie! No!”

Soft green eyes come to mine, lighting with alarm, and she skids to a halt.

But it’s too late.

I watch in utter horror as Carter scoops up a particularly loaded balloon right before he hurls himself onto Adam’s back, arm around his neck. Adam hollers, spinning, trying to toss Carter off his back.

It happens in slow motion. Carter’s grip loosens as Adam bucks one last time. The balloon soars through the air, and all sixty sets of eyes in this backyard follow its path as it heads straight for…

“No!” I shriek, running faster than I ever thought I would, arms out wide. I dive in front of Rosie, but I’m a split second too early.

I skid across the grass as the balloon hits Rosie square in the stomach, splattering her pristine ivory dress in bubblegum pink.

The boys fall to a heaving pile on the grass as I scramble to my feet, speechless, truly, for the first time in my life.

Rosie stands there with her arms wide, looking down at her once white dress, on her wedding day. The boys have the good sense to look downright ashamed, petrified for their lives as they stand.

“Rosie…” Adam whispers, approaching her slowly, his expression drenched in despair as she scoops up a stray balloon, looking from it to him. “I’m so sor—”

His words die as Rosie slaps the balloon on top of his head, and a river of blue runs down his face, soaking his shirt. He looks down at himself, then back to his new wife.

Rosie picks up another balloon, tossing it in the air, catching it, eyes hooked on Carter. A slow grin spreads across her face, the sparkle in her eyes now pure mischief. “You’re next, Beckett.”

The party erupts, chairs scraping against the stone patio as everyone jumps to their feet. The backyard fills with the sound of shrieking laughter, and balloons fly across the yard, painting it with color. The tightness in my chest eases as I take in the sight of the people I love most in this world letting go, letting themselves be kids again.

Emmett steps in front of me, and like always, when I look at him, everything else fades away. He strolls toward me, heated gaze sweeping over me as he bites back that mischievous smile.

“Don’t you dare come near me,” I threaten quietly. “This dress was twelve hundred dollars, and I plan on wearing it again. My ass looks fantastic in it.”

“It does. Your tits too. And those legs?” He lets out a low whistle, slowly closing the distance between us. “Been dying to wrap them around my neck all fucking night, firefly.” His fingers dip beneath the slit in my dress, his palm scraping up the back of my thigh where he grasps my bare ass. “What if I told you I ordered a replacement the second I walked out of our bedroom earlier?” His grip on my ass tightens as he jerks me against his chest, free hand coming up to cup my cheek, tilt my mouth to his. “Because I planned on ruining this dress tonight, one way or another.”

“First smart decision you’ve made all day,” I whisper against his lips, and suddenly his mouth is on mine, my legs around his waist moments before we’re in the air, and then the pool. I cling to him as we’re submerged, and when we break the surface, coming up for air beneath the setting sun, the streaks of purple, pink, and orange that paint the sky, when Emmett steals the laughter right from my mouth, everything in this world is right and good.

“Excuse me,” Carter calls across the yard, ambling into the middle of it, dragging Adam and Rosie behind him, Connor and Lily clutching their hands. He gestures at them, at their perfect, beautiful family, the lot of them covered in pink and blue, a mottled mess of periwinkle. “We accidentally used all the water balloons before we could get to the gender reveal. Luckily, I always come prepared with a backup plan.”

He hands Rosie a small tube, whispering something in her ear. She looks to Adam, to the kids jumping up and down at her side. Then, she aims the tube at the sky and pulls.

A burst of bright pink smoke rains down around them, and the party erupts all over again.

“Congratulations,” Carter says with a smile as Adam sweeps Rosie into his arms, tears running down both their faces as their lips meet for a long kiss. “It’s a girl.”



HAVE YOU EVER HAD THAT crash that comes after the high?

You spend the day soaking up the light, the laughter, the love, the same way you soak up the sunshine. A beautiful day that seems to last forever, but as everything begins to grow quiet, you take a moment to look around and realize, at some point, the day is ending, and it’s nearly here.

The crash.

Mine starts as the party dies down. As the guests disappear one by one. As sleeping kids are scooped into strong arms, carried upstairs, and tucked in for the night. As I look around the firepit and see the faces of my family, buzzing with quiet happiness as they soak in the glow of such a perfect, beautiful day.

The grip I have on my mental steering wheel loosens as I watch Adam reach over, caressing Rosie’s belly beneath his palm.

My foot presses against the gas as Carter stops on his way back from the bathroom to kneel at Olivia’s feet, pressing a whispered Daddy loves you against her belly.

And when the four of them talk animatedly about the milestones their babies will reach together, how they’ll be best friends from the moment they’re born… that’s when I close my eyes. Lose sight of the road.

“Where you going?” Emmett asks softly, catching my hand as I slip off his lap, draped in his sweats.

“To the bathroom. Be right back.” I drop a kiss to his cheek and turn away before he can snag my gaze and see everything I can’t name, all the things I don’t want to feel.

In the bathroom, I pat cool water on my face, breathing through the tightness in my chest, the exhaustion that’s been nagging at me, begging for my attention.

I don’t know how to ignore it anymore, and that scares me.

I make my way through the house, standing at the counter in the dark of the kitchen as I sip a glass of water, watching my friends through the window, their smiles illuminated by the glow of the fire.

There’s a weight in the pocket of the sweatpants I wear, heavy against my thigh. I snake my hand inside, cradling my phone in my palm as my heartbeat races and patters.

I tell myself I’m not going to look at the phone, but it finds its way out of my pocket anyway, face up on the counter, staring at me.

A swipe of my finger, and something sick and anxious swirls in my stomach as I stare down at my inbox, the subject line that reads Pregnancy Results.

I curl my fingernails into my palms as I fight with myself, tell myself I have more self-control than this. That I can’t let this, this journey, all the heartache so far, change me. That I won’t.

But as I reach to lock my phone, the tremor of my hand catches me off guard. This hand isn’t supposed to shake. I’m not supposed to shake.

Maybe that’s why I jab my finger against the email before I can change my mind. Before I can talk myself out of it.

I wish I’d talked myself out of it.

My throat seizes as my eyes fly over the words that feel a lot more like a sentence, a lifetime one for a crime I didn’t commit.

Tears gather in my burning eyes without my permission, and I shake my head, like I can shake them away. I can’t, though, and when the patio door slides open and Emmett slips inside, it feels like my chest cracks wide open.

He stops before me, not paying any mind to the phone in my hand, the screen now black.

“You looked,” he says gently.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, the words hoarse as Emmett’s face blurs.

His hand closes over mine, pulling the phone from my grasp, tucking it in his pocket. He takes my face in his hands, midnight eyes dancing with agony as he watches tears free-fall down my cheeks. “Never apologize. Not for this.”

He presses a kiss to my lips and my hand to his heart, and I feel it, the way he loves me, the depth of it. Infinite.

But then he pulls back, his eyes glossy. He blinks, and a single tear drips from both eyes, carving his pain into his face. Pain I put there.

I let go of the steering wheel.

And I crash.
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9 HER, IN MY WINDOW SEAT Emmett

Three and a half years ago: Am I unhinged or in love?

EVERY FAMILY HAS THAT ONE person who’s a little unhinged, a little off their rocker. And if you don’t know who that person is in your family, then I hate to tell you this, but it’s you.

One thing’s for sure, though: it had never, not ever, been me. Not in the family I was born into, and not in my hockey family.

And then I met Cara.

I can’t take my eyes off her. Literally, I can’t. I think about her all the time. I can’t stop talking about her. I’m planning a goddamn wedding, and we’ve been together two months.

I’m obsessed. I’m unhinged.

The scariest part? I don’t have a single fuck to give.

“Emmett? Are you listening to me?”

Not a fucking chance. “Uh-huh.”

“Really? Because you haven’t looked at this once.” She taps the journal laid out on the café table between us and rolls her eyes, picking up her latte so she can sip it. “It’s almost like you only asked me to help you house hunt to humor me, not because you actually want my input.”

“That’s not true.” It really isn’t, but it sounds like a lie, because I’m distracted and my stare has only moved between her eyes and her lips for the last twenty minutes while Cara’s been showing me all the work she put into finding the perfect house for us.

Uh, me. The perfect house for me. Not us. Yeah, definitely.

Cara holds my gaze for a moment, color dotting her cheeks, before she closes her binder, fingers spreading wide, almost like she wants to protect it, or maybe hide it.

“Did I do too much?” The words are quiet, and she clears her throat as she slides the binder off the table, starts packing it in her bag. “I love decorating. And planning. I’ve got a Pinterest board dedicated to every room in my dream home, what I’d use it for, how I’d furnish it…” She waves a hand through the air before lifting her mug to her mouth again, and I don’t think she’s ever gone this long without meeting my eyes. “I get carried away easily. If you want me to hang back from the viewings while you go ahead with the Realtor, that’s—”

“Not okay. That’s not what I want. And no, you didn’t do too much. Well, maybe, but only because this is incredible and so fucking detailed and you should definitely be getting paid for this level of work.”

A smile pulls at her mouth. “Believe that might be considered prostitution, Mr. Brodie.”

I clasp her hand in mine, holding it on the table between us. “There’s no one else I want to house hunt with, Cara. If I seem distracted, it’s because I spent hours going through this binder last night when I got home and found you passed out on the couch with it. I looked at every picture, every listing, all your scribbled notes about paint palettes and furniture. You thought of everything, firefly, and I promise you, I noticed every damn detail.”

There’s that color again, rosy and vibrant as it paints her cheeks. “Which one is your favorite?”

I hold my hand out until Cara deposits her binder there, and flip to the fourth section, a pink tab with an address written in perfect handwriting. I tap on the photo of the four-bedroom modern Victorian in North Vancouver, skirting the bottom of Mount Fromme.

Cara squeals, slapping her hands down on the binder. “Mine too!”

I figured, because this section has nearly twice as many pages as the others, like she couldn’t stop herself from imagining what life would look like there, planning a future. A future with me. And as we pull up to the house in North Vancouver twenty minutes later, I can’t help but picture it too.

I look to Cara. “I’m nervous. Is that weird?”

Cara waves me off. “Psssh. You gotta manifest, Emmett. This house is going to be perfect.” She taps the space between my eyes. “Manifest, baby.”

The front door swings open, and an older woman with a massive grin steps out. “Cara! Welcome! And is this the lucky man?”

“The luckiest,” I say, shaking her hand as we step inside. We slip out of our shoes, and I step behind Cara, sliding her coat down her arms, my mouth at her ear. “Gonna manifest you naked and cuffed to my bed later, begging for me to finally let you come.”

“Oh, baby.” Her soft hand glides over my jaw, and she sweeps a feather-soft kiss across my lips. “I don’t beg, but you do.”

The Realtor, Erika, who Cara’s done two events for, shows us through every room once, then twice. When Cara starts her third lap, I hang behind to chat through some important details with Erika, like closing dates and seven-figure numbers. After a quick phone call with the sellers, Erika graciously and eagerly agrees to give Cara and me an hour alone.

I find my queen upstairs in the front bedroom, standing at the oversized bay window.

“It’s stunning,” she whispers with awe, fingers drifting over the intricately carved wood trim, the built-in bookshelves.

“You love this window.”

She stopped in front of it on the two tours before this, just staring silently.

A soft smile touches her lips. “Mémère had one, with big, gorgeous bookshelves surrounding it just like this. She told me a million times how Pépère built the shelves himself, which I thought was funny. He built the whole house himself.” That smile falls just a bit, the corners turned down with the weight of her memories. “It was my favorite place in the whole house. We had afternoon tea there after school each day, and on days I slept over, Pépère would sit with me in the window, read me one bedtime story after another. He would always say it was the last one, but he was never able to say no to me.”

“Can’t imagine that,” I murmur, snaking my arm around her waist, pressing a kiss to her hair.

“When I finally let him put the books away, we’d look up at the stars, and he’d sing me ‘Twinkle Twinkle.’ He always said that if his sky only had three stars, they’d be Mémère, my mom, and me, and that would be all he’d need.” A lone tear skates down her cheek, and she swipes it away so fast I nearly wonder if it was real. “Anyway.” She nods, lower lip sliding between her teeth. “Yeah, this is my favorite room.”

“What would you use it for?”

“What would I use it for? Um…” She walks around the room like she’s looking for inspiration, but the binder in my hand tells me she already found it. “Well, you could use it for, um… a trophy room.”

“Mmm. Pass.”

“Gaming room slash office? Desk over there, cozy but sleek recliners over there, and—”

“Nah. What else you got?”

Color blooms in her cheeks. “Well, if you have kids—”

“If we have kids,” I correct, and she in no way succeeds at hiding her grin.

“If we have kids—”

“When we have kids,” I correct again, and she rolls her eyes, knocking me in the arm.

“When we have kids… a nursery. Shelves filled with all the books we’ll read them, sitting in the window, where the sun will shine through each morning and kiss their cheeks, where all the stars will dance above them night after night. We’ll sing songs and we’ll dance and we’ll laugh and we’ll grow. And when we put them to bed each night—”

I catch her around the waist as she spins around the room, hauling her against my chest, cupping her cheek as my thumb moves over her lower lip. “I’ll tell them that if the only stars in my sky were them and their mama, that would be all I need.”

Cara tosses her arms around my neck, fingers sinking into my hair. “Keep talking like that, and Erika’s gonna walk in on us practicing making babies.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time.”

She giggles, capturing my mouth with a slow kiss, and I just go for it, blurting out my next words instead of overthinking them. “I bought the house.”

“You…” She releases me, eyes wide. “What?”

“I bought the house.”

“When?”

“Uh, like, ten minutes ago, when I handed Erika a check for the deposit.”

“Emmett, you… I…” Her mouth closes, then opens again. Closes. Opens. Closes, and she shakes her head, a breathtaking smile splitting her cheeks as she launches herself at me, hugging me tight. “Congratulations, baby. You’re a homeowner!”

“Thanks. Congratulations to you too, firefly.”

Slowly, she slips down my body. “What?”

“Yeah, five weeks before we move in.” I give her a gentle nudge in the shoulder. “You gonna be able to pack up all those clothes and shoes on such short notice?”
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10 THE PUSSY POUNDER 5000 NEEDS NEW BATTERIES Emmett

MY DICK IS GOING TO FALL OFF, and you know what’s not helping? Sitting in a chair made for a fucking child, in a house also made for a child. My boys are squished together like a set of conjoined twins; I don’t know where one starts and the other begins.

“More tea, Uncle Emmett?”

“Please.” I hold my miniature teacup out to Lily, grimacing as I shift in my seat. Her smile falters as she fills me up with chocolate milk. I hold my pinky straight out like she taught me, lifting it to my lips.

“No!” Connor grips my wrist, shaking his head frantically, eyes wide. “You hafta blow, Unca Em. It hot.”

“Oh, right. I forgot.”

“Like dis.” He blows at my cold chocolate milk, then pats my knee with a grin. “Now.”

“Thanks, buddy.” I take a sip. “Mmmm. So good. Thanks, Lil.”

A loud blow sounds from my left, and I look at Jaxon across the table in the playhouse, staring down at Ireland, his shirt fisted in her teensy hand as she hangs onto him for balance, yanking him forward while she blows into his teacup, except her thoughtful gesture comes with a hint of saliva.

“Ohhh, yummy…” Jaxon grimaces, then smiles down at Ireland, patting her head. “Thanks, princess.”

She shoves the teacup toward his mouth. “Dink!”

“Ha,” Garrett snorts. “She just called you a dink.”

“She was clearly saying drink,” Jaxon argues, forced to choke down his spit-milk tea.

“Cookies!” Carter turns toward us from the wooden stove, wearing a chef’s hat that scrapes the ceiling, a way-too-small apron with flowers patched onto it, pink-checkered oven mitts that hold a tray, and a grin nearly as proud as the one he wore the day Ireland was born. He places the tray of cookies down in front of us. “My specialty.”

I look at the cookies, then back at him. “It’s just Oreos.”

“Just Oreos?” He scoffs, tearing off his oven mitts and tossing them down on the table. “I literally toil away in the kitchen for you to say it’s just Oreos?”

I aim my wide eyes down at my teacup as Carter starts plating his concoctions. It is just an Oreo, topped with a smear of cookie butter and one of those mini brownies you get in a batch in a paper bag at the grocery store.

He narrows his eyes at me, holding my cookie concoction hostage.

I roll my eyes. “Thank you for toiling away in the kitchen, making us this beautiful dessert for our tea party.”

“And?”

“I appreciate you.”

He sticks his nose up. “Thank you.” He slips my cookie onto a scalloped daisy plate, handing it to me, and I devour it in one bite, washing it down with more chocolate milk, wincing when my sore cock rubs against my thigh.

Lily frowns at me. “Why do you keep making that face? Is the chocolate milk bad?”

I sigh, scrubbing my tired eyes. “No, me and Cara have just been fuck—” Slamming my jaw shut, my gaze slides to Adam. He shakes his head, a fierce look in his eyes. For all the time we spend with kids, I’m still struggling to get a handle on my language. “Me and Auntie Cara have been trying really hard to have a baby, and I’m a little tired.”

That’s putting it lightly. We’ve always had an extremely physical relationship. But the last month and a half, aside from the five days from hell, the sex has been nonstop. Anything to increase our chances, Cara says, and I agree, but Jesus, my dick is so sensitive from all the rounds that I came in my goddamn pants when she was grinding on me on the couch last night. Cara laughed it off like it wasn’t a big deal, but I saw her on her little cycle-tracking app later, marking down an x instead of a checkmark next to the box that asked if we had sex.

Lily cocks her head. “Is your body tired, or your brain?”

I pause at the question no one’s ever asked me before. “Both, honestly.”

“It sounds like you need a mental health day.” She slides her cookie onto my plate. “Here, you can have mine. It might help. Mommy says we have to take care of our brains too, same as we take care of our body.” She places her little hand on top of mine. “You need to do the stuff that makes you happy.”

“Auntie Cara makes me happy,” I tell her softly. “And you. Our whole family makes me happy.”

Lily smiles, a flush creeping into her cheeks. She tucks her hair behind her ears, eyes flitting to Adam before she clears her throat. “How come some people can’t have babies?”

The guys all look up at me, and Adam opens his mouth, like he’s not sure if he should redirect Lily’s question. But Lily is smart, observant, and extremely empathetic, even at six years old. Her questions stem from curiosity and a desire to fix things, even if they settle a bit like a weight on my chest.

“I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “Sometimes there’s no real reason; our bodies just work a little differently.”

“And Auntie Cara’s works a little differently? Will the medicine help?”

“I hope so. She would be a really, really great mom.”

Lily grins. “Really great. And you’d be a really great daddy too, you know.”

The weight on my chest eases. “You think so?”

“Uh-huh.” She giggles as Ireland throws herself into my lap, holding onto my neck as she stuffs my cookie in her mouth. “You’re the best uncle.”

“Hey!” Jaxon sweeps his arms out. “I’m right here!”

Garrett opens his outraged mouth, and Carter is already on his feet, tearing off his apron. Lily rolls her eyes, quieting them before they can get a word out. “Oh, shush. You guys are a bunch of big babies. You’re all my favorites, but Uncle Emmett’s brain needs to hear it most today.”

I squeeze her hand. “Thanks, Lil.” I grin at the rest of them as they mutter out their apologies. “I’m Lily’s faaavorite, I’m Lily’s faaavorite,” I sing.

A cookie ricochets off my forehead, and when it falls to the floor, Carter gasps, throwing himself across the crammed playhouse.

“Not the Oreos!” He lands with a thud, scowling as he holds up the broken cookie. “Who threw it?”

Garrett points at Jaxon, and Jaxon points at Garrett.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” I say, chest puffed as I stand, back bent to keep my head from hammering off the ceiling. “It wasn’t me. ’Cause I’m Lily’s favorite.”

Carter hooks a foot around my ankle, tugging, and I fall to the ground, where a game of slapsies promptly ensues.

“Hey!”

We pause at the holler, looking up at Rosie, standing in the doorway, fists on her hips.

“What in the world is going on in here?”

I point at Carter and he points at me. “He started it!”

“Out!” She jabs her finger toward the grass. “Everyone out! This is a sacred space!”

Stepping outside and smiling, I plop a kiss on Lily’s, Connor’s, and Ireland’s heads. I finish with Rosie, a quick peck on the cheek. “I’m sorry for fighting in your playhouse.”

She squints at me, all the softness that makes her who she is seeping through when she waves me off. “Get out of here. Cara dropped me off five minutes ago. She’ll be home by now.”

I salute the guys with two fingers to my forehead before heading for the gate.

Adam’s voice stops me before I can get there. “Hey, Em? Hold up a sec.”

I turn back to them. “Yeah?”

“We’re here for you,” Carter says.

“And Cara,” Jaxon adds.

Garrett nods. “Always.”

I smile. “I know.”

Truthfully, I do. This isn’t a group of guys who deals with things all alone, or keeps things bottled up. We talk shit through. All of it. We show up for each other day in and day out. That’s what makes us family.

And when I’m sitting in a restaurant two hours later, surrounded by my mom and brothers, I can’t help but think that, sometimes, the family you choose shows up for you more than the family you’re born into.

“I just don’t get it,” my mom says, shaking her head as she twirls spaghetti around her fork. “When I was your age, I’d already had all four of you. Naturally,” she adds, waving her fork around. “I didn’t need all that science.”

I clear my throat, hand tightening on Cara’s thigh beneath the table as I sip my beer. “Science is good. It’s really cool, all the different innovations they have nowadays for people trying to get pregnant. Helps a lot of people become parents.”

“I don’t think it’s all that unnatural, what we’re doing,” Cara adds. “We want to be parents; we’ve tried the usual route, and now we’re trying another.”

“Well,” my mom starts with a chuckle, “it’s science, honey. So it’s not natural.”

“She’s talking about the instinct, Mom. The desire to want to have kids, to do what you need to do to get there. It’s natural.”

“Okay, okay.” She holds up her hands in surrender before tasting her wine. “I can tell it’s a sore spot for you. You’re lucky your dad’s not here. He’d have your head spinning about all this science and babies talk.”

“You’re right; I am lucky. At least I have a chance of enjoying my meal without him shoving insults down my throat.” I don’t realize I’m gritting my teeth until Cara’s hand slides over mine. I release a breath, rolling my shoulders, and focus on my meal.

No one’s ever gotten away with talking back to our mom except me, and I didn’t have the courage to start until I met Cara. My mother is one of those people who presents herself as well-mannered and friendly, but then delivers everything with backhanded compliments and passive-aggressive comments. My dad, though? Passive-aggressive isn’t in his vocabulary. Just plain old aggressive. Part of the reason I pushed myself so hard at hockey in high school was so I could create a life for myself outside of them, get away before I could follow in their footsteps.

Craig, the oldest after me, slings his arm around Sasha, his latest girlfriend. “Are you sure you’re doing it right? Maybe you just need to have more sex.” He winks at Sasha. “Works for some people.”

Sasha giggle-snorts, swatting his arm. She has three kids from two previous relationships, and the only reason I think it’s a little odd is that Craig has always been adamant about never wanting kids. She reaches over the table, squeezing Cara’s hand. “Oh, sweetie, don’t listen to him. I’m one of those people who are just, like, super fertile. I didn’t try for a single one of my kids. All three of ’em were accidents.” She winks, holding a finger to her lips and tilting her head toward her boys, currently fighting over a bag of Goldfish. “Don’t tell them. Hell, I was on the pill and using condoms when I got pregnant with Harvey. Isn’t it wild that someone like me just winds up pregnant when I’m actively avoiding it, and someone like you, someone who’s chasing it, has such a hard time?”

Cara stabs her fork into her steak. “Wild.”

“You know what you need? A vacation. I bet you just need to relax. Get drunk, forget all about it. It worked for my friend. Tried for four months, everything under the sun. I said, ‘Marsha, honey, you need to just get away and take your mind off it.’ She did. Went to Florida, got drunk off her ass, came back knocked up.”

“A whole four months, huh?”

“Mhmm.” She chugs her wine, then hands it to Craig for a refill. “How long have you guys been trying?”

“Over two years.”

“Oh.” She blinks, slowly lowering her glass. “Which one of you is the issue?”

“What kind of a question is that?” I ask, shaking my head.

“Oh, I just mean… normally, it’s the sperm, or the eggs, or the uterus, or—”

“It’s me,” Cara says, and I hate that she keeps her eyes on her plate, that her voice is barely a whisper. I hate more than anything that her hand leaves mine, gently shifting it off her thigh before she folds hers together in her lap. She clears her throat, pasting a smile on her face as she looks up at Sasha, at my family. “I’m the issue. I have diminished ovarian reserve.”

“How do you get something like that?” my mom asks. She points at Cara with her fork. “I bet if you cleaned up your eating habits and stopped drinking—”

“Mom,” I growl.

“What? That couldn’t hurt. We didn’t have all these issues when we were growing up, and our generation was much healthier. None of this processed crap everyone’s eating now.”

I scrub my hands down my face. “Cara is perfectly healthy, which is why her diagnosis is so confusing. And anyway, she’s not the issue. We’re in this together.”

Cara looks up at me, a soft smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. She reaches over, lacing her fingers through mine, pulling my hand back to her lap.

“Have you ever thought about adoption?” Sasha asks.

Craig snaps his fingers and points at me. “Oh, yeah! Didn’t you guys do training, or whatever, to be foster parents?” He looks at Sasha, adding on a hush, “ ’Cause a couple of their friends have been in the foster system,” which is none of her or anyone else’s business, and neither is the way Cara and I decide to make a family.

“Our focus isn’t there right now,” I say firmly, squeezing Cara’s hand as I remember back to the beginning of this year when she and I quietly completed pre-service training as we watched Adam and Rosie begin their journey to adopt Lily.

“Maybe it should be,” Sasha says. “In fact, there’s so many kids in need of homes, you almost have to wonder if it’s irresponsible to undergo fertility treatments when you could open your home to a child in need.”

Cara hums, shoveling a forkful of salad into her mouth, following it with a gulp of wine. “When do you finalize your adoption, Sasha?”

Sasha’s brows rise. “Pardon me?”

“Your adoption. You are adopting, aren’t you? Since you think it’s so irresponsible to bring more children into the world when there are other children who need homes.” She holds Sasha’s gaze, chewing on a piece of steak. “Are you adopting just one? Perhaps you should do three, for all three of the kids you irresponsibly brought into the world.”

My youngest brother snorts a laugh, quickly covering it with a cough. I don’t bother to hide my grin, clamping my hand down on Cara’s thigh.

“Adoption isn’t necessary.” My mom tops off her wine, smiling at us above the rim. “Emmett’s sperm are just fine.”



MY WIFE IS MANY THINGS.

She’s sure and steady. Someone I can depend on. She’s confident in her abilities and brave in the face of things that would have most people hiding. She’s loyal, outspoken, honest even when it’s hard to hear, and the best friend I could ever ask for.

And she is not quiet.

In the garage, I open the passenger door, offering her my hand. She takes it with a smile that doesn’t light her eyes, and as I look down at her hand, the way it disappears in mine, I’m reminded that although she’s brave and strong and confident, she’s also human. A prisoner to the thoughts that sometimes eat at her, just like the rest of us. A heart so big it feels too much. Someone who second-guesses herself only when she’s taking on the weight of someone else’s struggle, when she feels like she’s failing them. Fragile, even in her toughest moments, just like the rest of us. Human.

I lead her inside and over to the stairs, guiding her down to the steps. Crouching between her legs, I take her pink heel in my hand, gliding it off her foot before I move to the other.

“Thank you,” she says with a look as soft as her smile.

I brace my hands on either side of her, hovering above her. “You’re welcome.” My mouth drops to hers, and I swallow her sigh. “What do you feel like doing tonight? It’s still early.”

“I’m tired,” she admits, cupping my face as she presses her forehead to mine. “Take me to bed?”

“Your wish is my command, my queen.” I scoop her into my arms, winding her long legs around my waist. I take the stairs slowly, because holding her like this, her cheek on my shoulder, hand splayed over my heart, makes me feel like I’m doing something right in this world. There’s something special, something rewarding, about being someone’s safe place—when the strongest person you know trusts you enough to hand over their struggle for a minute or two. Lets you hold it. Take care of it.

I set her on her feet in the bedroom and slowly work her silk skirt over her hips until it drops on the floor. Running the tip of my finger up her spine, I watch as her blushing skin dots with goose bumps.

“Lift your arms, firefly,” I whisper against her ear, dragging her cropped tank top up, pulling it over her head.

“I don’t want to take my needle,” she murmurs as she watches me head to the mini fridge in our closet, pulling out the case with her medication.

“I know, baby.” Back into my arms she goes, until I set her on the edge of the bathroom counter. “I’ll be quick and gentle, and I’ll hold you after.”

She takes her lower lip between her teeth, the slight tremble in her chin pulling at my heart as she watches me clean a spot on her torso. I ready the needle, checking for bubbles, twisting it to the right dose. When I look back to Cara, her eyes are squeezed shut.

“Hey.” I cup her face, sweeping my thumb over her cheekbone until her lashes flutter, gaze coming to mine. “I got you, sweetheart.”

She nods, and I crouch between her legs, pinching her skin gently between my fingers, depressing the needle, holding her gaze as she sucks in a shuddering breath.

“Your grace, even when the person receiving it doesn’t deserve it.” I kiss the top of her thigh, feeling the way Cara softens below me, same as she always does when I’m giving her five reasons I love her. “Your smart mouth when you put them in their place.”

A soft snicker. “I do love putting people in their place.”

“I’m not sure they’d ever find it without you.”

I pull the needle out, ditching the tip in the sharps bin and gently massaging her skin as I give her three more reasons. “Your devotion to your friends, your determination even in the face of struggle, and the way you love me, so perfectly I feel it every second of the day.” She cradles my head in her hand as I press a kiss to the spot on her stomach. “You did so good, baby.”

“Will it ever get easier?” Cara asks as she laces her fingers through mine, following me to bed.

“The needle? I think you’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t want to,” she admits quietly as I glide her panties down her legs, peel her bra off before she crawls under the covers. “If I get used to it, it means I’m still taking it. And if I’m still taking it…” Uneasy blue eyes slip away from me as I slide into bed next to her, and she swallows, fidgeting with the hem of the blanket.

“Look at me, Care. This isn’t easy, I know. That’s okay. The only thing that’s come easy in my life is loving you. I’d spend the rest of my life fighting, as long as it’s you I’m fighting for.”

Tired eyes move between mine, like she’s looking for the lie, but she won’t find it.

“I love you,” she tells me, the words quiet but so damn sure as she twists into me, slides her soft hand along my jaw, brings my lips to hers.

“There is nothing in this world I love the way I love you,” I promise as I cover her body with mine, gripping her waist as she moves below me, my fingers sliding into her silky hair, gathering it in my fist as I drag my mouth down her throat, painting her collarbone in wet kisses. I flick my tongue over one taut nipple before tugging it gently between my teeth as she arches against me.

“F-u-u-uck,” she rasps as I suck her nipple into my mouth, lavishing it in attention before moving to the next, dipping my hand between her thighs. I pull her wetness to her clit, circling it as she moans, my cock hard and pressed against her hip.

“What do you want, baby? Tell me.”

“You. Your cock. I want you slow and hard, so deep I feel you when you’re gone.” She threads her fingers through my hair, yanking my face back to hers, where she devours my mouth, her tongue lapping at mine. “Fuck me, Emmett. Love me. Please.”

“You know you don’t need to ask so nicely. There’s nothing I love doing more than loving you.”

She gasps, hips lifting as I sink inside her, slow and deep, just how she wants it tonight. Fingertips press into my jaw, bringing my mouth down to hers. “You do it so well.”

“Only thing I was made for.”

My palm scrapes up her thigh as she wraps her legs around my waist, rocking against me as I drive myself as deep as I can. My grip bites into her hips, keeping her where I want her as I drag the pad of my thumb across her luscious lips—pink, wet, begging to be tasted, ravished. I push her hair off her face so I can see all of her, and she turns her cheek into my hand, like she needs the touch. Needs me.

We don’t have many nights like this—nights when we stoke the fire slowly, when I get to take my time, savor every second, every sound she makes, and the way she feels moving against me as we take each other higher and higher. Cara and I, we love like it’s a race. Like we’re about to be torn apart. It’s hard and fast, feral and savage, and I love every second of it.

But this? The way she clings to my shoulders, ragged breath dusting my collarbone, my neck… The feel of her thighs squeezing me tighter, like she can’t bear to have any space between us… Those fucking eyes, bluer than the sky and just as vulnerable, coming to life like a fireworks show as they stare up at me… Fuck, there’s nothing better than this.

“You’re so beautiful,” I murmur as she climbs higher, fingernails biting into my biceps. “Strong. Fierce.” Her walls squeeze, pulling my cock deeper as her back arches. My palm glides over her throat, a gentle grip that brings her lust-drunk gaze back to mine as I pound inside her. “Mine.”

She cries out as she comes, yanking my mouth down to hers so I can swallow the sound. I do, eager and greedy as I drive myself inside her, over and over, deeper and deeper, reaching between us to stroke her clit, pull one more orgasm from her as a shudder rolls down my spine and I empty myself inside her.

We spend the next fifteen minutes beneath the warm spray of the shower, where I run my hands all over her, work her favorite shampoo through her long locks, smile as she shapes the hair on top of my head into a mohawk and massages her favorite cleanser into my face. When we’re back in bed, I pull her against my chest, curling around her, my hand sliding over her belly.

Cara pulls my palm to her lips, pressing a kiss there, along with her soft words. “I don’t want you to go away next week. I’m not ready to start saying goodbye to you again.”

I blow out a tired laugh, because not a single day has passed since knowing Cara when I’ve ever felt ready to say goodbye, no matter how temporary. And every time summer comes to an end and a new hockey season creeps onto the horizon, I have a harder time convincing myself I’m doing the right thing.

There’s still nine days before I climb on that first plane, but with the way our preseason schedule is looking, chances are, I won’t be here when the results of our second IUI come in, and I’ve never wanted to stay home more.

“I’m never ready to say goodbye to you, Care. Think about retiring every season just so I don’t have to be away from you.”

“You do not,” she scoffs, and the playful way she wiggles her ass against my cock makes me smile, because every moment she’s not feeling like herself makes me hurt for her.

“I do. You’re the only thing in this world I love more than hockey, and you win by a fucking landslide.”

She sighs, a quiet, content sound, as she pulls my hand to her belly and snuggles into me. “You’re my landslide, Emmett. Everything I thought I knew fell to my feet when our worlds collided. Then we rebuilt a world together, and I finally understood why good things needed to end so something so much more beautiful could be built in their place.”

She grips my hand in hers, and I feel the desperation, right there along with the hope, when she tells me, “I hope we can build something beautiful from this too.”



I’M ON MY SECOND ROUND of preseason road trips, my third day in a row playing phone tag with Cara, but my seventh day out of the last nine. It sucks as much as I remembered it; even the string of wins and the three goals I’ve scored already can’t change that.

The only thing that makes any of this worth it is my friends, the way they so effortlessly make everything feel lighter. I’m not someone who craves alone time. Instead, I thrive when I’m surrounded by the people I love, but I guess that’s what happens when you’re lucky enough to love the people I do.

“It’s nine in the morning. Don’t you think it’s a little early for Oreos?”

Carter looks up from the table in our hotel suite, where he’s currently spreading edible cookie dough on top of an Oreo. He tops it with a second Oreo, then smooshes one of those bite-sized brownies onto it, and—unbelievably—finishes with a third Oreo. “It’s never too early for Oreos, Em.” He holds up his creation, beaming with pride, oddly reminiscent of the time he presented Ireland to us for the first time. “Hey, Len. Take a picture of me. Make sure it looks sexy.” He snickers. “Not that that’s hard.”

Lennon sighs, peeling herself off Jaxon’s lap and grabbing her camera from her bag. “Sometimes I hate being your resident photographer.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Carter climbs onto his bed, sprawling on his side, cheek propped on his fist while Lennon snaps photo after photo. “I imagine it’s hard being subjected to this much beauty on a regular basis.”

Lennon snorts as she transfers the photos to her phone and shoots them off to Carter. He stuffs the monstrosity into his mouth—all of it, somehow—moaning, then starts tapping at his phone.

“What are you doing?” I ask while shooting off a text to Cara. Her bloodwork was first thing this morning, and I missed her call while I was in the shower. I’m pissed off, mostly at myself, because she hates needles and I wasn’t there to talk her through it, not even on the phone. “Besides eating two thousand calories in a single bite.”

“Hey, Ollie’s eating for three, therefore I’m also eating for three. I’m nothing if not supportive.” He stops tapping on his phone, smirking. “No, wait. I’m eating for four. Me, the babies, and Ollie, if you catch my drift.” He waggles his irritating brows. “Her pussy, in case it wasn’t clear.”

“It was crystal fucking clear,” Adam tells him with a sigh.

“ ’Kay, cause you never know with you guys. Sometimes things just go right over your heads. Anyway, I’m uploading my picture and tagging Oreo.”

I navigate to Instagram, refreshing my feed until a photo of Carter appears, way more provocative than any picture of a thirty-year-old man needs to be while he’s eating a cookie in bed.

World’s sexiest DILF with the world’s sexiest cookie. Just one of many ideas I have for new flavors. @oreo hit me up for more #oreo #sponsorme #loveme #chooseme #considerme

Lennon sips her iced latte. “Why would they sponsor you of all people?”

I point at her. “Million-dollar question, Len.”

“Name someone who shouts about Oreos more than me, Lennon. I’ll wait.” Carter blinks rather aggressively, then cocks his head. “Just as I thought. You can’t, can you? Besides”—he shows us his phone screen, scrolling through an excessive note entitled Carter’s Brilliant Ideas for Oreo Partnership—“they’re gonna wanna see this. This is probably a million bucks in ideas right here. And it’s not like I want much. Just a lifetime supply of Oreos, my own cookie flavor, and a cookie with my face on it.”

“Not asking much at all,” Garrett mutters.

“Hey, if you don’t shoot for the stars, you’ll never land on the moon.” He points at us. “Think that’s an Einstein quote.”

“Norman Peale,” Adam says on a sigh, running his fingers through his curls. “And you butchered it.”

I pat Carter’s head as I head for the bathroom. “A-plus for effort, bud.”

I’m closing the door as a phone vibrates, and Lennon calls out for me. “Em, it’s Care! Want me to get it?”

I burst from the bathroom, diving across my bed and grabbing my phone from Lennon’s hand. Everyone piles around me, smiles on as I answer the FaceTime request and pray this bed can hold the weight of six adults, five of whom are bulky professional athletes.

“Hi, baby,” I say with a grin as everyone sings out a greeting for Cara.

Except she’s on the floor in the hallway, back pressed to the wall, knees pulled to her chest.

I slip off the now-quiet bed, walking toward the door as Cara’s red-rimmed eyes rise to mine. My throat knots, my chest pulling taut. I know the answer. I know it by the way my stomach sinks like lead. Yet I still ask. “No?”

She shakes her head, a single tear dripping slowly down her cheek, another piece of her heart being torn from her hands.

“No.”
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11 ALL DRESSED IN WHITE Cara

Two and a half years ago: Happy birthday; here’s my hand in marriage

“THEY’RE GONNA FUCK.”

“Of course they’re gonna fuck, Emmett!” I round on him the second we step onto Carter’s front porch, locking his door behind us. “You think I don’t know that? I saw the look in Ollie’s eyes! Hungry for cock, that’s what that look said!” I make to angry-stomp my way to the Uber waiting in the driveway, but my heel slips on the last step, and I shriek. “Emmett! I’m going down!”

He snicker-snorts—he’s drunk as fuck—but manages to catch me with an arm around the waist. Instead of putting me back on my feet, he hoists me up to his armpit, carrying me like a fucking basketball to the car, where he stuffs me in the backseat and climbs in behind me.

“They’re gonna fuck in the bed, they’re gonna fuck in the shower, they’re gonna fuck on the balcony.” I tick each location off on my fingers, and Emmett watches with the world’s loopiest grin, trying to catch each finger before I move on to the next. “They’re gonna fuck six ways to Sunday, and frankly, I’d be surprised if he’s not balls deep in my bestie right this second.” I cross my arms over my chest, knees bouncing. “Should I call them? I’m gonna call them.”

“Nooo.” Emmett wraps himself around me like a giant koala. “Leave them be. Let whatever happens happen. Let the chips fall where they may. Let—”

“I got it.”

“I kinda think they’d be good together,” Emmett murmurs, resting his head on my shoulder. “Don’t you?”

Do I think Carter Beckett, notorious womanizer, arrogant himbo, and Olivia Parker, innocent teacher, my best friend, angel, princess, would be good together?

I flop my head over, pouting at Emmett. “I really do.”

He snaps upright, eyes alight, hands clapping. “Right? She’d keep his ego in check and he’d entertain the fuck out of her!”

“He makes her laugh so much, doesn’t he? I love seeing her smile the way she does around him, and then the way she immediately gets all scared because she realizes he makes her happy but she’s supposed to hate him.”

“And he’s obsessed with her but pretends he can’t figure out why. Like, dude, you can’t stop thinking about her, you bought her a Christmas present, invited her to your house when you never have girls there, and she barely gives you the time of day, but you’re gonna pretend like you don’t have the biggest crush ever? Come on.”

“Emmett, I love Carter with all my heart, I really do, but that man does not have all his crayons in order.”

“Do you mean he’s not the brightest crayon in the box?”

“No, I’d never say that about someone,” I say with a scoff as I climb out of the Uber in our driveway, giving the driver a massive thank-you.

Emmett chuckles as he follows me to our front door.

“We’re gonna have to do so much damage control,” I whine as I stumble inside and collapse on the bench in our hallway. I simply cannot go on at the thought of it all.

Emmett crouches, chucking my heels off, then stands, throwing me over his shoulder in the process. It’s maybe not the best idea—I’ve had one or five too many tequila shots tonight, and my head was already spinning. Now I’m upside down, bobbing along while he trots up the stairs.

“Maybe everything will be fine,” Emmett suggests. “Maybe Carter will get his shit together for real and figure out how to be in a committed relationship, and maybe Ollie will give him a solid chance, and they’ll be patient with each other, and—”

I snort a laugh so loud, so obnoxious, Emmett has to stop on the stairs, lean on the wall, and cling to my ass as he shakes with laughter.

“I held them off from meeting for nearly an entire year,” I say with a pout as Emmett finally drops me on the bed, the two of us rolling around as we try to peel each other’s clothes off. “That’s a miracle in itself!”

“You did so good, baby.”

“It’s just, she’s my best friend, and he’s your best friend, and we need them to, like…” I make scissors with both hands, forcing them together.

Emmett lifts a brow. “Scissor?”

“Fit! Like two perfect puzzle pieces! They need to get along, and I’m afraid one or both of them is gonna fuck it up if they bang.” I collapse on the pillows, one hand over my forehead. “Should we call them?”

“No, baby. They’re adults. Let them figure it out. Plus, neither of them is gonna answer right now anyways. They’re definitely banging.” He props himself up above me on his elbows, dropping a kiss to the tip of my nose. “I just wanna fall asleep wrapped around you.”

I poke one bulging bicep. “How are you doing this right now? You drank so much I caught you, Garrett, and Adam sliding down the basement banister.”

He shifts all his weight to one arm, lifting his other so he can flex it. “Muscles for days, baby.”

I flop my limbs around like noodles. “I feel like a turtle who fell on her shell and can’t get up.”

“The most gorgeous, drunk turtle I’ve ever seen.” He sweeps the tip of his nose across mine before dropping a soft, slow kiss to my lips. “Let’s go to sleep, sweetheart.”

“But it’s your birthday.” I push my lower lip out as far as it goes. “I need to give you a birthday BJ.”

“You gave me a birthday BJ in Carter’s hallway closet an hour ago,” he reminds me.

“There’s no such thing as too many birthday BJs.”

Emmett laughs but rolls off me, tugging me into his side, where I wrap myself around his warm body. “Plenty of time for that after we get a few hours of sleep.”

Sliding my palm over his chest, I close my eyes as I listen to the rhythmic, happy beat of of his heart below my ear. It matches my own. “Happy birthday, baby.”

“Happy New Year, firefly. Last year was the best year of my life because I spent it with you. I can’t wait to spend all of them with you.”



MY FACE IS WARM WHEN I wake up, early morning sun streaming through the open blinds, kissing my skin. I’m a mess of limbs and tangled blankets as I roll over, reaching out to feel the other side of the bed. It’s empty, but it usually is. Emmett’s always been an early riser, something I’ve learned to love. How can I not, when at least three times a week my alarm is replaced by his head between my legs, coaxing me awake with the gentle lap of his tongue as he eats his most important meal of the day?

He seems to have skipped his meal this morning, but the smell of coffee nearby tells me he’s still taking care of me the way he likes to. I sit up, finding a steaming mug on my bedside table, next to a note.


Morning, firefly.

I met you a year ago today, on my birthday and New Year’s Day. A new year, but with you, it felt like a new beginning. I have almost every single thing I need and want in this life, except one thing. For my birthday, I’m going to take it. Enjoy your coffee, and then head to the closet to put on your pajamas.

P.S. You’re gorgeous when you sleep.



“What the fuck is this?” I mutter to myself, a giddy feeling brewing in my belly as I look from the note, to the coffee, to the closet. Honestly—and I never, ever say this, but—fuck the coffee. I take a sip—it’s perfect—then leap out of bed, dashing to the closet. Laid out over the plush round ottoman in the center of the room is a brand-new nightgown. I throw it on without hesitation, admiring the dusty-pink silk, the slit up the front of my right thigh, all the way to my hip, the champagne-colored lace lining the hem and the deep V of cleavage, the delicate straps that criss-cross over my back. There’s a matching robe, floor-length and gorgeous, and when I stick my hands in the pockets, I find another note.


Is it fucked-up that I thought about installing cameras in here while I was laying this out? The only thing I love more than watching you get dressed is you. Bet you didn’t even drink your coffee like I told you to, huh? You know bad girls get punished. In fact, you get punished so often, we have to keep toys in the kitchen so we’re always prepared when trouble arises.



I’m halfway out the door to our bedroom by the time I finish the last sentence, stopping short when I realize I haven’t brushed my teeth.

“Shit. Fuck. Stupid… morning breath…” I squirt out way too much toothpaste, shifting impatiently at the counter while I brush my teeth for two entire painstaking minutes. “Not today, floss,” I call over my shoulder, sliding into the hallway, footsteps thudding on the staircase. “Not today!”

I really, really wish I could stop and appreciate the gorgeous breakfast laid out on the kitchen table. Genuinely, I wish I could. Instead, I head straight for the drawer where we keep a handful of toys.

It started as a joke. We filled up our toy drawer in our bedroom the day we moved in, and needed a place for the rest. One day, I was moody and being a brat, as one does, and Emmett asked if I needed the attitude fucked out of me. I asked if he knew anyone who could do the job, and two minutes later he had me on the kitchen counter, my wrists tied to the cabinet handles behind my head, knees bent and feet propped up so I couldn’t move, spread wide right there in our kitchen, and he edged me for nearly two hours before I was allowed to come. I sobbed like a baby. It was life-altering.

Anyway, since I refused to limit my bratty activity to only the bedroom, Emmett joked that we should keep some toys in a drawer in the kitchen.

Could we have just bought a bigger drawer in the bedroom, you ask?

Mind your fucking business.

I yank open the drawer, gasping when I find it empty, save for a pair of white panties, a vibrating butt plug, white with a sparkling diamond on it, a white silk blindfold and several white silk ties, and another note.


I’ve been dying to see you all dressed in white, firefly.

Put on the panties, because I know you didn’t bother with any upstairs.

The rest? You can put it on after this. It’s all you’ll be wearing for my birthday.

You’re the only star in my sky, but I plan on filling your sky with stars today.

P.S. Sit your ass down and eat some breakfast.



Grumbling, I step into the panties before stomping over to the table, extra dramatic so he can hear me wherever he’s hiding. “I’m not even hungry!” I whine, but smile when I see the plate: two strawberry heart eyes, a pancake nose, two pieces of bacon for the smile, extra crispy, just the way I like it. A speech bubble is drawn with chocolate sauce, the words eat me coming from the bacon mouth. “Fine,” I mumble, swiping my charred bacon through the chocolate sauce. “But only ’cause you’re cute.”

I scarf down half my breakfast before hiking it back upstairs, expecting to find Emmett in the front bedroom, the one we plan to use as a nursery one day. He’s not there, though. It’s as empty as it’s always been, except right there on the bookshelf, beside the window where we’ll look up at the stars with our kids, is a book I’ve never seen before.

Something inside me changes, slowing. The butterflies are still there. But there’s a certain quiet in my head now, a calm that lets me hear my heart, the way it beats for Emmett, for this life we’re building together, for a future we’re turning into a reality.

Taking a seat in the window, I pull the book into my lap. My lower lip wobbles as I read through Look Up at the Stars, a story about a baby bear and his mother who go on an impossible journey up a mountain to catch a star, only to realize at the top that, even without the star, they already have everything they need at home. But it’s Emmett’s handwriting on the inside of the front cover, the note he’s written to a little soul we don’t know yet—that’s what does me in.


One day, you’ll be snuggled up in this window, staring up at the stars above.

Mama will hold you, singing to you about the way they shine like diamonds in the sky.

And I’ll stand back and watch you together, knowing with absolute certainty…

If you and your mama were the only stars in my sky,

That would be all I needed.

Love, Dada



As I’m swiping at the tears cascading down my cheeks, a note falls from the back of the book.


I knew this house was ours the first time I saw you standing at this window.

You looked out the window like you were looking at your future.

Like you were meant to be here, in this exact spot.

It was the same way I looked at you the first time I saw you.

The same way I always look at you.

Their journey started at the bottom of a mountain.

Ours started a year ago, but… humor me?



I tuck the note into my pocket and clutch the book to my chest, unwilling to put it down as I race down the stairs once again, through the hall and past the kitchen and living room, skidding to a stop at the door to our back patio. The base of Mount Fromme starts just beyond our backyard, a sea of lush green pines dusted in snow, a sight that’s never failed to leave me anything but breathless. But when I step into the cozy slippers waiting for me and slip out the door, it’s not the mountain in our backyard that stops me in my tracks.

It’s the mason jars that mark a path beneath the covered patio, each one filled with white roses and forget-me-nots in shades of sky blue and periwinkle. It’s the glowing candles set between each bouquet, warming me in the middle of winter. It’s the stone fireplace they lead to, the mantel covered in more of my favorite flowers, more candles. The cushions and blankets laid out in front of the roaring fire, inviting me to curl up there.

I’m suddenly aware that I’ve spent this entire time racing from one location to the next. That I haven’t slowed down, taken a moment to just… look around. Appreciate where I am right now, where life has taken me, who I’m spending it with. All the ways this man shows his love, bathes me in it day in and day out.

I breathe in the crisp air, damp with snow falling just ten feet away. I’ve always felt like I could breathe better here. Deeper. Felt like this place cleared my head in ways I didn’t realize I needed.

But maybe it was Emmett.

A deep breath. A clear head. A calm heart. A steady hand.

That’s always been him, hasn’t it?

I inch along the path of flowers and candles, stepping out of my slippers when I reach the end, feeling the warmth of the blankets below my feet as I stop in front of the fireplace, a final note resting on the mantel. My hands shake as I unfold it, and I laugh despite myself as tears run down my cheeks.


Cara,

I have so much to say. Endless thoughts I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to put into words.

I’ve thought about this moment for an entire year, and at the end of the day, what I really want to say is… thank you.

Thank you for taking a chance on me.

For opening your heart and letting me see it, learn it, and hold it. Taking care of it has been my greatest blessing.

Thank you for being willing to go to war for me.

For supporting me, seeing me, laughing with me, and crying with me. Because of you, I know what it feels like to be certain someone is always in your corner.

Thank you for taking my heart, for holding it gently, and keeping it safe. It’s felt at home every step of the way since I found you.

Thank you for showing me what it means to be brave. To be bold. To fight for what you want. I thought I was strong before you, but I know now: I’m strong because of you.

I am who I am because of you, Cara.

Because you love me in ways I didn’t know existed.

Because everything made sense the first time we kissed.

Because I found a home in your eyes, your arms, and your heart.

Because with your hand in mine, I can breathe.

How fucking lucky am I?



“Don’t cry, firefly.”

The note crumples in my hands as I gasp, spinning around to find Emmett on one knee, a champagne velvet ring box in his hands, a smile as soft as ever on his face.

“N-no!” I shout, swiping at the tears free-falling down my cheeks, soaking my new pajamas. “Don’t tell me what to do!”

“No? What about shaking? You’re doing a lot of that. Wanna stop that?”

I look down at my hands, my knees, the way everything trembles and wobbles like I’m my own earthquake. “I—I—I…” I shake my head and cry harder. “I don’t know how!”

Emmett chuckles, a beautiful sound as gentle as the snow falling around us. “Okay, baby,” he murmurs, taking my left hand in his right, bringing it to his lips, sweeping a kiss across my knuckles. When his blue eyes rise to mine, they’re red-rimmed and glossy.

“Oh nooo,” I wail, throwing my head back, stomping my feet. “I’m never gonna be able to stop if you start too!”

“That’s okay. I’ll yell this out if I need to.”

I make a sound, one part laugh, two parts snort-choke, then take a deep breath. “Go on.”

“I’m twenty-eight years old today, Cara, and I swear to God, my life didn’t begin until a year ago, when I met you. All I want to do is keep living it with you. Wake up slow, bask in how lucky, how grateful I am, that yours is the first face I get to see. Make eyes at each other in the bathroom mirror while we brush our teeth. Have coffee side by side at the kitchen counter, our elbows brushing. Laugh with you. Learn with you. Grow with you. Walk out into this world with your hand in mine so I can love you out loud. Crawl into bed with you each night so I can love you quiet.”

I slap at the tsunami of tears rushing down my face. Emmett doesn’t bother with his.

Instead, he sniffles, opening that velvet ring box, showing me the ring I asked for the day after we met.

Three-carat emerald-cut diamond with a hidden halo and pear-shaped accent stones set on white gold.

“I went four carats,” he murmurs through his tears. “You’re a four-carat kind of woman.”

I bark out a laugh, followed by more tears. “So true.”

Emmett pulls the ring from the box with a trembling hand. His eyes come to mine, bright and clear, an unwavering stare that quiets the thundering of my heart, and when he brings the ring to the tip of my finger, his hand is still.

“All I want to do is spend this life loving you. Marry me, Cara. Please.”
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12 IF THE BIRD SHITS, I’M OUT Cara

MOST PEOPLE WATCH SOMEONE’S FACE to get to know them. Study their expressions—if they look away when they say something, chew on their lip, flush. Me? I study their hands.

Do they fidget when they’re talking to someone new, or about something uncomfortable? Do they tap against the armrest when they’re forced to wait, or do they lace together as they lean forward, closer, patient while they listen? How steady is their hand when it’s pressed to your back or squeezing your shoulder?

I’ve learned a lot about people by watching their hands for a few mere moments, and right now, as I stare down at mine, at the tremor that seems to have gotten more violent with each day that passes in our third and final round of IUIs… mine are a fucking mess.

“How’s this one?”

I clasp my hands tightly in my lap, willing away the nerves I can’t shake, fixing a smile on my face as I look up at Rosie, standing in the fitting room. She’s beautiful, but then she always is. Her hair is longer than I’ve ever seen it, stunning honey waves with shimmering rose gold woven throughout, brushing her collarbone. She’s draped in mauve lace, a gorgeous dress with a plunging neckline and dropped sleeves, an empire waist that highlights her growing belly. Despite the feeling in my stomach, the way it seems to clench, the forced smile on my face melts away, replaced by one that’s nothing but genuine.

“You’re beautiful, Rosie.”

She smiles at me, bashful and pink-cheeked. “You think?”

I nod. “That’s the one, babe. And check out that rack. Adam’s gonna lose it.”

“Agreed,” Lennon sighs, looking longingly at Rosie’s belly. Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “No. I’m not ready for parenthood. Not yet.”

Jennie snorts a laugh. “Garrett caught Jaxon Googling cat with newborn photoshoot ideas the other week on the plane, so you might want to relay that to your husband.”

Lennon rolls her eyes. “I know. He discovered Pinterest during that research session, and now I can’t get him off the fucking app. Mittens isn’t ready to share the spotlight, though. Honestly, Jaxon isn’t ready to share the spotlight.” She frowns. “I don’t think I am either. I like being the center of his world.”

“That won’t change,” Olivia assures her, doing her little pregnancy waddle over to Rosie as she fawns over her dress. “I was afraid of that with Carter too. I know I whine sometimes about him being a little over the top—”

I fold my lips into my mouth, but my laugh slips out. “A little.”

“Okay, a lot over the top. But the truth is, I love being the object of his obsession. I remember watching him hold Ireland that first night, the way he couldn’t tear his eyes off her, like he couldn’t believe something as beautiful as her existed. It was such an overwhelming feeling for me. I fell so much more in love with him in that moment, and at the same time, I felt this strange feeling in my chest, a pang of jealousy, almost. That I wasn’t going to be his anymore.” She sniffles, turning her attention to Lennon. “Then he walked over to me with her in his arms, crawled onto the bed, and pulled me into his chest. ‘It feels like my heart got bigger,’ he said, ‘so I’d have enough room for both of you.’ ”

I sniff, forcing my constricted chest to inflate. “Jesus, that man really knows what to say sometimes, doesn’t he?”

“He puts his foot in his mouth more often than I can count, but he always shows up when it matters.” Olivia smiles. “Boys like ours don’t forget how to love us when our minis come along. They just figure out how to open their arms a little wider, because their world got bigger.”

I hang my head as a vision of my world dances in front of my eyes. There’s my family, my friends, each with their own growing brood. And there’s Emmett, hands tucked in his pockets, a broad grin on his face as he looks at me, like I’m the only thing he sees.

But then his gaze coasts behind him, and the smile on his face falters, dims slowly as he watches our friends with their kids. His eyes come back to mine, filled with a longing I feel so deeply, and he steps forward. His hands leave his pockets, and I try not to notice, but even in my head I feel the way one lands on my lower back. The way it trembles.

What if Emmett’s already opened his arms, a little extra space waiting for something precious to be tucked inside? What if I can’t ever fill it?

“Hey.” Olivia loops her arm through mine when we leave the shop ten minutes later. “How you doing?”

“Good. Great. I’m awesome.”

“Uh-huh. So, hey, do me a favor?”

“Of course.”

She smiles at me, everything saucy and knowing and all my best friend. “Cut the shit.”

I huff a laugh, squinting up at the sky. “Tired. My brain is just… tired.” I don’t know how else to explain the sheer exhaustion running rampant through me. I spend most of my days in my office lately, communicating with vendors, with clients, finalizing plans. I get out with the girls once a day for a gossip walk, which is mostly where we share all the ridiculous things our husbands are doing and I’m forced to exercise at the same time. Preseason games have ended, and Emmett’s been home for two weeks. Things are quiet, even the sex, and yet my mind is a fucking mess. Jumbled thoughts I can’t untangle, unfamiliar emotions I’m trying to get a grip on, and the icing on the cake: existential dread.

My life is a web of ovulation calendars and bloodwork. Injections that have left my torso mottled and bruised, and goopy fucking progesterone shots that leave me uncomfortable and my underwear wet all damn day. It’s overthinking every little pang, every flutter of butterflies in my stomach, Googling early pregnancy symptoms, scouring the online support groups, obsessing over vitamins, over every product I put onto my skin, swapping all our plastic Tupperware for glass and refusing receipts because of the BPA levels. It’s me, tearing my goddamn hair out, searching for an answer, trying anything, everything, in case it’s the one thing that makes a difference for me, because it worked for someone else.

I’m fucking exhausted, but the most exhausting thing by far? The grief that comes with each failed cycle, month after month, and the way I feel every ounce of hope leave my body. Just for me to manage to find a shred of it again the next month, to latch onto the idea of a miracle, battle against that giddy feeling vibrating through my body with each pregnancy test, like this really might be the time I get that extra pink line. Only to have all that hope torn from my grasp all over again.

Hope, in the face of infertility, is by far the most exhausting, isolating, soul-crushing emotion I have ever, ever felt.

And I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.

Olivia laces her fingers through mine, squeezing tenderly. “I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through, Care, but I want you to know that I see you. I see your strength, your determination in the face of your struggle, and I admire you. You don’t have to do it all, though, either. Like, this.” She gestures with her head back at Rosie, strolling alongside Lennon and Jennie as they talk about her upcoming baby shower, the one I insisted on throwing for her, the one she just bought that dress for. “If it’s too much, just say the word. Fuck, you don’t even have to say anything. Just blink twice, and I can take over.”

“It’s not too much.” It might be. It’s hard, at the very least. But Rosie never had a baby shower when she had Connor. Hell, she didn’t even have the father of her baby at the damn birth. She deserves to be showered, and I want her to always be sure of her place in this family. “I want to do it. For Rosie and Adam. I’ll be okay. But thank you for checking in.”

She studies me for a moment, then nods. “I’m here, though, okay? Lean on me. Lean on all of us. That’s what family is for, Care. You don’t have to do this by yourself.”

“Even if all you want is someone to sit next to you in silence,” Jennie adds quietly, stopping beside us at my car.

“Or if you need to scream,” Lennon says. “If you need to cry, and you want someone to cry with you.”

Rosie wraps her arms around me, and the rest of the girls follow. “We love you, Cara. You’ve always been our rock. Let us be yours.”

And I do. We stop off for lunch at a little café, and they sit there and listen to me as I talk about the needles, the early-morning cycle-monitoring appointments, and never-ending bloodwork. They don’t interrupt me, but they listen with their whole hearts, hands reaching out to squeeze mine, rest on my shoulder, or tug me into their side for a hug.

When we pull into my driveway later in the afternoon, I feel lighter, a little bit more like me, and it’s been so long since I’ve seen me, I almost don’t recognize myself.

The scene when we walk through the front door is… well, it is what it is, I guess, because these boys are who they are, and we chose them, or whatever.

Still, I drop my bag to my feet, strutting through the foyer, stopping at the edge of the living room, arms crossed over my chest as I take in this shitshow.

The shitshow is Garrett, on Emmett’s back, shrieking bloody murder, his face buried in my husband’s hair. Carter, rolling around on the kitchen floor, attempting to shield his face while Ireland and Connor beat him with the oven mitts they wear, so big they’re all the way up to their shoulders. Jaxon, arms out in front of him, running through the living room in a hideous crocheted vest with his name and number on the back.

What is he running from?

A sparrow, in my fucking living room.

“You should take a video,” Lily says to Adam, who’s lounging in a chair with her in his lap. “For Mommy and Auntie Cara and—”

“You’re right, sweetheart.” He aims his phone at the friends he chose as family. “The girls will want to see this, and we’ll want to rewatch it for years to come.”

“Holy fuck,” Olivia mutters, stopping beside me.

“Not the vest!” Jaxon screeches as the sparrow swoops, beak clacking at him. “Gran made this for me with her nimble angel fingers! It’s one of a kind!”

Lennon claps a hand to her face. “Not the nimble angel fingers.”

Jaxon throws himself to the floor, and Carter shrieks as the bird comes his way.

“Not the”—Ireland smacks him in the face with her oven mitt—“babies!” He grabs Connor and Ireland under his arms, charging into the dining room. “Take cover!”

“I can’t see!” Emmett hollers, spinning in a circle with Garrett’s arms wrapped around his entire face. “Garrett! Get off me! I can’t see!”

“Help!” Garrett screams as Emmett bucks him off his back. He lands with a thud on the floor, wide eyes fixed on the sparrow who seems to be looking right at him, flapping his wings in a rather aggressive way. He scrambles to his feet. “Help! Adam! Get it! Get it!”

Garrett makes a run for it as the tiny bird takes charge. Unfortunately, he doesn’t get very far.

He runs smack-dab into the patio door, ricocheting off it, landing with a pathetic moan.

Adam sighs, clicking his phone off. He and Lily head to the kitchen island, where the sparrow is perched on the back of a chair, preening. “C’mon, you,” he murmurs, scooping up the bird and opening the patio door. “Can’t have you destroying my team before our home-opener game.”

I step into the kitchen. “Anyone care to tell me why there was a bird in my house just now?”

All heads snap to me, and honestly, it’s kind of sweet they look so relieved.

Emmett scrambles toward me, a frazzled mess. “Care, baby, it was Carter.”

Garrett grabs Jennie against his chest. “I think I have a concussion. A blow job might help.”

Jaxon places his hand over his heaving chest, wide eyes on Lennon. “That fucker almost got Gran’s vest, Len. Her vest!”

“They won’t stop picking on me!” Carter hollers, running for Olivia, kids in tow.

Lily wraps her arms around Rosie’s waist. “Did you see me, Mommy? I saved the bird!”

Adam grins, rocking back on his heels. “Did you see me? I was the mature one.”

Lennon pulls out her phone. “Adam, I’m gonna need you to send me that video. That’s going on the Vipers’ socials immediately.”

The boys howl out their protest, and I head to the closet to find the disinfectant. A strong arm wraps around my waist, pulling me against a warm, broad chest.

“How was your day, beautiful?”

I tilt my head as Emmett showers my neck with kisses. “It was really nice.” Turning, I rest my hip against the doorframe, brow rising as my gaze coasts down the length of Emmett’s body, then back up.

“Well?” He waggles his brows. “What do you think?”

Jesus fuck, my man is on fire in his deep-green bespoke suit—the way it hugs his thick thighs, stretches across his chest just right.

I toss my arms around his neck. “I think I wanna sneak into the changeroom tonight, drop to my knees, and deepthroat your cock before I ride it into oblivion while screaming your name.”

A guttural sound rumbles in his chest, and something pokes my belly button as Emmett’s arms tighten around me. He presses me back into the closet, his hand coming up to grip the shelf above my head as his mouth captures mine. He yanks the door closed behind us before pushing his hand into my pants, two fingers sliding effortlessly inside my pussy. “Jesus,” he groans, tearing at his belt buckle.

“Emmett.” I giggle, pushing against him. He circles my clit, and my back arches. “We can’t,” I moan, rocking into him.

“Your pussy says differently, firefly.” He drags a hot, wet kiss up my throat, then buries his words against my lips. “Your pussy says you need my cock. Crave it. Beg to be filled with my cum.” He pulls out his cock, swiping it through my folds, an action we both watch through hooded, starved eyes. “I want my cum dripping out of this sweet little cunt while I’m on the ice tonight. Wanna look up at you and know you’re wet. Watch your thighs rub together and know you’re whining about how empty you feel without me.”

“Fuuuck.” I toss my head back as he starts pushing inside me, but then—“Wait.” I shake my head, palms on his chest as I push him backward. “We can’t. Today’s the start of five days, remember? You’re not allowed to cum.”

Emmett’s brow furrows before he groans. He reaches for me again. “It’s one day. It’ll be okay.”

“Em, no.” I giggle, swatting his hand way. “I don’t want to risk it. This is our last IUI. This might be it.”

He watches me for a moment before scrubbing his hands down his face. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. You’re right.” He tucks himself back into his pants before zipping up my jeans, gaze downcast and shoulders slumped.

I catch his hand as he turns for the door. “Hey. I’m sorry. I wish we could.”

His eyes soften, and he presses a kiss to my lips. “Nah, don’t be sorry, firefly. Sometimes all rational thought leaves my head when you’re involved. I got caught up. I’m sorry.”

We open the closet, and Lily stares up at us from the other side.

“What were you guys doing in the closet?”



LATER, WHEN THE BOYS AND Lennon have left, Olivia takes the kids to the living room, setting them up with some show about a blue dog with an Australian accent while they get decked out in their dads’ Vipers gear, and I spray down every single surface in my kitchen. Thankfully, there doesn’t seem to be any bird poop. That would simply be my undoing. We’d need to move, and I’d also need a vacation.

Footsteps thud on the stairs, and I glance up as Natasha comes waltzing down the hall with the vacuum in hand. She skids to a stop at the edge of the kitchen, eyes wide and on me. Or, more specifically, me cleaning.

“Are you well, Cara?”

Am I well? What the fuck? “Dandy, Tash. How are you?”

“Well, I got one of your thongs stuck in the vacuum. It was under the bed. You must have thrown it there.”

“Mmm. Nope, not me.”

“Well, it didn’t walk there.”

I smile as I scrub the kitchen island. “Emmett ditched it there when he peeled it off me last night.”

Natasha ignores me, tucking away the vacuum. “I’m going to the store to restock some of the cleaning supplies. Did you need anything else while I’m there?”

“No, I don’t think so.” I tap the counter, thinking. “Actually, could you grab me a pregnancy test?”

Natasha halts, wide eyes coming to me. “Are you—”

“I like to have one on hand each month. But just one, please.” I toss the paper towel in the trash, washing my hands in the sink. “Multiple tests feels like I’m betting against myself. If I have a Costco pack of twenty-four, my fucking uterus will probably take it as a challenge to use each one.” I don’t mean to say it out loud, but the mutter comes out anyway. It’s pretty much impossible to hide things from Natasha, given she’s in our space so often, but her being aware of our fertility issues doesn’t make it any easier to be vulnerable with her.

Rosie smiles softly at me from the living room. “It only takes one.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Natasha takes the cleaning spray from me, pausing to squeeze my arm in an uncharacteristically sweet gesture. “I can’t imagine how difficult it is to stay positive each month. To bet on yourself in the face of everything you’re going through. Your strength is really admirable, Cara.”

My first instinct is to be suspicious, but truthfully, I’m too tired. Giving people the benefit of the doubt is far less emotionally taxing. So I let the thoughtful words sink in, the corner of my mouth lifting just slightly. “Thanks, Natasha.”

Truthfully, she wasn’t always so bad. Emmett had hired her a handful of months before we met, and when I met her, it was clear she had a major crush on him. At first, she was kind, maybe even a touch overfriendly. But as the months wore on and it became clear I wasn’t just a passing distraction for Emmett, her attitude changed. She grew jealous, resentful of me, of the things I had that she wanted. And jealousy is a bitter, ugly thing.

I’ve been reminded of that a lot lately, watching my friends with their kids, with their growing baby bumps. I’ve experienced more jealousy in the last two years—and consequently more disappointment in myself—than I ever have in all my life.

Two hours later, when we’re at the arena and waiting for the boys to take the ice for warmups before their home-opening game, I’m still trying to shove the dirty feeling away, and that right there is why I try to rise above Natasha’s jealousy. She doesn’t want to feel this way—doesn’t understand why she does—and one day, hopefully, she’ll figure out how to move past it. Just like I’ll move past mine.

One day.

Hopefully.

“Ireland, baby, come on. Stand up, please.” Olivia straightens, huffing and swiping at her forehead, dotted with sweat. With two hands on her back, she arches and groans. “Mama can’t hold you right now. My back hurts.”

Ireland shrieks, kicking her feet on the floor, where she’s been sprawled out for the last three minutes.

“I need to sit, Ireland. You can sit with me, but Mama can’t stand and hold you.”

Another scream, more flailing limbs.

Olivia turns away, dragging a hand down her face as she breathes out an exhausted, overwhelmed chuckle. “Wants me to hold her, but I must be standing while I do it.” She rubs her tired eyes. “Make it make sense.”

“I want Dadaaa,” a wail breaks out from farther down the row, where Connor is slumped over in a chair, both reaching for Rosie and smacking her hands away.

Lily clings to her, face tucked into her neck as she sobs. “I—I—I d-don’t want Daddy to-to… go away for hockey again!”

“I know, sweetheart.” Rosie sighs, closing her eyes as she rubs Lily’s back, reaches for Connor’s hand just for him to shriek, his body contorting like a demon is being exorcised from it.

There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I turn to Craig, Emmett’s brother, grinning from his seat behind me. “See? Aren’t you glad you don’t have kids?”

Sasha, his girlfriend, rolls her eyes dramatically and nods, glancing to her kids, faces buried in their tablets. “Honestly, Cara, be thankful. Kids are the worst sometimes.”

Craig sinks back in his seat. “You have no idea how lucky you and Em are that you don’t have to deal with this.”

My heart pounds an angry beat, and bile rises in my stomach. I look around the arena, filled with kids. Kids buried in phones and tablets. Kids fighting over toys. Kids spilling their popcorn, refusing to sit, crying their eyes out on the ground.

And I’d kill for it.

I would legitimately trade it all, anything, to be able to feel my child grow from the inside out. To hold my entire world in my arms. To watch them flourish and explore, discover the things they love and chase them all day long until the stars dot the sky, when we can talk about our day and dream about tomorrow. To help them through the big, impossible feelings, learn together, and come out the other side, always. The good stuff comes with the hard stuff; that’s just the way life works. And I want the hard stuff just as much as I crave the good.

I’m not lucky. I’m desperate.

And yet as I watch a tear drip down Olivia’s cheek, as I watch Rosie struggle to keep it together, and even as I watch Sasha try, over and over, to coax her kids off their tablets, I know that their struggle is just as valid as mine.

“Hey, you.” I crouch, touching Ireland’s hand. “Feel like going for a walk?”

Ireland dries her eyes with teensy fists. “Walk?” She climbs to her feet, those irresistible Beckett dimples popping when she grins. “Walk! I walk! Mama?” She claps Olivia’s belly. “I walk!”

I take her hand in mine, smiling at Connor. “What about you, little trouble?”

Connor slips off his chair, taking my other hand. Lily lifts her face out of Rosie’s neck, sniffling. She slides down to her feet, fiddling with the hem of her dress.

“I could come with you,” she whispers. “In case you need help with Connor and Ireland.”

“Oh, thank God. I was hoping you’d come. Can I tell you a secret?” I beckon her closer, whispering, “I feel so much stronger when you’re around.”

Deep brown eyes light, pink dancing in her full cheeks. “Mommy says I’m super helpful, and being helpful can make other people feel stronger.”

You are an angel, Rosie mouths to me.

Olivia squeezes my arm, a grateful smile on her face. “Thank you.”

I smile at the old man three seats down, Carter and Jennie’s pseudo-grandpa, and the voice of wisdom every single person in this family of ours has needed at one point or another. “You coming too, handsome?”

Hank grins, working his way down the row, gripping Lily’s hand when she slips it into his. “You know I can’t resist time alone with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on—second only to my wife, rest her perfect soul.”

I snort, rolling my eyes. Hank is blind, and has been since he was fifteen. At well over eighty years old, that means this man hasn’t ever actually laid eyes on me. “My beauty transcends vision.”

“As it should. Because beauty comes from in here.” He taps on his heart, then his head. “And here. And you’ve got a beautiful heart and an equally beautiful brain. Emmett tells me you’re also, ah, what was it again?” He scratches his head. “The sexiest thing he’s ever seen. So sexy he sometimes watches you sleep because he’s afraid to close his eyes in case you disappear?”

I smile to myself as we make our way down to the players-only area.

We slip past the hallway where the locker rooms are, to the big, open space where the guys like to warm up. It’s empty, since they’re heading out on the ice soon, except right there in the corner, where one of our famous enforcers has our team photographer pinned to the wall.

“Unca Jax!” Connor shouts, racing over to them.

Lennon tears her mouth from Jaxon’s, but he grips a fistful of her spirals, pulling her back for one more kiss right before Connor collides with them, Ireland following.

“What?” Hank looks around. “What am I missing?”

Lily snickers from behind her hand. “Uncle Jaxon is kissing Auntie Len.”

Hank sighs. “Always miss the good stuff.”

I chuckle, shoving his arm as Jaxon and Lennon scoop the kids up, showering them with love. They’re going to be incredible parents one day. I swallow against the tightness in my throat. “The kids just needed to let off some steam for a few minutes. Figured it’d be empty here, but—”

“Lennon couldn’t resist all this.” Jaxon sighs theatrically, running a hand down his proud chest. “Who can blame her? Practically dragged me out here.”

Lennon rolls her eyes, pulling out her phone, reading a text. “Len, honey, where are you? Come kiss me, please. I’m nervous about the game. Please. Please. Please.” Her eyes rise to Jaxon’s as she recites the last of the message. “I’ll do that dance you like for you tonight.”

“Traitor,” he mutters, tossing Lily up on his shoulders, Ireland clinging to his neck, Connor’s hand tucked into his as they start down the hall. “C’mon. Let’s go give your dads a good-luck kiss before the game.”

I cross my arms over my chest, looking around the space as they leave, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. Hank gives me about thirty seconds of quiet before he dives in, which is his way. He’s been in Carter and Jennie’s lives for nearly ten years, since the day their dad passed. The day I met him, he became a permanent fixture in mine as well. He has a way of seeing past all the bullshit, digging to the bottom of something you’ve been keeping buried.

“I’m not going to ask if you want to talk about it, because your answer will be no. You’ll keep it inside, because you’re supposed to be the strong one.”

A chuckle leaves my mouth, lacking all humor as I scuff at the floor with the toe of my green Louboutins. “I’ve never been on the receiving end of your sage wisdom.”

He shrugs. “You’ve never needed it.”

I smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes. Instead, they burn, and I aim them at the ceiling, willing away the feeling that wants to drown me, the weakness I can barely fight anymore, pulling me deeper toward a person I don’t know. A person I don’t want to become. “They said we should be thankful we don’t have kids.”

He nods. “They did.”

“That we’re lucky we don’t have to deal with them.”

“Excuse my language, Cara—you know I don’t like to curse in front of pretty women—but I do believe they’re absolute fucking morons.”

A choked laugh escapes. Before I can stop myself, the words I’ve been dying to scream at the sky, day after day, leave my lips, a tortured whisper that burns my throat. “Why? Why me? Why us?”

Something inside me pulls taut, and I clutch at my chest, right where it hurts, desperate to hold it together.

“Why doesn’t my body work?” A single tear escapes with that one, peeling its way down my cheek. I swat it away, furious at myself. “What am I doing wrong?”

Hank’s hands find mine, clasping them tightly. He can’t see more than a shadow of me, I know, and yet the way his eyes move over my face, the pain that shines so genuinely there, it convinces me he sees it all.

“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Hank tells me with gentle certainty. “Not a thing, Cara. You hear me? It’s not the answer you’re looking for, I know, but sometimes these things just happen. There’s no rhyme or reason, and that’s harder than if there was, because you spend your days chasing an answer you’ll never get. It’ll tear you up. Break you. Did for my sweet Ireland, anyway,” he adds, the words soft and sad as his thoughts turn to his late wife, the one the teensiest Beckett is named after.

“I thought you were child-free by choice.”

Hank smiles. “I’m afraid not. Chased it for years, parenthood. Almost got there once.” His chin trembles, just slightly. “Lost the pregnancy at twenty-one weeks. A sweet, beautiful boy.”

“Oh, Hank.” I wind my arms around him, but it’s him who holds me. And there in his arms, the arms of someone else who’s been through it, who knows the heartache… that’s where I start to breathe again. I don’t want him to hurt, and I hate that he did, but in this moment, I feel a little bit less alone. “I’m so sorry.”

“I wonder, still, how our life would have been different. I would have done anything to fix my wife’s broken heart, and it feels like a crime that this world never saw a mini version of her. But I have my family. And you? Those boys back there, you ladies that keep me young, those kids… well, I wouldn’t trade you in for anything. You’re the family Ireland and I dreamed of, and I believe she gave me all of you when she passed.”

“Hank, what the fuck?” I sob, swatting at my cheeks, rubbing at the mascara beneath my eyes. “My makeup was on point tonight.”

“You don’t need makeup, but I know you like it, so I’m sorry anyway.” He squeezes my hand. “You can’t forget who you are in the midst of this. And you’re not alone. You and Emmett are in this together. Lean on him. He wants to help. He wants to understand, best he can, because the truth is, we’ll never understand exactly what a woman who desperately wants to be a mother is going through, no matter how much we want that too.”

I nod, stepping back to quickly clean my eyes as laughter and shouts fill the hallway, the boys spilling into the room with the kids in their arms. Emmett comes racing in last, a handsome, fuckable giant in his equipment, breathless and wide-eyed as he looks around the room. He spots me, and just like the night we met, his answering smile detonates across his face. Starts in one corner, pulling up before stretching across, splitting his cheeks, a vision of pure happiness. This smile could change the world, I’m sure of it.

He closes the space between us in four huge strides before scooping me against his chest, my feet leaving the ground as he spins us. I rest my forehead against his, closing my eyes and soaking in the feeling of being in his arms as I cup his face in my hands. The unending love, the support, the strength that seems to flow from him right to me.

“Firefly,” he murmurs against my lips, and I capture his mouth with mine, searing him with a promise, a heart that will always belong to him.

“I love you,” I whisper, and my heart takes flight, a happy, fierce thrum in my chest, because it knows: There’s no one else for us but Emmett.
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13 A LIFETIME PACK OF FUN, OR BREAKDOWNS, WHO KNOWS Cara

THE NIGHT IS A BLUR of pure excitement, racing players, soaring pucks, flashing lights, and blaring buzzers. It’s me and Jennie pounding on the plexiglass, screaming obscenities at the refs. Olivia covering Ireland’s ears when I holler a promise of a blow job as Emmett races toward the net with the puck on his stick, and him smashing himself against the glass right in front of me five seconds later when he’s celebrating his goal. It’s a dogpile on top of Adam when the third period ends with the Vipers taking it 3–1, kids jumping up and down for their dads, their uncles, and me, Olivia, Jennie, Rosie, and Lennon shrieking for our boys.

It’s Emmett, freshly showered, golden waves damp and tousled, radiating happiness as he leaves the locker room, tie loose around his neck as he beelines for me.

It’s me, jumping on him, wrapping my limbs around his body in front of all the cameras, claiming my man right there on TV.

It’s the sexual tension the entire drive home, so thick it’s hard to breathe as we ride in the dark, his fingers climbing higher on my thigh.

When we arrive home, we stumble through the front door, a tangled mess of limbs as I trip over him, his tongue down my throat. He laughs, a strong arm catching me around the waist, pinning me against the wall, his cock hard and thick as he presses himself between my thighs. He catches my jaw, gripping it as he forces my mouth open, his tongue inside. His fingers work the button of my jeans, and he growls out his frustration, dropping to his knees to yank the tight denim over my hips, letting them pool at my feet.

He helps me step out of them, taking the panties too, but keeping my heels on. Then he spins me around, pressing my chest to the wall, gripping two handfuls of my ass. He hums his appreciation, a filthy, guttural sound, before he spreads me wide and licks me from behind.

“Oh, fuck,” I cry, fingernails digging into the wall as I rock my hips. “Emmett, I want your c—” My words die, right along with my dreams, as I remember what day it is. I toss my head back, squeezing my eyes shut as I cry out with frustration. “Nooo. We can’t have s—”

“Don’t care,” he growls, reaching up to fist my hair, pinning me against the wall. His tongue glides through my slit, back to my ass, where he bites the flesh softly between his teeth and pushes two fingers inside me. “The rules say I can’t come, not you. So you’re gonna come, right here on this wall, riding my fingers and my tongue, and then I’m gonna take you upstairs, spread you out on our bed, and enjoy spoiling you within an inch of your life, until you beg me to stop.”

“But—”

“No buts. The goddamn cum police put me on timeout again, so I’m gonna make you come for the both of us, sweetheart. That okay with you?”

His eyes sparkle with mischief as I look down at him, my cheek pressed to the cool wall as he pumps his fingers in and out, fucking me slowly. My gaze drops to his cock, tenting his pants, and I whimper.

“I know,” he murmurs. “Torture, isn’t it? You’ve got such a greedy little cunt, desperate to be filled by my cock, don’t you?”

“God, yes.” I ride his fingers, gasping when his thumb presses against my ass. “Yes, yes, yes.”

Emmett chuckles, a dark, thrilling sound that sends a shiver down my spine. He pulls his fingers from my pussy, wraps his wet hand around my hip, and buries his face between my legs.

“This pussy is fucking magnificent. Gonna spend the rest of my goddamn life devouring it, knowing there’s never been a luckier man.”

I come right here, right now, the moment those words leave his mouth. The orgasm doesn’t end, spiraling out of control when he strums my clit, hooks his thumb in my ass, tongue lapping viciously. When he finally pulls away, his face soaked with my orgasm, hunger roars through me, and our mouths collide in a frenzy.

He hoists me up to him, legs around his waist, groaning as I drag my mouth up his throat while he carries me upstairs.

“I want your cock,” I murmur, flicking my tongue over the shell of his ear. “I want you to force me to my knees. Want your hands in my hair, gripping it tight while you fuck my throat. I want you to tie my hands to the bed and spread my legs so you can take what you want.”

“You wanna be my little slut?” he rumbles, pulling my head back. “Is that what you want?”

“There’s nothing I want more in this world than to be your good little slut.” I drag my thumb along his lower lip, gathering up the moisture there, the traces of me. I suck it into my mouth before sliding off his body, turning away from him, fluttering my lashes when I glance back at him over my shoulder. “Too bad you can’t come.”

His eyes darken as he watches me head for the bedroom, and I laugh, because getting him riled up is half the fun. In five days, his pent-up frustration and all my teasing will ensure the hate-fuck immobilizes me for at least twenty-four hours, as any good hate-fuck should.

Turning away, I reach for the hem of my shirt, but pause. My feet skid to a stop in the doorway of our bedroom, at the package on my bedside table.

“Care? You okay?” Emmett stops at my back, hand splayed over my stomach. “Oh, wow. What is that, a lifetime pack?” He laughs, the sound a little uncomfortable. “Kinda psyching me out. I thought you only buy one at a time?”

My pulse races. Blood drums in my ears.

Because there, waiting for me, is the pregnancy test I asked Natasha to pick up for me at the store.

Except instead of one, there are twenty-four.



I DON’T USE ONE.

I use four.

I use the first one nine days after our third IUI, and when it’s negative, I laugh it off, tossing it in the trash while reminding myself I knew it’d be negative, because it’s too early to test. There isn’t enough hCG in your blood nine days post ovulation to trigger a positive on a urine test.

I use the second one the next morning, even though Emmett tells me not to. He tries to sway me with his hands on my body, but I tell him to wait, just five minutes, and then I’ll blow his mind, and his cock.

But then five minutes pass, and the test is missing the second pink line that should be there, the one I convinced myself would be there, because I don’t have a single period cramp, my boobs feel like they weigh a ton, and I cried over a fucking Tim Horton’s commercial about a little boy growing up on hot chocolate before his early morning games before eventually making it to the NHL.

I don’t cry over the single pink line. No, instead, I hyperventilate and assure Emmett I’m totally fine because it’s still too early and I don’t know why I’m even testing, all while laughing, like a mature, emotionally healthy adult. Then I try to blow Emmett’s mind anyway, even though he convinces me I don’t need to, suggests a walk instead—it’s a beautiful, warm fall day, after all. Except my hands won’t stop trembling as I tug at his clothes, and when I press my lips to his so he won’t notice the tremor in my chin, he takes my face in his hands, pulling it back.

Warm blue eyes move over me, and I’m not sure if it’s his heartache or mine reflected in them. “You’re crying, firefly,” he whispers.

I shake my head, choking on a sob as his thumbs swipe at the tears free-falling down my cheeks. “No, I’m not. I’m not, I swear.”

A combination, I decide. His heartache and mine, in those eyes I love, the ones that see all. Because one moment I’m standing before him, half naked and trying to distract us both with sex, and the next I’m swept up in his arms, clinging to him as he buries his hand in my hair and I bury my face in his neck, the shake of his shoulders unmistakable as he cries right along with me.

I promise him I’ll take a break from the tests. That I’ll wait for the blood results in two days, because he’s leaving today for two nights on the road, and he can’t bear the thought of me going through this by myself.

I make it through the first day with ease, partially because I’m buried in a sudden onslaught of work that Shazia insists she needs my help on, despite being fully capable and happily independent every other day, and partially because when I look for the tests in the bathroom cabinet, they’re not there.

On day two, I wake early for my bloodwork, and I’m so anxious and jittery, the nurse misses my vein the first time. Emmett smiles gently from my phone screen, where he’s watching on FaceTime so I don’t have to get my needle all on my own.

“We’ll email you the results in a few hours,” the nurse tells me with a smile that lacks any ounce of hope, as if she already knows the answer.

I agree to wait until Emmett gets home later that night to read the email, and when I walk through the front door, Natasha is unloading groceries in the kitchen.

She smiles at me as she tells me about the overnight oat jars she’s going to prep for Emmett’s breakfast, giving me detailed instructions on how much milk to add the night before, how to make sure I mix it vigorously before putting it in the fridge, to top it with fresh banana slices in the morning, because that’s how Emmett likes it, and I’ve never had such a strong urge to punch someone in the face.

Except maybe that one time I punched Lennon’s ex in the face.

I’d love to punch Adam’s ex too.

And Rosie’s.

Jennie’s too.

Okay, I could be easily persuaded to get a little violent with a few people.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Natasha roots through a grocery bag, humming to herself. “I know it’s nearly your time of the month. You’ve been a little hormonal this week.” She produces a blue box from the bag, presenting it to me like it’s an award I’ve won.

A box of tampons.

“It’s a three-month supply,” she says as she gently tucks the box into my lifeless arms. “Now you won’t need another for a little while. I know how buying them upsets you.”

That’s how I know I’m losing myself.

Because the Cara Brodie I know, the version of me I’ve fought for, she would have looped her arm through Natasha’s, spoke to her real softly as she led her outside. She’d open Natasha’s car door for her, and when asked what she was doing, she’d simply smile and tell Natasha she was taking the trash out.

Instead, I stare at the box in my arms for too long before I turn around, slowly trudge up the stairs, and set the box on the bathroom counter. I spend the rest of the day ignoring everyone, sending a single text to Olivia to tell her I’m not feeling well, that I’m not going to make it to her house to watch the game with the girls tonight. She calls me right away, and I decline it before turning my phone off.

I make it through the game without touching the pint of ice cream that mysteriously shows up on my doorstep, along with Skittles, M&M’s, and Milk Duds. I make it through the game with my phone burning a hole in my pocket, begging me to check that email, to put myself out of my misery. To prepare myself so that if I have to tell Emmett the worst, that our final IUI didn’t work, that we need to move on to IVF, I can do it without falling apart.

Instead, I take myself to bed as soon as the game ends. I lie there for one hour, then two, my hands on my belly, willing a baby into existence. Begging my body to cooperate. Promising a tiny soul I’ll take the best care of it, that I won’t ever let it down if it just chooses me.

“Please,” I beg, over and over. “Please, choose me. Choose us. We’ll love you better than anyone ever could, I promise. Please. Please. Please.”

And then I drag myself out of bed. I tear through every cabinet in the bathroom, and then the kitchen. I look in the TV console, and in the mantel above the fireplace. I even look in the fucking garage, but it’s not until I tear apart Emmett’s sock drawer that I find the box I’m looking for.

I curl myself over the bathroom counter while I wait for the dye to run through the test, and my heart stops when I bring it to my eyes.

“Is that a line?” I whisper, clapping a hand over my gasp. “It’s a second line. Th-th… there’s two lines.” I bring the test closer, convincing myself I see it, the faintest second line, and happy tears run down my cheeks as I tear another test open, submerge the tip in the cup of pee still sitting on the counter for ten seconds before setting it on the ground where I seat myself, legs crossed as I bring up my Pinterest board, the one where I’ve saved all my ideas on how to tell Emmett he’s going to be a dad, finally, after all this time and heartache. I snot all over myself, tears cascading freely as I laugh to myself, the pain already forgotten.

And then I look at the second test.

And there’s… one line.

Only one.

“But…” I pick up the first test again, blood pounding in my ears as I search for that second line. The one that was there just five minutes ago, I fucking swear it. “No, because it was right… It was right there. There were two lines. I know there were.” I scramble across the floor, reaching for my phone again. My tears turn angry, the beat of my heart violent and relentless, until it’s all I can hear. The world around me fades away, reduced to two plastic tests and a waiting email as I swipe through my phone, looking for the results I can’t wait for anymore, the ones eating me alive from the inside out. “There were two lines. I saw them. I fucking saw them.”

I find the email, my eyes tearing through the words, the results. The damnation.

“No.” My chest heaves so violently I can’t fucking breathe. Everything hurts, when just a minute ago nothing hurt at all. “No. No. I—I… I saw it. I fucking saw it!”

“Cara?”

My head snaps up, finding Emmett standing in the doorway of the bathroom, dressed in his suit, shoes still on, eyes roaming over me, the mess on his bathroom floor.

“Baby, what’s wrong?”

“I—I—I…” My chin trembles as he moves toward me, cautiously, like he’s afraid to scare me. But it’s me who’s afraid. Afraid of a life without him. One that’s never, ever felt like a possibility. Until now.

I’ve failed him. Again, in so many ways. Taking the tests, looking at the blood results without him. Not being able to make a baby. Having a worthless fucking uterus that can’t do the one thing it’s supposed to do.

I’ve failed him.

With quivering hands, I hold the tests up, trying to swallow through the fear, the grief. “I… I did this one, and it…” I show him the first one, pointing at the screen as tears fall harder, faster. “There was a second line. There was, I swear.” I scramble to swap the tests, dropping them both, launching myself across the floor to retrieve them. I hold up the second one, watch as Emmett’s eyes drop to the violent shake in my hand. “So I took another, but it… it didn’t… there was only…” I shake my head, so many tears I can barely see through them as I grip the tests tightly to my chest, fumble for my phone. I hold it up for him, still open to the email, but he doesn’t take it. Doesn’t read it.

Instead, he falls to his knees before me, prying the tests from my hand, setting my phone down.

Without a word, he pulls me onto his lap, wraps me in a love so tender, so secure, and for the first time in my life… I’m not sure I’m worthy.

When he shakes beneath me, when his tears mix with mine, soaking my neck, I shatter.

And I cry out the only words I can seem to find.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
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14 FORGETTING HOW TO SWIM Emmett

I’VE GIVEN A LOT OF thought to the child that will, one day, call me Dada. The one who’s meant for me and Cara.

I’ve watched my wife while she slept next to me, and prayed to God our child would have the light dusting of freckles that paint her cheekbones, the slope of her nose.

I’ve been fascinated by the way she comes alive when she talks, and hoped our child would inherit her passion, the fire that never seems to go out in her eyes.

I’ve been on the receiving end of her smile, so breathtaking, threatening to knock me to my knees, and I’ve imagined a little version of her I can’t say no to, not when they flash that same smile, pulling me in deep.

I’ve admired her heart, the way it works overtime to go after her dreams, to support the people she loves, and I’ve spent nights lying awake, praying our child has that same determination, the same unending love.

Cara is all the best parts of me. I know she’ll be all the best parts of our child too. And I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about that.

But now… now my thoughts are elsewhere. Somewhere deep and dark. Somewhere I hate going.

I knew that fertility treatments would be hard. That they’d test our patience, exhaust us physically and mentally. We’d struggle together, but come out stronger than ever, because our foundation is rock solid. Cara and me, we’re soulmates. And when you have each other… you’re unbeatable.

I thought so, at least.

But as I sit across from my wife in our favorite coffee shop, an hour post–egg retrieval for our first round of IVF, unable to take my eyes off her while she stares blankly out the window at the cold November rain, I’m acutely aware that my only thoughts are about protecting her.

Because this is breaking her. Crushing her. Fucking destroying her.

And I can’t sit back and watch it happen anymore.

The truth of it is, none of it matters if I don’t have Cara. There’s no one else I’d do this with. It’s her or nothing, and it has been since the first night I saw her. And I… I’m not sure I even want a baby if it means potentially losing her.

Christ, the thought alone makes me sick to my stomach.

Reaching across the table, I cover her hand with mine. She strokes my thumb with hers, but her eyes don’t leave the window.

“Five is still a good number, baby,” I murmur.

Her eyes flicker. “The optimal number of eggs retrieved in an egg retrieval is fifteen, Emmett.”

I know. I’ve read the pamphlets, the fucking books. I’ve listened to every word out of the doctor’s mouth, the nurses’ too, and spent entire plane rides falling down the infertility Google hole on my laptop.

But five is better than nothing, right?

“I suppose five is better than nothing,” Cara whispers. “For someone like me.”

She tears her eyes off the window, only to drop them to her latte as she slips her hand from my grasp and pulls her mug closer. “I just don’t understand, you know? I had twenty-three follicles; how can I only have five eggs?” She shakes her head, a chuckle that lacks all traces of humor falling from her lips. “I haven’t understood a single thing about any of this.”

The bell on the door jingles when it opens, and Cara’s eyes go to the woman who strolls in, pushing a stroller with a baby inside and a toddler hanging off the back. The little boy hops off, screaming about hot chocolate, a cookie, and a muffin, and when she tells him he can only pick one treat to go with his drink, he throws himself on the floor, kicking and screaming.

The woman sighs, stepping out from behind the stroller, and I get this weird feeling in my chest when I spot her round belly. Due about the same time as Rosie and Olivia, if I had to guess.

Cara’s gaze drops back to her latte, her grip on her mug tightening.

The woman smiles wistfully at us. “Ugh, lunch alone? So jealous. Can’t remember the last time I had some peace and quiet.”

I force a chuckle, but Cara doesn’t bother, her gaze filled with longing as it moves across this woman and her growing family.

The woman smiles at me. “Kids?”

“Pardon?”

“Do you have kids?”

“Oh. No, we…” I slip my fingers under my beanie, scratching at my temple. “No kids.”

“Ugh, so lucky. I tell all my friends who are thinking about having kids to stop.” She laughs, and Cara’s chin trembles. “Sleepless nights, early mornings, and don’t even get me started on the noise. It never stops.” Another laugh, and I know she’s just joking, but when she asks, “Wanna trade places?” my chest pulls so tight, I press my knuckles against it to distract from the pain.

And Cara? I swear I see the last of her spirit leave her body as she presses her teeth into that trembling lower lip, looks out the window, and swipes at the lone tear that escapes before she can stop it.

“I know you’re just making conversation,” I start softly, “but next time you’re thinking about telling someone they’re lucky they don’t have kids, I encourage you to remember that you have no idea what someone else is going through.” I take Cara’s hand, pulling her from the booth, tucking her into her coat as I smile at the woman, her cheeks blazing with regret. “You have a beautiful family. You’re very lucky.”

Cara clings to my hand as we head for the door, but a soft voice stops us before we can leave.

“Excuse me.”

We glance at the booth beside the door, where a tired woman sits with red-rimmed eyes, hair piled on top of her head, and a sleeping baby at her chest. She smiles at us, her face gentle and filled with… empathy. So much of it.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” she says quietly. “For four years, I had to listen to that, wishing I had the courage to say something back. There was always someone telling my partner and me that we were lucky. That we should be grateful for our clean house, for our uninterrupted sleep. All the vacations we could take because we didn’t have commitments.” She sniffles, but her gaze doesn’t waver. “I’m tired. My house is a mess. I don’t know if we’ll ever get to go on a proper honeymoon, and postpartum depression is still kicking my ass six months in.” She shrugs. “I don’t care. I’d always trade it for her.” She gazes down at her daughter, stroking her cheek, before her eyes come back to us. “I’m sorry. People are insensitive, and most of them don’t think before they speak. And truthfully? If they haven’t been through it, they just cannot grasp the way it wrecks you. Not fully.”

She reaches out, grasping Cara’s hand in hers as another tear rolls down my wife’s cheek, chased quickly by the one rolling down this stranger’s cheek. “I hope your journey takes you wherever you want to go, and I hope you find peace along the way.”



SHE’S TRYING SO HARD; I can see it. Every ounce of strength Cara turns out over the following days, through each update from the clinic, each call from her grandma to see how she is, the time she forces herself to spend outside the house, putting on a happy, hopeful face for the girls, the kids.

The call the next day to tell us four of the five eggs were mature, and that all four of those were successfully fertilized. The way she struggled to straddle that line between giddy faith and not getting her hopes up.

Later that night, I said I didn’t want to leave her as I stalled at the bottom of the plane stairs, wishing I could stay with her instead of flying off to Boston. She squeezed me so tight, a smile on her plush, kissable lips, an I love you as she promised she’d be fine. And yet I felt the clammy slide of her palm over the nape of my neck. Saw the thinly veiled fear flickering in her gaze as she watched me go.

Day three, she called to tell me that one of our embryos had arrested. Shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. But I watched the way she rolled her lips, the thick way she swallowed, over and over. Watched the way her thoughts drifted, the way she sputtered one embarrassed apology after another each time she caught herself asking me to repeat what I’d said.

Now, on day four, after an overtime loss, the only thing I feel like doing is going home, crawling into bed, and hauling her into my chest, feeling that she’s still here. That she’s still her, I’m still me, and she’s still mine. I’ll always be hers.


Mrs. Brodie: Tough loss, baby. You played great. Give Adam a kiss for me, know he’s taking that loss hard.

PS. Your hockey ass in those pants tonight??? Chef’s kiss. Len’s always getting them money shots for the girlies.



I huff a laugh, flashing the message to Lennon as we head into the hotel bar.

She smiles. “I captioned the picture Property of Cara Brodie and the girlies still went feral in the comment section. The balls on them, I swear.”

I turn back to my phone.


Me: You gonna be up for a while, baby? Wanna see you.

Mrs. Brodie: I’ll wait up for you. Wanna see you too.

Me: I’ll leave now.



She replies immediately, insisting I stay and have fun, not race back to her. I ignore the message, gathering my things, tugging on my tie. “Hey, I’m gonna head up. Not hungry.”

Adam’s eyes come to mine. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just wanna see Care. Embryo transfer is in the morning.” I sigh, raking my fingers through my hair. “Hate that I’m not gonna be with her.”

Lennon grips my forearm gently, concern flooding her eyes. “How are you holding up? Being away from her while this is going on must be so hard.”

“It’s harder than I thought.” I scrape a hand over the nape of my neck, the knotted muscles stiff and sore. “We can’t hit pause just because I’m not in town. We have to keep going, and I’m…” I hang my head, the admission quiet, rough. “Tired. I’m tired, and I hate being tired when I’m not the one loading my body with hormones every day, dragging myself to appointment after appointment, getting bloodwork done a hundred times a month…” I shake my head. “I don’t have a right to be tired.”

Carter shakes his head. “I don’t know how to say this without it coming off shitty, but, buddy, we’re tired.” He gestures around the table, all the faces watching me. “We’re tired just watching you two. Watching everything you’re going through, everything you shouldn’t have to go through.”

Adam nods. “The way you’re chasing this with your whole hearts.”

“Getting your hopes up just to be knocked down again,” Garrett adds quietly.

“Wondering why,” Jaxon murmurs. “Why you two, when you deserve it so much? Wondering when it’ll be your turn.”

Lennon looks down at her phone, at a thread of messages between her and the girls—the group chat they’ve lovingly named Coochie Gang: The Chamber of Secrets. Named by my wife, I know, and yet the screen I can see shows that she barely gives more than a one-word answer nowadays.

When Lennon looks up at me, it’s with a worry etched so deep in those brown eyes. “Watching our best friends go through something so impossible and just… not knowing how to help.” Her words catch in her throat, and she blinks away tears, looking away as Jaxon’s hand finds her back. “Sorry. I’m sorry. It’s not about us. We just want to help, and we don’t know how.”

I squeeze her shoulder, swallowing against the emotion clogging my throat. The same emotion I see reflected back at me in every set of eyes at this booth. But the truth is… I don’t know how to help either. I used to think just being there was enough. Me, tall and steady at Cara’s side. It’s always been enough, because she’s never needed a knight in shining armor. She always saves herself.

But now… now I feel like I’m standing on the shoreline, watching her drown, and I don’t know how to swim. I don’t know how to save her.

I’ll try anyway. Throw myself headfirst into the water and figure it the fuck out. Because I’m not letting her go down.

“You do enough,” I tell everyone, the words quiet but certain. “You’re here, day in and day out. We never doubt that.” I shrug, standing and shuffling out of the booth, tossing my jacket over my arm. “I don’t think there’s anything else you can do for us. We just… we have to get through it.” I manage a smile. “I know it might not seem like it right now, but… your presence means more than anything. Texts checking in, missed phone calls, her favorite snacks on the front porch when she’s not up for talking… those are the things that make us feel loved. That remind us we’re not alone. So just… don’t stop. Don’t stop showing up.”



IN MY ROOM FIVE MINUTES later, I hit the FaceTime button next to Cara’s name. It rings so long I’m afraid she’s not going to answer, but then the video connects as I’m turning on the bedside lamp.

“Firefly.” I grin as her face fills my screen, tired gray-blue eyes looking back at me as I peel back the covers and slip into bed. “Hi, baby.”

Fuck, she’s exhausted. I can see it in her droopy lids, the shadows beneath her red-rimmed eyes. And still, the smile she gives me is pure magic. Sometimes I think seeing me brings her back to life, the same way it does for me when I see her. I can’t look at her without being reminded that my heart continues to pound in my chest for her and her alone. It’s that steady ba-bum that races when she’s in my line of vision, the way I didn’t notice my heart at all before that, before her, and now it’s the only thing I can hear.

Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

“Hi, baby,” she whispers into the darkness, and from over three thousand miles away, I feel the way her words kiss my lips, roll down my neck, slide across my collarbone, and press themselves right to my heart.

Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

“I miss you.”

“I miss you so much,” she admits, fingers curling around the blankets she holds to her chest as her gaze slides to her right, where I’m normally wrapped around her. “More than I think I ever have.”

My eyes rake over her, dark blonde hair wet and combed, straight all the way down to the ends where they wind themselves into a single ringlet, soaking her blue shirt. Unless we’ve finished our night together in the shower, Cara never goes to bed with wet hair.

I cock my head, smiling at the Vipers Hockey logo across her chest, the 88 on the cuff of her too-big sleeve. “You’re wearing my hoodie.”

Burrowing deeper into my sweater, she dips her nose to the neck of it. “It smells like you.”

Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

“Makes me feel like you’re here with me, instead of… not.” Her eyes drop. “I don’t want to be alone anymore, Emmett.”

My heart skids to a stop. “What?”

She shakes her head, eyes squeezed closed like she regrets the words. “Sorry. Never mind. That was… I don’t know why I said that. I know you have to… that you have to go. I’m just…” She shakes her head again, and I don’t know what kills me more: the fact that she won’t look at me or that she won’t talk to me. “Never mind.”

“No, not never mind. Talk to me, Care. What’s going on in your head right now?”

She laughs, the exhaustion in it so palpable it scrapes down my chest. “What’s not going on in my head right now? It never stops anymore, just one string of thoughts after another, falling down a hole of worst-case scenarios, until I’m stuck down a fucking well without a ladder, drowning.” She swallows, fiddling with the strings of my hoodie. “Sorry. That was… a lot.”

“Don’t ever apologize for telling me how you’re feeling. It’s what we’re supposed to do, confide in each other. You’re safe to do that here.”

Sitting up straight, I take a breath, her words rolling around in my head. The embryo transfer is first thing tomorrow morning. It’s our first, and I’m not there with her. She’s nervous, and she’s all alone. Or she feels like it, at least.

I watch her pick at the blanket, avoiding my gaze.

“Care. Look at me, baby. Talk to me. I’m here.”

Eventually, her eyes rise, slow as molasses, and the unshed tears shining in them have me halfway out of bed, heart pounding ferociously in my chest, ready to hurt whoever put those goddamn tears there.

“The clinic called today.”

I blink. “The clinic?”

She nods. “After lunch.”

“But… I thought they only call with updates on day three. Today’s day four, because yesterday was three, and tomorrow is five.”

The tears in her eyes drown out the blue, until they overflow. She looks to the ceiling, a desperate attempt to stop them, but they spill down her cheeks like rain anyway.

“Baby,” I whisper, my heart cracking in two. “What’s wrong?”

“Another embryo arrested. We only have… we only have…” Her chest heaves, up and down, as she struggles to breathe. “Two,” she chokes out. “We only have two viable embryos left, and they were calling because… because…”

Ba-bum.

Ba-bum.

Ba-bum.

“Why, baby?”

She drags the sleeve of my sweater across her eyes, but it’s no use. The tears aren’t even slowing; they’re sure as fuck not stopping.

“They suggested we freeze the embryos and try another egg retrieval at a later date. They told me I should cancel the transfer tomorrow, and fought with me when I told them no. And I… I just really need you, and you’re not here, and I feel so alone, and it’s not your fault, and I… I…”

“Cara—”

The last thing I see as the phone falls from her hand is the way she buries her face in her hands while she sobs.

The last thing I hear before my screen goes blank is the fractured truth she doesn’t want to give voice to.

“I don’t know how to do this without you.”
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15 THE DAD WHO STEPPED UP Cara

“THIS IS SILLY, MéMèRE.”

“Being dressed to impress is never silly, mon cœur.”

“Who am I impressing? Surely not Dr. Brenling. He can suck my—”

“Big, fat dick,” she finishes with a sigh, giving me a closeup of her face as she uses the iPad as a mirror to paint her lips. “You don’t dress nice for the doctor, Cara. You dress nice for you. Because it makes you feel good.”

But I don’t feel good today. I feel… tired. A bone-deep exhaustion I can’t put into words. My eyelids are heavy, my muscles sore. Every step I take feels like gravity is pulling me closer and closer to the floor, to collapsing.

I don’t want to look good today. I want to look how I feel.

“You know what I always say, darling? Life could be falling to shit, but when your dress hugs your ass just right and your cleavage makes a man stop talking for once in his goddamn life, at least there’s two things right in this world.” She brings her tea to her mouth, brow quirking above the rim. “There is almost never a good reason for a man to be talking. Not when there are much better uses for their big mouths.”

A laugh barrels out of my throat, and I’m reminded why I called my grandmother this morning. She has an uncanny knack for making me forget about the hard stuff, even when it feels like it’s consuming my mind.

Maybe that’s why I let her order me around my closet, pulling out dresses and skirts and denim that hug every curve just right. With each piece of clothing and her accompanying commentary, I feel a little bit more me.

“Gorgeous fit, but that pattern really does nothing for your waist, darling, does it?”

“Better, but it’s giving I got drunk in Cuba and came home married to the bartender.”

“Are you going to church or making a baby, Cara? For Christ’s sake, a little skin, please.”

I free an oatmeal-colored sweater dress from its hanger, slipping it over my head. The wide polo collar dips down to the plunging neckline, and the soft wool hugs my waist before flaring out at my hips, grazing my thighs. It’s warm and cozy, but I still look like I have my shit together.

I step into a pair of pointy-toed vegan-leather ankle boots the same color as my dress, tossing my long braid over my shoulder as I check myself out in the mirror, and Mémère lets out a low whistle.

“It’s nice, right?” My fingers dance over the wool.

“It’s nothing compared to that smile, Cara.” She points at me, squinting. “Right there in the corner. Small and unsure, but still my favorite sight.” She smiles then, soft and so full of love. “I don’t care what you wear, darling. But the world loses so much when your smile is gone. Feel what you need to feel. Just remember who you are through all of this. Don’t let anyone or anything steal that from you.”

Shame floods my face, heating my cheeks. I’ve never had to work so hard to hold on to pieces of myself. Loving myself has always come so naturally to me, because it’s how I was raised. And yet when I look down at my hands, the way they tremble, I’m reminded that I’ve been watching myself slip through my fingers for months now, struggling to hang on to what makes me who I am.

I squeeze my fists, unwilling to give up any more of myself to a battle I shouldn’t have to be fighting. I can’t control the outcome of this, but I can control the way it affects me.

Can’t I?

Footsteps thud up the stairs, and Olivia appears with her arms full, breathless and red-faced, dark curls shoved under a Vipers toque. “Ah, shit. You’re awake.” She looks at the goodies clutched to her chest. “I woke up early and ran to Tim Horton’s. I got Timbits, donuts, muffins, breakfast sandwiches, hash browns, and… wow, I really went overboard, didn’t I?”

My heart floods with warmth as I look at her, a tired mom of a rambunctious toddler, currently what feels like three years pregnant with twins. And still, when she texted last night to ask how I was feeling about today, and I relayed the news from Dr. Donkey Dick, she simply responded Give me 30, and thirty minutes later, like clockwork? My best friend was walking through my front door.

Olivia places her hand over my stomach, bending to tell it sternly, “I’m putting a baby in you today.” She frowns, standing. “I heard how it sounded after I… I… oh, forget it.” She drags a hand down her face, then grins when she sees my iPad. “Mémère!”

“Oh, sweet Ollie. As gorgeous as always.” Her eyes travel over Olivia, draped in one of Carter’s hoodies. “Cara, do we have time to dress Ollie too?”

Olivia looks down at herself. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“Everything,” Mémère and I answer at the same time.

I grin, tugging on one of Olivia’s long curls. “You look perfect.”

She turns around, huffing, and Mémère gasps.

“Ollie, you’re pregnant! Congratulations!”

Olivia’s eyes coast to mine. “I am,” she answers softly as I turn away. “With twins.”

“Oh my. Twins? You brave soul. Who’s the lucky man and why haven’t I met him?”

My heart clenches as I shove my things inside my purse. “You remember Carter, Mémère?”

“Carter, Carter… Oh! Fiercely handsome but a tad bit slutty.”

Olivia snorts. “Spot on.”

“Yes, I could never forget him. He’s the father? Oh boy. You know, something tells me he’ll be a wonderful father.”

I don’t bother reminding Mémère that Carter is already a father, because this is Olivia’s second pregnancy. I don’t remind her that when Carter proposed to my best friend at my wedding, Mémère downed her wine and toasted to the end of an era, and then clarified that she was talking about his slutty era. I don’t remind her that she was at their wedding later that year, or that she held Ireland when she was two months old, remarking that Carter’s dimples were endlessly more charming in his daughter’s cheeks than his own.

Instead, I force a smile and say, “I think you’re right. Carter will be a wonderful dad.”

“Emmett too,” she says happily, and my blood runs cold. I want to find comfort in the hand Olivia lays on my back. Want to close my eyes and drift away so I don’t have to hear the next words out of my grandma’s mouth as her memory fails her again.

“When are you and Emmett finally going to get around to having a baby?”



FERTILITY TREATMENTS, I’VE FOUND, mean straddling a fine line between wishing you were numb to it all and begging to feel something, anything, to remind you you’re alive, that you’re still here, still fighting.

But the truth is, some days the fight just hurts too damn much.

Some days it’s an obsession, a brain focused only on calendars and symptoms, sex timed exactly right, thousands of dollars spent on vitamins, and trying every silly superstition just in case.

Some days it’s bitter, ugly resentment. Hours upon hours spent searching for an answer I’ll never get, an explanation that doesn’t exist. A vicious game of self-loathing, picking apart every piece of my body, a body I’ve spent years loving and respecting, suddenly hating every useless fucking inch of it.

It’s a never-ending cycle of grief, one that starts over every single month, forcing you to shove aside pain you haven’t healed from yet or fall behind. And every day? Every damn day it’s fucking terrifying.

Even now, as I lie in this room, dressed in a blue paper gown and clutching my best friend’s hand in mine, I’m… scared. Scared of the procedure. Scared of the future. Scared of the state of my brain, and whether Emmett can love me enough for the both of us.

Scared of whether my love will be enough for him.

Because at the end of this, that might be the only thing I have to offer him in this lifetime.

And that? That’s what makes me wish for the numbness.

“We’re ready to get started.” The nurse smiles patiently, eyes flitting between the digital clock on the wall and Dr. Dipshit, who’s been tapping his fingers on the counter and huffing as if I’m not paying him out the ass for every second of his precious time. “We really can’t wait much—”

“Can you just… just…” Panic flares in my chest, and I squeeze my eyes shut. He was supposed to be here, on the phone, his eyes on mine through the screen. “Can you try him again?”

Olivia pulls out her phone, and tears sting my eyes, blurring my vision as I listen to the call go directly to voicemail for the umpteenth time. “Hey.” She cups my face in her warm hands. “You’re not alone. I’m here, and Emmett is always with you.”

“Why isn’t he answering?” I shake my head, biting my lower lip as my chin trembles. “I don’t want to do it without him.” My chest heaves as I struggle to hang on to what little of my composure I have left. “I’m scared,” I cry softly.

“I know. It’s okay to be scared.”

“I want to hear his voice.”

“I—” Olivia snaps her mouth shut, brow furrowing as a door slams somewhere beyond this sterile room. She twists, looking toward the sound as voices erupt out in the hallway.

“I’m here!”

“Emmett?” I rocket up so fast I topple sideways. Olivia barely catches me before I can roll right off the bed and tackle her to the ground with me.

“Sir, what are you—”

“My wife! I’m here for my wife!”

“Excuse me, sir, but you can’t—”

“Respectfully, please shut up!”

The door flies open, and my heart pounds out of my chest as the frame is filled with my favorite sight: six feet and three inches of broad muscles, wild blue eyes, dark blond hair in perfectly tousled disarray.

“I’m here! Fuck, I’m here.” My husband keels over, grasping his knees as his chest heaves. He thumbs over his shoulder. “I ran. From the parking lot. Got the elevator but… some asshole kid… pressed every button. Lit it up like a… goddamn Christmas tree. Ran up”—he pauses to gasp for air—“all six flights.”

My body sags, heavy with relief. I breathe in the scent of him as he sweeps me into his arms, painting my neck with kisses. “What are you doing here?”

“You said you needed me.”

“You came back for me?”

“Truthfully? I needed you too.” Emmett takes my face in his hands, pushing my hair off my damp face. “I’m wherever you are, Cara. Always.” He captures my mouth with his, swallowing my fear, drowning it with his love.

Olivia clears her throat. “So, hey…”

“Yeah, get outta here.” Emmett doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Thanks for being my wife’s surrogate husband.” He cocks his head. “And stepdad to our em-babies?”

Olivia grins, hitting us with two finger guns. “Hey, I’m not the stepdad. I’m the dad who stepped up.” She stops herself, which is definitely for the best, grimacing as she looks at her ridiculous hands. “Oh my God,” she mutters. “I’m turning into Carter. Okay, I’m leaving. Bye.”

“Oh, hey, Ollie?” Emmett passes her his credit card. “Can you—”

“Do damage control because you just told a nurse to shut up? Yes, I’ll order her a gift basket.”

“Thanks. I feel horrible. Something that says I’m deeply sorry but also Don’t get in between me and my wife.”

“So, not all that horrible?”

He grins. “Nah.”

Dr. Brenling snaps his gloves into place as the door shuts behind Olivia. “Can we get started now, or do you anticipate more visitors?”

I press my smile to Emmett’s, granting myself a moment to bask in the hope that courses through me, the confidence that settles my bones.

Emmett places his hand over my stomach. “Let’s make a baby, baby.”



AN HOUR LATER, AS WE RIDE across the bridge toward home in North Vancouver, Emmett’s hand on my thigh and an embryo we made with a little bit of science searching for a perfect place to implant itself in my uterus, I’m thankful for the fight. Thankful for the hard days and the impossible fears. Because if it weren’t for that, if I’d let the desire to be numb win, I wouldn’t be able to feel the love swelling in my heart from being loved so wholly by a man who would fly thousands of miles just to be with me. From a friend who clears her schedule to make sure I’m not alone on the days I’m afraid to be.

I wouldn’t be able to truly appreciate the overwhelming gratitude that threatens to knock me off my feet when we pull up to our house and see our driveway overflowing with cars.

When we open our front door to a mountain of shoes and a chorus of voices floating down our hall.

When we step into our living room and see it filled with a family who chooses us day in and day out, a family who—at least half of them—are supposed to be on a flight to Toronto right now, not here in our home.

Adam stands in front of the TV, scrolling through a list of family-friendly movies while yelling to Carter that karaoke isn’t as relaxing as he thinks it is, nor is it the answer to all of life’s problems. Jaxon and Garrett are covering the living room floor with pillows and blankets and arguing about twinkly light placement. The kids are crowded around the kitchen table, fingers in a big bowl, chocolate all over their faces, and the girls are bent over something at the island. Carter is…

“Why is Carter using my oven?” I whisper to Emmett.

“I don’t know,” he mutters, tightening his grip on my hand. “We have accidental fire on the insurance, right?”

A timer beeps, and Carter spins around, spatula in hand, smear of chocolate on his cheek, cocoa powder all over my favorite apron. THIS GIRL LOVES MEAT it says, with a picture of a woman eating a hot dog in the center of it, surrounded by a plethora of flying sausages. “Dessert is ready!”

Olivia glances up from whatever it is the girls are working on. “Carter, did you lick the spatula?”

“No,” he definitely lies. “You told me not to lick the spatula. Why would I lick the spatula?”

Lily points to his face. “You have chocolate on your face, Uncle Carter.”

He slaps his hand over the evidence, his chuckle high-pitched and nervous. “What the—I don’t know how that got there.”

Olivia rolls her eyes, and on their way back down to earth, they land on me and Emmett. “Hey! You’re back!”

“Just in time!” Carter shoves a piping-hot pan under my nose, grinning. “Carter’s famous slutty brownies. Hot, fresh, and orgasmic. We’ve got a base layer of gooey cookie dough, followed by a layer of Oreos—double-stuffed, because duh—topped off with brownie batter.”

Adam grabs two giant bowls of popcorn off the counter, gesturing at the TV. “We’re watching Tangled, because Lily said Rapunzel is super strong and super beautiful, like Auntie Cara.”

Garrett throws himself over the back of the couch, cheek propped in his hand. “I made a pillow fort.”

Jaxon shoves him to the ground, taking his place. “I made it better.”

Olivia, Jennie, Rosie, and Lennon finally disperse, holding up a huge basket.

“For you.” Jennie bounces on her toes, clapping excitedly as I peer down at all the small gifts. She points out several pairs of thick, fluffy socks. “Cozy socks to keep your feet warm.”

Rosie gestures at an extremely large pineapple. “Pineapple, because the bromelain is anti-inflammatory and increases blood flow, which is thought to help with embryo implantation.”

Lennon holds up a carton of McDonald’s fries. “Supersize fries, because salty foods can help with ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome after fertility treatments.” She holds up a large drink. “And a milkshake, just because.”

I stare down at the basket, filled with all the ridiculous superstitions that live in the fertility treatment world, unwritten rules that thousands of us follow. Things I had no idea my friends knew about, surrounded by tons of other thoughtful items, like a heating pad covered in pineapples, M&M’s and berry Skittles, a sleep mask that says FUCK OFF, and a mug that says QUEEN OF FUCKING EVERYTHING.

Tears prickle as I pick up a dainty bracelet and run my thumb over the two crystal beads in the center.

“One for each of your embryos,” Olivia murmurs. “A symbol of hope. Of a future you’re fighting so hard for.”

I clutch the bracelet to my chest, Emmett’s hand on my lower back as I try to breathe through this—through the overwhelming, earth-shattering feeling of being so surrounded, so supported, by the people you love.

“Oops. One more thing.” Olivia pulls a small packet of glitter from her pocket, dumping it in her palm before blowing the fine gold specks over my stomach. She smiles. “Baby dust.”

“What is this?” Emmett tears his glossy eyes from my torso, letting them roam the room. “I mean, all of this. The movie, the fort, the brownies… you guys. Aren’t you supposed to be in Toronto?”

Carter shrugs. “Don’t have to be there ’til tomorrow. Rather be here with you guys, so we booked our own tickets after you left last night. Coach understood.”

The kids toddle over, and Emmett scoops Ireland and Connor into his arms.

Lily twines her fingers with mine, chin on my stomach as she grins up at me. “We’re havin’ a mental health day, Auntie Cara. All of us, together.”

My throat squeezes. I blink, letting the tears run free down my cheeks.

I don’t know who’s the first to wrap themselves around us. All I know is that one moment we’re standing here, barely holding it together, and the next, we’re not holding it together at all.

But it’s okay. Because maybe we don’t need to hold it together when we have them holding us up.
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16 THIS IS HOW YOU FALL APART Cara

Twenty-nine months ago

“DID YOU BUY A BACKUP, Mrs. Brodie?”

“Did I—” I let a cackle fly free as my back hits the wall in the bathroom, Emmett’s mouth on my neck, his hands on my ass. “No, Mr. Brodie, I did not buy a backup. Do you have any idea how much this wedding dress cost?”

“No.” He licks a line up my neck. “We’re rich. Buy another.”

“I like this one.”

“So do I. Love to see you in it again.” He hoists me onto the counter, the sounds of our wedding reception roaring just beyond the door, and slips his hands beneath the slit in my dress. “But I’m gonna destroy this one in about twenty seconds, give or take.”

“Try it, and I’ll detach your cock from your body.”

He grins, bunching my dress at my hips. “There’s my feisty girl,” he murmurs and spreads my legs wide, whimpering when he finds the surprise I left for him: no panties. He sinks two fingers inside me and presses his next words to my ear. “Fuck, firefly. All I wanna do is fill this cunt up with my cum, watch it drip out before I fuck it back into you.”

I moan, rolling my hips, grinding my clit against the heel of his hand. “Sounds like a good way to wind up pregnant.”

His fingers disappear, and I’m about to cry about it, but then I see the smirk on his face, devious and determined. He swipes the head of his cock through my soaked pussy and wraps his free hand around my throat. “Only one way to find out.”

Twenty-eight months ago

“Imagine, pregnant on the first try?” I grin, swinging my legs from the bathroom counter as we wait for the timer on my phone. “If anybody could do it, it’d be us.”

“Please.” Emmett cups his balls and points to my lower half. “My boys and your uterus? In a heartbeat.”

My giggle is interrupted by the blare of the timer, and I leap off the counter. “I’m so excited. You look! I can’t!”

“Let’s look together.” Emmett winds an arm around my waist, tugging me into his side. “Ready?”

I nod. He flips over the test.

“Aw, shit.” I frown, hands on my hips as I stare down at the single line. “Well, good try, bud.” I hold up my hand and Emmett slaps it, followed by my ass when I turn and head out the door.

“We’ll get ’em next time.”

Twenty-seven months ago

“Imagine Ollie and I pregnant at the same time?”

“Literally no.” Emmett shakes his head, eyes wide with fear. “I’m scared of both of you as is. We all are. I don’t know if we can handle it.”

“But imagine the kids growing up together? They’ll be best friends!”

The timer buzzes, and I grin at Emmett as I flip over the test. “Oh, come on!” I throw my hands in the air before poking Emmett in the stomach. “You got lucky this time.”

He catches me as I turn around, throwing me over his shoulder before he dashes for the bed, throwing me down on it and stripping off his shirt. “Wanna try again?”

Twenty-six months ago

“I read online that the average couple gets pregnant within the first three cycles.”

“What’s this?” Emmett picks through the candy dish he just filled for me, sorting the Skittles from the M&M’s before carefully selecting three red M&M’s for himself. “Numba twee?”

I grin down at the package. “Number three, yes.”

“What do you think the baby will like more, Skittles or M&M’s?” He stuffs a handful of Skittles into his mouth, drawing a matching rainbow over the bathroom mirror, us holding hands below it.

“As if I’d ever make them choose,” I murmur, turning over the test the moment the alarm sounds. A single line stares back at me, and an odd sensation pulls at my chest.

“Babe? What’s it say?”

“Um…” I swallow, then toss the test in the trash can, shrugging at Emmett. My smile feels a little tight when I tell him, “No.”

He swings an arm around my shoulder. “That’s okay. You and me, we’ve never been an average couple.”

Twenty-five months ago

“Wish I was there.”

I smile at Emmett through my phone. “Me too, baby.” The timer buzzes, and my stomach flips. I have a good feeling about this one, but I don’t want to jinx it by saying so out loud. “Drumroll, please.”

He gives an A+ performance, all the way from Washington, but when he’s done, my fingers pause on the test. “Care? You okay?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Here we go.” I turn over the test. My heart sinks. “Uh…” Heat pools in my cheeks as my gaze connects with Emmett’s. I shake my head. “No.”

Twenty-four months ago

I stop pacing when the alarm buzzes, shaking out my hands and taking a deep breath before I pull the test toward me.

My jaw tightens, teeth clenching. I close my fist around the test and shake my head, meeting Emmett’s eyes on my phone. “No. Sorry.”

Twenty-three months ago

I stay off camera, head in my hands as I sit on the lid of the toilet, eyes screwed shut, fingers crossed while Emmett rambles on from Los Angeles about an argument he and Carter had about how early they can get the kids out on skates.

“Here we go,” he whispers when the timer goes off, and the hope in his voice sparks a little bit in my heart.

I manage a smile and a deep breath before grabbing the test.

My throat squeezes. I try to clear it. I keep my eyes on the test instead of searching for the comfort of Emmett’s on my phone. “Sorry,” I whisper.

Twenty-two months ago

“Are you sure you want to do this over FaceTime? I get home tomorrow, Care.”

My heart pounds an angry beat as I stare down at the test in my hands. “Doesn’t matter anyway,” I murmur, tossing it in the trash.

Twenty-one months ago

“What if we only test if your period is late?”

“You don’t need to be here if you’re tired of hearing no,” I bite out, immediately regretting it.

Emmett’s hand finds my back, rubbing gently. “That’s not what I meant. I thought it might save you the heartache, that’s all.”

But the heartache is still there, isn’t it? Either I’m pregnant or I’m not, whether a test tells me or my period does.

This month, it’s the test. I toss the negative test in the trash and walk out without meeting Emmett’s eyes. “Sorry.”

Twenty months ago

My hands shake so bad I drop the test. Emmett reaches around me, scooping up the test as he hugs me back against his chest, his other hand on my lower belly.

“Sorry,” I mutter, pulling free from his hold, walking away.

Nineteen months ago

I lean against Emmett’s chest, eyes closed as I wait, his hand moving slowly over my belly.

Soft lips touch my ear. I squeeze his forearm.

“Not this time, firefly.”

Eighteen months ago

Emmett holds my hands in his, our foreheads pressed together as I sit on the edge of the bathroom counter.

I keep my eyes closed as he reaches for the test. When he’s silent a moment too long, I open them.

I’m not sure if it’s the negative test he’s holding or that his hand is trembling as he stares down at it.

All I know is that I’ve done this to him.

“I’m sorry.”

Seventeen months ago

Emmett’s hand closes over mine when I reach for the test. He touches my chin, forcing my eyes to his. “Whatever this says, Cara, we’re in it together. Okay?”

He says that, but sometimes it feels like he gets to let it go. Feel the pain for a day and then move on. I don’t know how to do that, not when it’s my body that’s failing us month after month.

Still, I nod, even while fear crackles in my chest like the coals of a roaring fire.

The same fire that dies when I uncover the window on the test, replaced by a bitter disbelief, a strange feeling of betrayal I can’t explain. My entire body trembles, angry tears gathering in my eyes, blurring my vision. But the first one that falls, the one that lands on the test between us… it’s Emmett’s.

Twelve months. Twelve months, and not a single positive test. Twelve months, and all I have to show for it is the bags under my eyes, the quiver in my hands that didn’t used to be there. Twelve months is all it took for me to break down my husband.

Twelve months, and I finally voice the question I’ve been screaming in my head as I collapse in Emmett’s arms, choking on the violent sobs that finally break free.

“Why us?”

Sixteen months ago

“Please,” I whisper, hands folded together, head bowed, knees bouncing as I sit on the toilet lid and wait. “Please.”

My hands shoot out as soon as my phone starts buzzing, grabbing the test. My bouncing knees slow to a stop, and for a moment, there’s nothing but silence.

Then the voices in my head start, whispering words I try to deny. Climbing to my feet, I wrap the test in toilet paper and hide it at the bottom of the trash can before washing my hands and throwing open the door.

Emmett pauses with his fist in the air, ready to knock. “Care? What were you—”

“Going to the bathroom.” I force a smile, sneaking past him.

“Are you—”

“I’m fine!” I call over my shoulder, but the voices in my head disagree, yelling at me as I race down the stairs.

Inadequate. Defective. Failure.

My chest heaves, and I barely see the patio door as I throw it open and hurl myself through it.

Inadequate. Defective. Failure.

I round the corner of the house, pressing myself against the hot stone, burying my face in my hands, and I cry.

Inadequate.

Defective.

Failure.

Fifteen months ago

“Please,” I whisper, one hand on my belly as I try to breathe through the tightness stretching across my chest. “Please.”

My eyes open, settling on that single line.

Silent tears stream down my face as I throw it in the trash.

What’s the use in trying anymore? Maybe I should just give up.

Fourteen months ago

One line. Two words.

“I’m done.”

Thirteen months ago

“Please,” I sob, collapsing alone on the bed, a negative pregnancy test ditched on my bathroom floor. “I can’t keep doing this! I’ll do anything! Please!”

Twelve months ago

“Ah!” I pull at my hair, chest heaving wildly as I chuck the negative test. I drop my face to my hands, sobbing as I slide down the wall. “Why won’t my body work?”

Eleven months ago

Hot, angry tears slide down my face as I tear at the test in my hands, trying to break it. “I’m… fucking… done!”

Ten months ago

“Please, please, please.”

I crush the test in my hand, gripping the edge of the counter as I lose the fight with the tears threatening my eyes.

“Why? Why? Why?”

Nine months ago

“I don’t understand. I’ve done everything right. The-the-the… the books, the vitamins, the calendars, the temperature tracking, the smoothies, the fucking BPA and all the-the-the… goddamn Tupperware… What more can I do?”

Eight months ago

“Done. I’m done.” I chuck the test toward the trash and reel on myself in the mirror. “Do you hear me? I. Am. Done!”

Seven months ago

“I don’t—” I gasp for breath, dragging the back of my hand across my nose before I drop my forehead to my knees and bury my soaked face, weeping on the bathroom floor. “I don’t know how to keep doing this!”

Six months ago

I slide my palms along the counter, a bitter, disbelieving chuckle slipping free as I hang my head, staring that single pink line in the face. How, after all this time, am I still surprised at the answer? What is wrong with me? How delusional can one person be?

That chuckle turns into bubbling laughter as I carry myself across the room. I can’t stop as I peel back the covers, sliding into bed.

I laugh, over and over, louder and louder.

Until I choke. Until a single laugh is a strangled sob, and I spend the rest of the day in bed, weeping into my soaked pillow until I pass out.

Five months ago

My forehead presses into the cool marble counter, offering no relief to my clammy skin as I stay where I am, bent over in the bathroom, waiting. When my phone buzzes, I straighten, wiping a trembling hand over my mouth. Laying my hands gently over my belly, I close my eyes and force myself to breathe, in, then out, over and over, until my heart doesn’t feel like it’s going to explode.

“Come on.” The whispered beg is every bit as raw and desperate as it sounds as tears gather in the corners of my eyes. “Please, baby. Please be in there. I promise to take such good care of you if you choose us. I’ll be the mama you deserve. Please, choose us.”

I breathe in the courage I need, pulling the test toward me.

And I breathe out the last of my hope.

I swear to God, I feel every aching second of the way it drains from me, taking everything else with it when it goes. My energy, my strength, my confidence. My heart. Fuck, my heart. Pieces of myself scattered at my feet, far too damaged to ever be whole again.

Inadequate. Defective. Failure.

Yeah, I wouldn’t choose me either.

Standing tall, I look my reflection dead in the eye as tears stream silently down my face. And I mutter three words I promised I’d never say about myself.

“I hate you.”



A WARM HAND SLIDES OVER my thigh, capturing my hand. Emmett links his fingers through mine, squeezing gently, just enough to let me know he wants my attention.

My tired eyes rise to his, hidden beneath my sunglasses. I try to smile, but I haven’t been able to muster the courage to since I muttered those three words to myself only two hours ago.

Emmett frowns. “You okay, firefly?”

I roll my eyes to the sky as I sink back in my chair, biting back the urge to tell him to ditch the fucking nickname. There’s no flame, no light left in me. I’ve been extinguished. It’s only a matter of time before he realizes. Instead, I squeeze his hand and tell him, “Just tired.”

Adam pauses on his way by with a tray of sausages. “Want me to make you a coffee?’

I shake my head, climbing to my feet in his backyard. “I’m gonna grab another drink.” I squint at the pool, the June sun glinting off it. “Ladies? Frozen margarita?”

“Yes, please!” Lennon shouts, wrapping her arms around Jaxon’s head. “Double shot, please!”

“Virgin for me, please!” Jennie calls.

I turn to Olivia and Rosie.

“You know what?” Rosie looks between me and Jennie. “I’ll take a virgin too, please.”

“Yeah, that sounds nice.” Olivia presses a hand to her forehead. “All this heat is giving me a headache, so I should probably take it easy on the alcohol. Thanks, Care.”

I frown, only because take it easy on the alcohol has never been Olivia’s motto. She smiles at me, a slight flush in her cheeks before dropping her gaze, and an uneasy feeling settles in my stomach as I make my way inside to blend the drinks.

The patio door opens as I’m putting the finishing touches on the drinks, and I turn the platter toward the girls with a grin that doesn’t feel quite as forced.

“Penises instead of umbrellas.” Jennie kisses her fingers as she takes her drink. “Chef’s kiss, Cara.”

“You guys put penises in everything,” Adam mutters as he slips inside and heads straight for the fridge, pulling out a bowl of ground beef.

“Keep up that attitude and see where we stop putting penises,” I tell him with a pointed look.

“Oh, God.” Olivia gags, waving a hand in front of her face. “What’s that smell?”

“Ew, yeah.” Rosie makes a face, hands over her belly. “What is that?”

I exchange a look with Jennie, Lennon, and Adam. “What smell?”

“I don’t smell anything,” Jennie says as the rest of the boys slip in through the patio door.

Adam looks down at the bowl he’s working in. He pulls out a handful of ground beef. “This? I’m making burgers.” He brings it to his nose and sniffs. “It smells fine. I just got it from the butcher this—”

“I think I’m gonna be sick!” Olivia’s face pales, and she slaps a hand over her mouth.

“Adam!” Rosie gags, clutching her belly. “Away! Please! Put it away!”

Garrett snickers. “What are you two, pregnant?”

The kitchen falls silent.

Olivia, Rosie, Carter, and Adam are frozen.

My heartbeat slams. Blood thunders in my ears. “Both of you?” I whisper.

“I…” Rosie looks at me, then away. Adam smiles at her, and she grins. “We’re due in January.”

Olivia squeals, hands over Carter’s as he comes up behind her, covering her belly. Her gaze comes to mine, wide and conflicted, full of worry and excitement. She looks away with a single soft-spoken word.

“Twins.”

My heartbeat trips. Blood thunders in my ears like a furious storm, drowning out the cheers of our friends as they gather around, showering them with congratulations.

I swallow the tightness in my throat that burns like acid, ignore the fissure slowly working its way through my heart, and blink back the tears stinging my eyes as I plaster on a wide grin and wrap my best friends in a hug as I tell them how happy I am for them.

Inadequate.

Defective.

Failure.

This time, the voice in my head whispers one more.

Worthless.
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17 FAILURE Cara

THERE ARE FOUR THINGS I love to do with my mouth, in no particular order: Talk, eat, drink, and suck cock.

Actually, scratch the no particular order bullshit. That last one is definitely my favorite.

And I haven’t been able to blow my husband in two weeks.

“It’s because you’ve been eating all that pineapple core,” Shazia reminds me. “Your tongue is raw.”

She’s not wrong, but still. “It’s a crime, Shazia. Maybe even punishable by death.” The top of my pen finds its way into my mouth as I stare out the window, barely noticing the fat snowflakes drifting slowly from the sky. “Emmett’s got such a beautiful, girthy cock. Just thick enough to lodge itself down my throat.”

Shazia gags, and I grin, glancing at her as she pretends to heave into the garbage can.

“That’s exactly what I sound like when I’m choking on his cock.” Twisting back to my computer, I open the file folder titled The Family Project, then navigate my way through three years of events I’ve run with Adam’s charity, and find our newest project, the Summer Camp folder.

“How long do you have to eat pineapple core for anyway?” Shazia flops into the chair across from my desk, twirling one of her long, dark curls around her finger.

“Technically, I only needed to eat it the first five days following the embryo transfer.”

“But you’re…” She cocks her head, counting on her fingers. “Eleven days post-transfer?”

I pull out the lunch bag Emmett tucked into the passenger seat of my car this morning. Inside is a small blender cup packed with all the bullshit that’s supposed to help me get pregnant, like spinach, kiwi, avocado, coconut yogurt, chia and flax seeds, collagen powder, and—you guessed it—pineapple. I call it my crotch-goblin smoothie. Finding the mini blender base I keep in the office, I attach the cup and stare into Shazia’s annoyed brown eyes as the room fills with the loud whir of the machine while I ignore her question: If I only need to eat the pineapple for five days, why am I still torturing myself eleven days later? Because if pineapple core contains bromelain which, supposedly, helps with implantation and a sticky embryo, then could stopping it make it… unstick?

Shazia smiles, kind and soft. If she sees my fear, she doesn’t say so. Instead, she looks me over and says, “You’re different this week.”

I feel different. More present, maybe. Hopeful, even though I keep trying to tone it down, because being hopeful in the face of twenty-nine months of failed cycles and negative pregnancy tests feels like a crime. But with that sliver of hope, I can’t help feeling more myself again.

Flipping my hair over my shoulder, I brush my fingertips over my bare collarbone, pushing my chest out. “How do my boobs look?”

Shazia rolls her eyes. “Is this real life? They look great, as always.”

“Obviously, but,”—I cup them through my tight ribbed top, pushing them up, feeling their weight—“do they look bigger? They feel bigger. Fuller, maybe, and my nipples are so sensitive I got horny from them rubbing against my bra yesterday. I told Emmett, so he pulled my bra down and lic—”

“Stop.” She holds up her hand, squeezing her eyes shut. “I don’t need the sordid details.” She cracks one eye, checking if it’s safe. I make a face, sticking my tongue out before reluctantly releasing my boobs. She sighs, and I rush out my next sentence in a single breath.

“HelickedandbitmynipplesfortwominutesandIcamesohard.”

“For fuck’s sake, Cara.”

Giggling, I sip at my smoothie while I recount all the signs that have been making themselves known these past few days. A headache that won’t quit, and an early bedtime because I can’t make it to nine o’clock. A dull ache in my lower back, and the urge to vomit every time I catch a whiff of Natasha’s cotton-candy body wash.

Though I suppose that could just be my general distaste for my rude-ass housekeeper.

Butterflies take flight in my stomach as I ruminate on the changes in my body, and I fail to bite back my smile. “I just… I feel really good, you know? I can’t explain it, and maybe it’s stupid of me to hope…”

Shazia covers my hand with hers, squeezing tenderly. “It’s not stupid to hope, Care.”

“It feels like it sometimes. Most times, actually.” The butterflies dip as grief swoops in, reminding me how easily it steals everything good. “Twenty-eight failed cycles in a row will do that to a person,” I murmur on a defeated breath. Suddenly, I feel ridiculous and embarrassed. What right do I have to be hopeful? Am I actively seeking heartbreak?

“Hey.” Shazia taps my forehead with two fingers, bringing my eyes back to hers. “Don’t do that. Don’t go down that road, where you tell yourself you aren’t allowed to have faith. Miracles happen every day.” She smiles in that playful way I love. “Just look at you. Nobody has ever been this beautiful, and yet here you stand. You’re a walking miracle.”

My eyes roll, but the grief ebbs just enough, making space for those hopeful butterflies to take flight again if they find the energy. “What do you want? A raise? A trip to Vegas? I know you’ve had your eyes on my car, but you’ll have to wait for your birthday for that.”

Her mouth gapes. “Please tell me you’re not serious. You can’t give me a car for my birthday.”

“Nobody tells Cara Brodie what she can and can’t do.” I give her a pointed look, daring her to challenge me. She won’t; she knows better after all this time.

Shazia was incredibly reserved when I first hired her. She wasn’t used to my (allegedly) vulgar language, and I could barely pull one-word answers out of her when I tried to get to know her. All I knew was that she spoke Arabic, she moved here from Lebanon when she was twelve, had a cat named Najme, and loved anything doused in chocolate.

I’d known her all of two months when she nervously approached me one day and said that Ramadan would be starting the following week and she wanted me to know she’d be fasting, so she’d appreciate it if she could sit out any lunchtime meetings, and that she’d need a day off afterward to celebrate Eid. I showed up to the office on the last day of Ramadan with a gift basket the size of her, filled with all kinds of chocolate-covered treats, a personalized bed and collar for Najme, a necklace with Shazia’s name in Arabic on it, and a donation to Islamic Relief Canada made in her name. But it was when I opened my mouth and absolutely butchered my way through an Arabic rendition of Eid Mubarak, Shazia. I am grateful for you that she lost her shit and fell into my arms, crying. I haven’t been able to shut her up since then.

Now, she crosses her arms over her chest, pointing her nose to the ceiling. “You spoil me.”

“You like when I spoil you.” I glance at my phone, smiling. There are several messages in our group chat, The Tea Is Hot But Carter Is Scalding—one guess at who named it that.

The guys are at the children’s home today, and apparently Carter thought it was a brilliant idea to bring a 4,800-piece Lego kit of the Disney castle to complete as some sort of bonding and team-building exercise. The picture of Carter on his hands and knees, grasping his devastated face, surrounded by thousands of pieces of Lego and at least ten kids, three of which are having a meltdown, says it was, in fact, not a brilliant idea. I save the picture and update Carter’s contact photo.

“Adam will be here soon,” I tell Shazia, setting my phone down after checking the time.

She nods, threading her fingers through her hair, weaving the strands together until she has a long, thick braid running down her back. She wraps it into a bun, fixing it at the nape of her neck, and starts putting her hijab back on while we go over the preliminary plans for the grand opening of Adam’s children’s camp in the spring. When the man himself walks in ten minutes later, it’s with the other four boys lagging behind him.

“We were talking on the way over about fun stuff we could have at the grand opening, and—”

Carter slams his hands down on my desk, an excited, deranged look on his face. “Foam party.”

“No.”

“What?” He rips off his toque, tossing it to the floor. “But why?”

“Told you she’d never agree.” Garrett lays a hand on his chest, looking awfully confident for someone whose bad ideas only take second place to Carter’s. “That’s why I suggested a ball pit.”

“Okay, that could be fun.”

His eyes light. “Right? So, it’s a little bit Tarzan-style, but you have to climb up this tree, and then you swing from a rope into—”

“No.” I look to Jaxon. “Whatcha got, Casanova?”

“Okay, picture this.” He arcs his hands through the air. “Yoga with animals.”

Humming, I tilt my head to the side. “I like it.”

He grins. “With cats.”

“I hate it.”

He throws his arms in the air. “This is bullshit!”

Shazia watches with a wide grin as the boys dissolve into chaos. “Somebody really needs to give you guys a TV show.”

Carter points at her. “Thank you! I’ve been saying that for years!”

Shaking my head, I navigate back to my computer, typing in their ridiculous ideas and the better ones that my brain transforms them into. Lunch arrives for everyone twenty minutes later, and I place my hand over my stomach when everyone opens their wraps, the overwhelming smell hitting my nose and making me queasy. Shifting my bag away, I pull up Google, typing into the search bar as everyone eats and chats.

10 days post embryo transfer, smell of food makes me nauseous

Those tired butterflies stir, slowly taking flight in my stomach as my eyes pore over the search results.

My heartbeat pounds in my ears, an exhilarated dance I can’t slow down.

A warm, heavy hand lands on my shoulder, and I jump in my seat, reaching for my mouse to close out the screen.

Emmett’s grip on my shoulder tightens, his other hand covering mine, stopping me from closing the screen. My pulse skyrockets as his eyes move over the words.

It’s one thing to feel hopeful in the face of endless failures. It’s another thing entirely to let someone else see that delirious hope.

But Emmett is not just someone else.

His eyes move to mine, and I breathe in his endless love as the corner of his mouth hooks, pulling into a beautiful smile that he drops softly to my lips. And as his hand slides over my belly, hugging me from behind while he whispers, “I love you,” I let myself live in that hope a while longer.

Even if it is delirious.



IDIDN’T SLEEP. Not a single minute. That hope turned into confidence, certainty, after scouring Reddit pages dedicated to fertility journeys, IVF warriors, and pregnancy support. The butterflies fluttered all night, and I pressed my fingers to my stomach, imagining how it would feel a few months from now.

Ten minutes on Pinterest to help me fall asleep turned into one hour, and one hour turned into three. When Emmett blinked his bleary eyes against the sunrise, wrapped an arm around my waist, and tugged me into his hard chest, I was putting the finishing touches on a board titled Baby Brodie, sub-boards for announcement ideas, the baby shower of my dreams, nurseries, family photoshoots for every season and holiday, and their first birthday. Emmett peeked at my phone, then buried his whispered words against my neck.

“I hope they have your heart, whoever they are.”

But as he sits at my side in the clinic, one hand covering my thigh while the other holds mine, dotting each knuckle with a kiss, I hope, whoever they are, that they have his.

I look away as the nurse ties a tourniquet around my bicep, swallowing the familiar fear as she cleans the bend in my arm with an alcohol swab. My chest heaves as I focus on Emmett’s lips, the way they glide across my skin, the fire that never seems to fade no matter how many times he kisses me.

“Did you start a folder for names on that app of yours?”

My gaze meets Emmett’s. “They’re called boards.”

A playful eye roll. “Did you start a board for names?”

I shake my head, then squeeze my eyes shut as I hear the nurse pick the needle up off the metal tray. “I looked, but none of them were right.”

“Mmm. Needs to be perfect.”

“That’s why I think the most logical choice is Cara Jr., if it’s a girl. Perfection, right out the gate. Or vagina, in this case.”

Emmett snorts a laugh. His thumb gently sweeps across my cheekbone. My eyelids flutter, and my heart warms at the love in Emmett’s gaze. The pride. “You did it,” he murmurs, and my head swings around just in time to watch the nurse set my vial of blood down and press a cotton ball to my arm.

“That’s it? But I didn’t even… I didn’t even feel it that time!” My gaze moves between them, and I frown as Emmett pulls out a small box from his pocket. “What’s that?”

He opens the box, holding up a Band-Aid to the nurse. “Can I?” When she nods, he peels the paper wrapper off, then carefully fixes the bandage over my cotton ball, backing up to let me see it when he’s done.

Soft shades of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple. Two little clouds.

Emmett takes my face in his hands, and I close my eyes as his lips press against my forehead in a feather-soft kiss that brings a single tear rolling down my cheek. “There will be a rainbow after our storm too, Cara. I know it.”



I DIDN’T MEAN TO BUY all this stuff.

I just went to look. To bask in that hope.

And then I saw those tiny slippers, fluffy and beige with a sleeping lamb face on the toe box. The teensy sleeper, LITTLE MIRACLE scrawled across it. The softest swaddle, covered in rainbows in rich autumn shades.

I run my finger over the soft bamboo material, tracing one of the rainbows as I imagine the littlest bundle of joy wrapped inside, making teensy noises as he or she wriggles and squirms. Without thinking, I gather the items in my arms, hugging them to my chest. My throat burns, a desire so bone-deep it wraps around my heart, squeezing, and that desire isn’t just a want anymore. It’s a need, as essential as my next breath.

If I can’t be a mom… if Emmett can’t be a dad…

I shake my head, forcing the thoughts away.

The sound of the garage opening makes me jump, and I tuck the baby items away in the closet before hurrying back to the bed, where the rest of my purchases are laid out with a gift bag. I smile as I set each item inside the bag: one sleeper that says CRAWL, WALK, HOCKEY, another with a picture of a hockey stick and puck, DADDY SLIPPED ONE PAST THE GOALIE beneath it. A men’s T-shirt that says DILF, and another nearly identical, except with a picture of Charlie Swan beneath it, because duh. A shirt for me too, I LOVE HOT DADS on it, because I’m nothing if not honest. A board book called I Love You, Daddy for them to read together, and a mug for his morning coffees, because he’s definitely going to be a SUPER DAD.

“Baby!” Emmett’s voice rings through the house as he steps in from the garage, and I hide the gift bag in the closet, behind a row of summer dresses. I smile to myself at the lightness in his voice, the happy song that carries up the stairs with the thud of his fast footsteps. It’s not just me breathing easier these last two days, floating around on the idea that miracles exist, but Emmett too. He slides into the room in his socks, toque halfway off his head, those blue eyes lighting when he sees me.

“Are you singing ‘Our Song’?” I ask, arms crossed, brow arched as he ambles toward me.

“Nobody slaps like Taylor Swift circa 2006.” He snakes an arm around my waist, hauling me into his chest. His fingers thread through mine, his other hand settling on the dip in my back as I sink against him, laying my cheek on his shoulder, swaying with him.

This is our song. Me and him, together. Chest to chest, sunshine wrapped around my body, holding me close. The slow patter of his heart and mine as we sway to their rhythmic beat. His forehead pressed to mine, one hand gliding along my jaw, tilting my face to his. His breath, warm as it brushes my lips. The way it catches in his throat, right before he dips his mouth that last inch and steals a kiss that’s always belonged to him. Two people woven together, a tapestry of smiles and laughter, late-night whispered dreaming, coffee at the kitchen counter, me in nothing but his T-shirt and the marks his mouth left as the sun came up over the mountains. A leisurely dance we know by heart, tangling us together as one, the way we were always meant to be.

That is our song.

I follow Emmett downstairs, where we work side by side in the kitchen, prepping a honey-mustard chicken and avocado salad that will double as a late lunch and early dinner before his game tonight, while we delicately dance around the elephant in the room, which is that we’re waiting on a phone call that might change our lives forever.

Emmett’s phone rings, and he sucks his thumb into his mouth, cleaning the avocado off it before pulling his phone out of his pocket. He rolls his eyes, declining the call from his brother before going back to slicing avocados. “Craig texted while I was at morning skate, asking if I had extra tickets for tonight. I said no.”

“Emmett,” I snicker, flicking his shoulder. He and the boys always keep our row clear for us and any other friends and family who want to tag along.

“Don’t flick me,” he mutters, pinching my ass. “The one thing I can count on during every home game is looking into the crowd and seeing my gorgeous wife enjoying herself. Last time him and Sasha tagged along, you looked like your head was gonna explode. I can’t have that happening. Your hair is too pretty to be covered in blood.”

I snort a laugh. “They have a tendency to remind me how lucky we are to be childless, because we get to sleep in.” And then there was the last game, where Sasha groaned about the long walk back to their car, pouted at the expectant-mother parking spots, and then said she understood why I wanted to be pregnant so badly. As if a shorter walk was the basis on which Emmett and I had built our dreams, enough of a reason for me to put myself through two and a half years of turmoil and heartache, months of hormone injections, for nothing but a goddamn parking space and a shorter walk.

Shaking the thoughts away, I place the marinated chicken in a pan. “What’s he calling about now?”

“Probably to bug me for tickets anyway. I’ll call him back tomorrow. We’ve got a lot on our minds today. Don’t need him taking up space there.”

I nod, grateful for a husband who’s always thinking of me when he makes decisions. Sometimes I think he cares more about my brain than he does his own.

He clears his throat, and a smile tugs up the corner of my mouth as I watch him, the pink splotching his cheeks as he struggles to snap the lid over the salad bowl.

Propping my hip on the counter, I cross my arms over my chest and arch an amused brow. “Spit it out, Brodie.”

He grins, and the sight is so disarmingly boyish, equal parts mischief and innocence, my heartbeat trips. He glances at his feet, rubbing the back of his neck before his eyes meet mine. “I thought of a name.”

“A name?”

He wrings his hands, and that pink dotting his cheeks? It runs rampant, the tips of his ears dipped in ruby red. “For our rainbow, if they’re a girl.”

My heart patters. “A girl?”

“I was thinking… Lana. For your—”

“Mémère,” I whisper, and he takes my hands in his, sweeping his thumbs across my knuckles.

“She’s special to you, and to me too. She’s strong, brave, and funny, just like you.”

My nose tingles, and I sniffle, blinking away the sudden sting in my eyes. “It’s perfect.” Another sniffle, and I lift a shoulder. “You know, if Cara Jr. is off the table.” Emmett chuckles, and I melt in the safety of his chest. “Do you really think…” Fear creeps up my throat, seizing the words I want to say, the question I’m afraid to ask. Does he really think we’re pregnant?

He brackets my jaw, his eyes holding that same fear, like we’re both afraid we’ll jinx it. “I don’t know,” he admits on a tender murmur. “But I know that I just feel… good. Positive. Hopeful. Something feels right this time, Care. It feels like… it feels like it’s our time, you know?” He shakes his head, glancing away. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No.” I cup his cheek, bringing his gaze back to mine. “No, Em. I feel it too. And sometimes… sometimes I’m afraid it’s all in my head. That I’m being unrealistic, and I’m the only one. But that must mean something, right? That both of us feel it? It has to be a sign.”

“I think so, baby.” He kisses my lips, then grips my hips as he crouches at my belly. “I hope you’re in there, baby. Your mama’s got the most perfect home for you to cook in for nine months.” My heart pulls taut, and when he presses his lips to my stomach, I close my eyes and pray that our love is enough to will this baby into existence. That I’m not about to break my husband’s heart.

Emmett spends the rest of the afternoon pampering me. It’s one of his favorite ways to keep me from hyperfixating and spiraling. It works, always, and especially now, though that might have something to do with how ridiculous he looks, kneeling on the floor at my feet, wearing a fluffy purple robe covered in heart-shaped pictures of my face, one of my headbands pushing his hair back so it doesn’t get stuck in the pink clay rejuvenating face mask I slopped on his skin.

“Perfect,” he mutters, tucking the top coat away and proceeding to blow on my wet toes. He cradles one foot in his hand, his grin every bit as sheepish as it is proud as he shows off his nail polish job.

Sky blue, with teensy, wobbly rainbows on both big toes.

And I have never, ever loved anything the way I love my husband.

An hour later, with fresh faces, dry toes, and real clothes, we sit down to eat.

My phone rings the moment my ass hits the chair.

Both of us freeze, and my heart pounds without looking at the caller ID.

My gaze collides with Emmett’s, and all that fear comes racing back. “You know what? Let’s not get it. Yeah, let’s let it go to voicemail.” I shake my head, reaching for the salad bowl, dumping at least 95 percent of it on my plate. “We can listen later tonight, after your game, in case it’s bad news. Or tomorrow, maybe. Honestly,”—I laugh, ignoring the shrill sound of it as I shrug—“we could just, like… wait it out, you know? Like, see if I get my period in a couple days. Then, if I don’t, we can listen to the voicemail. I think that’s a—”

“Cara.” Emmett lays his hand over mine. “Hopeful, remember?”

I look down at my plate, blood thundering in my ears as I accept the call and put it on speaker, squeezing my eyes shut. Emmett laces his fingers through mine, and I release my breath. “Hello?”

“Hi there. Am I speaking with Cara Brodie?”

“Yes, this is Cara.”

“Hi, Cara. I’m calling from Dr. Brenling’s office with your test results from your blood draw this morning. Is now a good time?”

“Depends on the results,” I reply on a forced laugh.

Emmett gives me a patient smile. It’s beautiful and steady, like there isn’t an uncertain bone in his body. I try to focus on it, to soak in his strength.

The sound of the blood rushing in my ears is so loud it nearly drowns out the silence that stretches as I wait for a reaction from the nurse. Anything to indicate she’s heard me.

But the nurse says nothing.

And my heart… my heart stops beating.

I pull my hand back from Emmett’s, laying both in my lap as my entire world is reduced to the violent tremble in them when the nurse finally speaks.

“As you know, we consider hCG levels of twenty-five and over to be positive for pregnancy, five and under to be negative, and anything in between is a bit of a waiting game.” She pauses, maybe waiting for me to acknowledge her words. I don’t. There’s a lump in my throat, sudden and massive, and I can’t seem to get enough air around it, no matter how hard I try.

My chest aches, a devastating, soul-crushing pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt.

This pain says I’ll never dare to dream again.

This pain says I’ll never be me again.

I don’t hear Emmett’s chair scrape. One moment he’s sitting at the table, and the next he’s behind me, one hand gripping my shoulder, the other pressed over my heart.

Maybe one day I’ll ask him if he could feel the way my heart shattered at the nurse’s next words.

“Your hCG levels came back at three. You’re not pregnant, Cara.”

The hand over my heart trembles, same as the one on my shoulder. Broad fingertips that dig into my flesh, like they’re hanging on for dear life, clinging to a future they refuse to let go of. Shaking, as he watches this dream go down the drain.

Like he’s realized, in this moment, that sometimes there is no miracle.

Sometimes the answer is just… no.

There’s no comma, no semicolon, no goddamn question mark at the end of the sentence, leaving the door open. Just a fucking period. Final and damning.

Furious tears prickle, and my vision blurs.

“But I… I have symptoms. My back hurts and my nipples are sensitive. I’m tired, and my—”

“A lot of PMS symptoms mimic pregnancy symptoms, sweetheart.”

“But I… I…” My jaw clenches, a bitterness so deep, so angry, pulling every muscle taut, until I feel like I’m going to snap. I close my eyes, desperate to shake away the tears, the anger, but it’s no use. With nowhere else to go, they spill silently down my cheeks. Emmett reaches for my hand and I bat him away, fists balling at my chest as I grasp for straws. “I’m nauseous. Yesterday at lunch, it smelled so strong, and I felt like I was going to be sick. And then this morning—”

“It was probably just nerves.” The nurse pauses before continuing softly. “I’ve been in your shoes, Cara. The unfortunate truth is, sometimes we want it so badly we’ll convince ourselves it’s there. I’m sorry.”

Is that what this is? I’m so desperate I’ve become delusional?

The nurse continues in my silence, prattling on about our options as my body forces me to my feet, sending me pacing around the kitchen, the living room. My gaze collides with Emmett’s right as she delivers Dr. Brenling’s suggestion to put everything on hold. It’s the devastation in his eyes, the desperation, the fucking pity as the nurse cites that poor egg quality has likely impacted our embryos, that forces me to tear my gaze away, unable to live beneath the weight of all those emotions clouding his stare.

Emotions that wouldn’t live there if my body would just do what it’s supposed to and fucking work.

Emotions that wouldn’t live there if it weren’t for me.

Me. I’m the problem. Not him.

“With only one embryo remaining, Dr. Brenling suggests you do a few rounds of egg retrievals to stockpile some embryos before attempting another transfer, at which point we could discuss transferring more than one. He also wants to remind you that, um…” The nurse clears her throat. It does nothing to diminish her hesitancy. “IVF using your husband’s sperm and donor eggs, as well as surrogacy, are both excellent options for your situation.”

I’m the fucking problem.

“What? Care, no. No, baby, you are not the problem.”

My head snaps up as Emmett strides toward me, shaking his head. My eyes bounce to my shaking hand, hovering above the mouth that accidentally uttered those words out loud. That finally spoke the truth into existence.

So I do it again, backing away from him as tears barrel down my cheeks and I end the call.

“I’m the fucking problem. Me, Emmett.”

He reaches for me, clenching his jaw when I swat him away. Tears build in those crushing blue eyes, and for the first time in my life, I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know how to fix his hurt, because I’m drowning in my own. I don’t know how to love him through this, because I don’t… I don’t know how to love myself through this.

I’ve never not known how to love myself.

My head hangs, too heavy with shame to keep it held high. My fists unclench, letting the last of my hopes sift through my fingers. And my heart sinks in defeat.

I am a failure.

And Emmett? Emmett would be better off without me.

Warm hands cup my face, tilting it up. I close my eyes, reveling in the way I feel in his grasp as he gently sweeps my tears away. Safe. Treasured. Loved beyond measure.

How much longer do I get to live here?

How long until it truly sets in that I can’t give him this? That someone else could?

That he doesn’t… need me.

“Look at me, baby.”

My pulse pounds, my shattered heart desperate to oblige him. Tears slide down my face as I place my hands over his, gently prying them off me. “I can’t,” I whisper, and every ounce of Emmett’s anguish bleeds into the room as I turn away from him.

I pause at the bottom of the stairs, feeling his presence at my back, my hands shaking with the need to hold him, to chase away his quiet sniffles. “I’m sorry, Emmett.”

I make it two steps before car doors slam in our driveway, and another two before a round of giggles sounds outside. Halfway to the top, and there’s an eager knock on the front door before it flies right open.

“There you two are!”

My eyes shut at the voice in my entryway, and I grip the banister as I pause on the stairs.

“What are you doing here?” Emmett’s voice shakes as he struggles to get ahold of his emotions. “I said I didn’t have any tickets for you tonight. Care, baby, go upstairs. Don’t worry about them right now.”

“Geez, don’t act so eager to see us.”

I do a piss-poor job of cleaning the tears from my face before I turn around, watching as Craig peels off his coat and tosses it at the bench in our entryway before working on Sasha’s, giddy smiles on both their faces.

He looks up at me, his nose scrunching, then frowns at Emmett. “What’s up with you two? Cara looks like shit.” He leans closer, prodding Emmett’s cheek. “And were you crying?”

Emmett shoves Craig back a step. “Watch your fucking mouth when you’re talking about my wife.”

Craig raises his hands in defense. “Okay, okay. Sheesh.” He flashes me what I’m sure he thinks is a charming grin. “Plus, your version of shit is everyone else’s normal.”

Sasha’s gaze bounces between Emmett, Craig, and me. She grabs Craig’s elbow. “Maybe it’s not a good time.”

“Correct.” Emmett tosses Craig his coat and opens the door. “You need to leave. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Aw, c’mon, man. We just wanted to share our news with you in person, that’s all. We drove all the way here. If you really don’t have tickets to the game tonight, we’ll leave after.”

Emmett’s eyes flash before pinging to mine. He tries to usher them out the door, but I take a step closer, then another, a furious pounding in my chest, screaming in my ears so loud I can barely hear my own question. “News? What news?”

Craig and Sasha look at each other, a silent moment that ends too soon as grins explode across their faces. Craig yanks a giggling Sasha back against his chest, his hands on her belly.

“We’re pregnant!”

I’ll remember this moment for the rest of my life, I’m sure of it. The way all that filthy jealousy sizzles and pops. The bitter anger that boils over, scorching my skin. The crushing heartache that steals my breath. The claws of failure sinking in, submerging me in a sea of self-loathing.

I’ll remember the suffocating agony, and I’ll remember the way all of it floated away as I drowned.

Because that’s what happens.

I drown, right here on my staircase, until I feel empty.

Until I feel… nothing.

I feel nothing.
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18 THE ART OF PUTTING PEOPLE IN THEIR PLACE Emmett

I’VE SPENT WHAT FEELS LIKE a lifetime watching my wife. Since the moment I first saw her, I haven’t been able to take my eyes off her. She walked in that room, our gazes collided, and my life began.

I’ve learned more than I ever could in school by watching her. Learned what quiet confidence looks like, and when it’s okay to let that confidence roar. Learned how to be comfortable in my skin. How to love myself. How to turn every weakness into something that makes me special. I’ve learned how to be a friend, how to love my people without condition, how to stand quietly at their side or give them the shove they need, the reminder that they can conquer anything. I’ve learned what bravery looks like—real, honest-to-goodness strength, the kind you keep finding when you think you can’t dig any deeper but are forced to anyway.

I’ve learned that grief is everywhere, hiding in places you didn’t expect it.

It’s the quiet hope you cling to month after month, a wish that never comes true. A future that doesn’t exist, proven time after time by a single pink line. An empty space that seems to grow bigger each month, stealing pieces of you right from your hands. Sometimes, grief is mourning what never was, wiping away the tears, taking a deep breath, gluing a broken smile on your face, and convincing yourself that there’s always next month, next cycle.

And sometimes, grief is defeat. Giving up the fight, the effort. Empty smiles. Empty eyes. Empty words, whispered without meaning.

A broken soul, a shell of the woman she was before.

I’ve learned a lot from watching my wife. This past week, I’ve learned what surviving when you have no other choice looks like.

I don’t want her to survive; I want her to live.

But I don’t know how to bring her back from this.

And that? That makes me a failure.

Sliding the patio door open, I shiver against the cold as I step outside. Snowflakes fall slowly, decorating the backyard and the towering pines behind us like a winter wonderland. The pink mug warms my hands as I carry it across the covered patio to where Cara is curled up on the oversized porch swing next to the fireplace, staring out at the snow.

“Hey, firefly,” I murmur, bending to press my lips to the crown of her head. I press the mug into her hands. “Made you a latte.”

Empty blue eyes drift to mine, and she gives me a smile just as empty. “Thank you.”

I watch her for a moment, the way she grips the mug, the way her eyes move back to the trees, staring so blankly at them I’m not sure she even realizes they’re slowly being covered in snow. My hand goes to the nape of my neck as I look for something to say. I tip my head at the bare Christmas tree in our living room window. “Wanna decorate the tree tonight? Pizza, wine, snacks, and It’s a Wonderful Life?”

“Sure.”

“Great.” I clap my hands together. “I’ll pick up snacks on my way home. Skittles and M&M’s? I’ll get family bags of both and mix ’em in a big bowl for you.”

“That sounds nice.” She smiles again, and I can’t remember the last time it reached her eyes. It makes me feel panicked, makes my hands shake. “I don’t really feel like snacks, though,” she says softly, turning her gaze back to the yard. “Honestly, we could just skip decorating the tree this year. What’s the point?” She brings the mug to her rosy lips, taking a sip. “It’s just a day, and then it’s over.”

“I… but you… I don’t…” I slip my fingers under my beanie, scratching my head as my pulse pounds in my ears. “You love Christmas,” I whisper. She says it’s the one day each year she can spoil everyone she loves without them complaining that she’s doing too much. And decorating the tree? It’s always been a whole-day affair, one she plans meticulously, right down to the socks on her feet, the ribbons in her hair, the barely-there Mrs. Claus outfit she likes to torture me with, and the order of her playlist. I look down at my shoes. “I love our tradition.”

Another smile, as cold as her hand when she touches mine. “Okay, Emmett. We’ll do it. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I don’t want you to apologize.”

She cocks her head. “What would you like me to do?”

Smile. A real one. One that lights up your eyes, shows me you’re still alive. That I haven’t lost you.

“I just want you to be happy,” is what I mumble, and I regret it the second those eyes flicker. I crouch in front of her, setting her mug aside so I can take her hands in mine. “I’m worried about you. About what this is doing to you.”

Her chest heaves. Her eyes flare. I don’t care if it’s anger; I want it. I want whatever emotion she’ll give me. I just want her to feel something, anything.

But then she leans forward, sweeps the ghost of a kiss over my forehead, and stands. “I have to meet a client. I’ll see you when I get home.”

I stand there in the falling snow, watching as she disappears into the house, listening as her car pulls down the driveway and speeds away, and I wonder if she’ll ever really come home again.



ISPEND THE NEXT TWO HOURS stringing the same twenty beads on the same stretchy thread. Over and over again, black, navy, and purple, sparkly hearts too small for my fingers.

My hand shakes, the way it’s been doing for too long now, and I lose my hold on the bracelet. The beads spill, scattering over the tabletop for what must be the fifteenth time, and this time, I’m done. I push the tray of beads away and groan, scrubbing my hands over my face.

“I’m fucking useless,” I mutter.

“Seems a bit harsh.” A hand reaches over from my left, sweeping my beads away. I look up, watching as Jaxon starts lining them up on a board. Brows raised, he points to the letters I collected earlier. When I nod, he lines them up next to the hearts. “Sarah taught me this,” he murmurs about a girl who used to live here at the children’s home before she was adopted earlier this year. They’re still really close, almost like brother and sister. “It’s a bit finicky sometimes…” He pokes the hole through one end of the bead lineup, pushes it through, and ahas when he lifts both ends of the beaded thread up.

I want to thank him, because I know I should. But I’m angry. Defeated. I’m trying so damn hard to be everything Cara needs right now, and I’m failing. Over and over again, I fail. And this bracelet—this meaningless fucking bracelet—is just another example of that. Something I can’t do right. Something somebody else can do with ease.

It’s like Jaxon can sense it, because he stares at me for quiet moment before spilling the beads back on the tray, lining them up all over again. “Now you try it.”

It takes me a few minutes, way longer than Jaxon. But finally, with trembling hands and brows so furrowed my forehead hurts, I lift the beaded thread up.

Jaxon clasps my shoulder. “You did it, bud. Now tie it off before you drop it.”

I shake my head, too nervous to try.

“Give it here.” Carter reaches across the table, curling his fingers into his palm. “I’ve got nimble fingers.”

Garrett snorts, knocking his hand away. “Give it. I tie knots all the time.”

Carter glares at him. “When?”

Garrett pumps his brows. “When I pull the ribbon out of your sister’s hair and use it to tie her wrists to the—”

Carter claps his hands over his ears. “La-la-la-la-la, I’m not listening, I’m not listening!”

I hand over the bracelet, watching as Garrett focuses on tying the ends together. When Carter cautiously drops his hands from his ears, Garrett murmurs, “Bedposts.”

He tosses the finished bracelet at me, shrieking as Carter tells all the kids at our table to “Get him!” The poor guy gets tackled to the ground, smothered with pillows and stuffed animals, shrieking for Adam to help.

Adam doesn’t look up from the bracelet he’s working on. “You’re doing great, buddy.”

A door shuts, and I look over my shoulder as Emily, a therapist who works here with some of the kids, and one of Garrett and Jennie’s good friends, steps out of her office. She joins us at our table, looking down at the beads scattered over it. “Enjoying your arts and crafts time?”

Adam holds up a pile of bracelets. “We’re making bracelets to give to someone we care about for Christmas.”

Emily picks up a bracelet, reading the word on it. “Lioness?”

“One of the kids suggested we pick something that reminds us of the person we’re giving it to. Lioness is for Rosie, because she’s strong and courageous.”

“I made thirteen,” Carter says, breathless, like waiting his turn to speak was unbearable. “Wanna hear ’em all?”

“I couldn’t think of a worse idea,” Emily murmurs, but Carter starts listing them off anyway.

“Onion for Jaxon, ’cause he’s so wrapped up in layers. Kitten for Ollie, ’cause she’s tiny and soft and adorable, but also, kitty is another word for pus—”

“Shut up. Now.” Emily picks one up, brow arching. “This one just says DILF.”

Carter’s cheeks flush as he swipes it from her, slipping it on his wrist. He strokes the beads reverently. “That one’s for me.”

Emily rolls her eyes, then examines the rest of the bracelets, pausing to connect with every kid at the table, asking them about why they chose their word. She stops at me, eyes moving across Cara’s bracelet.

Thunderstorm.

I look away, balling the bracelet in my fist. I don’t want to talk about it, not right now, not in front of everyone. Not when my heart hasn’t stopped hammering in my ears all day.

And instead of asking, Emily lays her hand on my shoulder. A gentle touch, only for a moment, and then it’s gone. “That’s a perfect word for Cara.”

Some of that tension in my shoulders eases, just enough to let me breathe.

The front door opens, and Marlene, one of the social workers, steps inside, shaking the snow off her hat. “Brrr. It’s cold out there today!” She gestures inside with her hands. “Come on in, sweetheart. It’s nice and warm in here.”

A small boy shuffles inside, one slow, tiny step at a time. He’s wearing a coat at least two sizes too big, hanging past his knees. His burnt-auburn hair is dusted with snowflakes, his ears frozen and red-tipped. He can’t be much older than Connor, if I had to guess. Three or four, a little thing. But it’s the way his gaze trembles, the way he clings to those tears like a lifeline, refusing to let them fall down his cheeks… that’s what has me seeing my wife. Both of them hurt, scared, desperate to hold it together.

“New kid?” Adam asks quietly.

I assume Emily nods, but I’m still watching the little boy as he huddles in the corner of the room, chest heaving.

“Teen mom,” Emily murmurs. “But raised by grandparents. They recently kicked her out and told her to take him with her. Didn’t want to do it anymore. She had nowhere to go, and without a permanent residence… they had to be separated.”

Something inside me roars, rattling my rib cage, burning through my veins. More anger, probably. I’m finding a lot of it today. “They threw their daughter and grandson out on the streets? In the middle of winter?” My fists ball, and that anger works its way into my jaw, clenching it tightly.

Volunteering at Second Chance Home is one of my favorite things about being part of this community. Connecting with these kids lifts me up in a way I can’t explain, and watching them go on to find loving homes or be reunited with their families when the circumstances are right is such a special feeling.

But every once in a while, the reality of some of these situations really sinks in. The kids who are here because somebody refused to step up, or decided they no longer wanted the responsibility. The kids who are here because the one person they should’ve been able to trust beyond measure decided to take that trust and shatter it at their feet.

Why do those people get to have kids? Why are people like that entrusted with such a precious gift, only to throw it all away?

Why not Cara and me?

The words are on the tip of my tongue, but it’s not a question that has an answer. Fucked-up things happen every day with no rhyme or reason. Like grandparents disowning their daughter and grandson right before Christmas. Like watching the bravest woman I’ve ever met slowly admit defeat, and feeling helpless as my wife slips away from me.

All eyes come to me as I stand abruptly, shoving Cara’s bracelet in my pocket. “I’m fine,” I lie as my friends call after me.

Pale eyes slice to mine, drowning in so many tears it’s impossible to tell if they’re more green or blue. They stay on me as I cross the room, stride toward the door.

Green, I decide as I stop in front of him, his head tipping back to hold my gaze. Earthy and muted, with blue-gray flecks that hover like storm clouds.

“Here,” I say, struggling to keep the whispered word free from bitterness as I crouch in front of him and pull off my hat. I fix the cozy blue-and-green Vipers beanie over his head, the corner of my mouth twitching when it falls over his eyes. Our fingers touch as we reach to shift it back at the same time, and I stand, swallowing as I stare down at him. “To keep those little ears safe outside, ’kay?”

He blinks, and when I glance back at him from the bottom of the steps out front, I watch as a tear rolls down each round, pink cheek.



I FUCKING HATE IT IN HERE.

Silver threads of tinsel scattered all over the floors like a badly shedding dog. Goopy snowflakes stuck to my pants, the furniture, the kitchen counter, instead of the patio door like they’re supposed to be. Boxes of ornaments and decorations, tripping hazards that litter the floor, and Mariah Carey on the speaker.

A jumbled mess, every bit as loud as it is blinding, just like my head.

And right now, I hate it in there too.

I thought I’d get a head start on decorating. Hoped the music and the tinsel would make Cara smile, remind her how much she loves this time of year.

But nothing is functioning properly without her. It’s like every single piece of me is acutely aware of how fragile she is right now, how our entire world has tilted on its axis. How close we are to spinning out of orbit.

The right move, even the smallest one, and we’re one step closer to finding our gravity again.

The wrong move, even just one, and everything implodes.

That’s how it feels, anyway.

The front door opens, and I hold my breath.

“Ew, yuck. It looks like Santa’s elves threw up in here.”

The door slams, and I release my breath as I tear open the Skittles and M&M’s, dumping them into a bowl. “Thanks, Natasha,” I mumble as she enters the kitchen, setting grocery bags on the counter, the same bright smile that lights her face every time she greets me.

“Oh, hey, Em! Is this your handiwork?” She gestures around the room and grimaces. “Sorry. You know, it’s not so bad now that I’ve had a good look. I think it’s admirable that you do this kind of stuff. More men should be like you.”

I don’t know what that means, but I mumble a thank you anyway as I pull out the ingredients for some elaborate hot chocolate recipe Garrett sent me. My spine stiffens as I feel Natasha at my back.

“What’s this?” Her words tumble down my bicep, and I step to the right to get some space. “If you needed something at the grocery store, and Cara didn’t want to go out and get it for you, you could’ve texted me.”

“Cara’s at work. I stopped on my way home. It’s no big deal.”

“Still.” She nudges my arm, smiling. “You have my number. Don’t be afraid to use it. In fact, I wish you would.”

Christ, I’m tired of this.

At first, it was nothing more than innocent eyes that lit up when I walked in the room, tucking her hair behind her ear and giggling. Somewhere along the way it became insults at my wife’s expense. I’ve been ready to fire her on numerous occasions, but Cara always insists it’s a harmless crush. That Natasha’s a single mom who needs the money. That Cara knows her own worth and isn’t threatened. But goddammit, that doesn’t make it any easier to bite my tongue.

“I can’t believe Cara spends so much time at work,” Natasha continues, as I pull the milk from the fridge. “If I was your wife, I’d be treasuring every minute that you’re home.”

I close the fridge, spinning around, and she’s right fucking there, in my fucking space, pressed against my goddamn chest.

She bites her lower lip, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “Making sure to give you a reason to keep coming home to me.”

I blink down at her, swallowing the words I want to say, the ones I want to shout. Instead, I step around her, heading for the stove. “Excuse me.” I read the recipe over and over before I finally shake my head, turning back to Natasha. “You wanna be a housewife, Natasha?”

Her eyes light. She steps closer. “I just want to take care of my husband.”

“Mmm.” I nod, crossing my arms. “Yeah, not Cara. The housewife thing, I mean. She takes care of me, definitely. Just like I take care of her. We are partners, after all, and that’s what partners do. Christ.” I laugh. “She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” I look over at Natasha, and I almost feel bad for her. She must be desperate for someone to love her, to want her. But it’s not me. “I could stand here and list every single reason why I’ll keep coming home to Cara, but I’d be standing here forever, and the only person who deserves all that time and all those reasons is her. I’ll be coming home to Cara for the rest of my life.”

My jaw tics as I turn back to the stove, shifting the milk onto a burner, measuring out the cocoa. Un-fucking-believably, Natasha finds the nerve to keep going.

“I think it’s great you’re choosing to stick with her despite it all. Did you know that men are three times more likely to divorce their wives after infertility? I can’t imagine how difficult things must be since she can’t give you a baby. It must add such a complicated layer of resentment to your relationship.”

Slowly, I twist back to her. “Pardon me?”

“Of course, there’s adoption, but a lot of people worry they won’t love the child like they would if it were biologically theirs.” She taps her lips, looking over my shoulder as if she’s given it some serious thought. Then she shrugs, stepping into me, her hand on my forearm. “I just worry about you, that’s all. It seems tense around here lately. I wish I could take your mind off things.”

My eyes drop to her hand, gliding slowly over my forearm. She stops just below my elbow, where the sleeve of my sweater is pushed up, and slips the tip of her nail below the navy cashmere. Her gaze flickers above my shoulder again, and I follow it this time. A hollow laugh rattles in my chest when I spy one of the sprigs of mistletoe I hung, right above me. I squeeze my eyes shut as I ride through the laughter, and when I open them, Natasha is staring up at me, her gaze deliriously hopeful as she inches closer.

“Off.”

She hesitates, brows furrowing at my abrupt order, the edge to it she’s never heard.

“Take your hand off me.”

“I—”

“Now.”

She yanks her hand back, scrambling away as if physically forced.

I rake my hands through my hair then down my face as another bitter chuckle leaves my lips. Leaning against the counter, I shake my head, grinning at her. “The nerve is astounding, Natasha, it really is.”

Sighing, I stalk out of the kitchen. She stumbles after me, matching my steps as I walk her down the hall, toward the front door.

Gathering her coat and scarf, I thrust them at her, aiming a pointed look at her shoes. “It’s frosty out there. Might wanna put those on.”

Pulling a wad of cash from my wallet, I push it into her hand. “That should cover you for the next two weeks, though in all fairness, this is long overdue.”

“Wha—B-but—Emmett, I—”

I hold up my hand, silencing her. “I’m done. My wife is the reason you had this job as long as you did. Convinced me to let you stay even after you started trying to take her place, tearing her down every chance you could get. Why? Because she has a huge heart. Fucking massive. And not that it’s any of your goddamn business, but that same selfless heart is the reason Cara would have no trouble loving a child that wasn’t biologically ours. She loves without limits, without fucking conditions. She loves people for who they are, exactly where they’re at, and that? That’s exactly why I love her. Baby or no baby, that woman is my goddamn wife. My family. And I won’t stand here and let you disrespect her.”

I haul the door open, and Natasha stares up at me, tears welling in her eyes as the bitter winter wind whips at our cheeks.

“You’re fired. Get out.”
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19 THUNDERSTORMS Emmett

IT’S PERFECT.

A chocolate ganache rim, coated with crushed graham crackers. Homemade whipped cream floating in the shape of a wonky heart. Two roasted marshmallows, ribbons of chocolate sauce, and the finishing touch? A milk chocolate snowflake, because dark chocolate is a bitter crime punishable by death.

Cara’s words, not mine.

A hot chocolate thirty minutes in the making, and it looks like a fucking bomb went off in this kitchen.

At least it matches the shitshow in the living room.

“Did you do this?”

The words are soft, but as they startle me at the kitchen counter, there’s something else there too. Something raw. A disbelief, or a realization, maybe. Whatever it is, it’s tangible. Heavy, like the weight on my chest when Cara appeared at the end of the aisle on our wedding day, stealing every chance I had at breathing.

I wipe at the corner of my eyes with the heel of my palm, clearing my throat. “Hey, firefly.” Grabbing the mugs, I turn, finding Cara with her back to me, coat still on as she slowly takes in the mess of décor in the living room. I slide the drinks on the island, cringing as I remember Natasha’s thoughts on it. “I know it looks like Santa’s elves threw up in here, but I thought maybe seeing this…”—I gesture haphazardly at the decorations—“this dumpster fire would kickstart your excitement. Christmas is your favorite. I just wanted to remind you.” My hand goes to the nape of my neck. “I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job.”

“A better job?” She turns, slowly, and like always, my heart skips. She’s so beautiful, she’s fucking ethereal. Her head cocks as she looks me over. “Your eyes are red. Are you okay?”

“Totally fine,” I lie, and I fucking hate myself for doing it, for the lack of hesitation. “Tired, that’s all.” My eyes widen, and I grab my phone, navigating to Cara’s Christmas Showdown. “Gotta start your playlist over again.” Smiling as Mariah Carey starts us off, I gesture at the drinks. “I made hot chocolate. Garrett sent me the recipe. I guess fancy hot chocolate is, like, his and Jennie’s thing, and you deserve fancy everything, so…” Another smile, equal parts cautious and hopeful as I slide Cara’s mug closer.

She steps toward the island, staring down at the drink. Her throat bobs, and I’m not sure, but the murmur that barely leaves her mouth sounds a fuckload like “I don’t deserve you.”

“What did you say?”

She shakes her head, gripping the handles of her purse. “It’s beautiful, Emmett. Thank you.” Her gaze coasts the island, brow furrowing. “Where’s Natasha?”

“Huh?” I grab the grocery bags off the counter, stuffing the contents away. I meant to do this, but got too wrapped up in the hot chocolate, making it just right. “Oh, I told her to head home early. Also, I told her not to come back.” My eyes collide with Cara’s, then ping away. “Ever.”

“What?”

I barrel into the pantry, shoving the milk inside, which is 110 percent not where it goes, but fuck it, we’re going with it. Eggs, yogurt, orange juice, even my fucking Toaster Strudels, they all go in there. I’ll switch them out when Cara’s preoccupied.

“Emmett.”

Halting, I let my head hang before swiveling back to my sometimes/always scary wife. “Yes, angel pie?”

“Did you fire Natasha? Right before Christmas?”

“No!” I shake my head frantically, wringing my hands. “But also, yes.”

Her eyes widen, lit with more emotion than I’ve seen in days. “Emmett! She’s a single mother!”

“She’s also a horrible fucking person and I couldn’t stand a single second longer of listening to her disrespect my fucking wife!” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. Shit. Fuck. I scrub a hand over my jaw, blood drumming in my ears as Cara stares at me, mouth wide, chest heaving.

“What did she say?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

“Care, it was just time, that’s all. It wasn’t anything—”

“Bullshit. Bullshit, Emmett.” She stalks toward me, fury building in those eyes as her heeled boots click against the floor, and she jabs me in the chest. “You’ve been able to keep your mouth shut for three years. Through all the shameless flirting, backhanded remarks, and cheap little jabs, you’ve never pushed it when I asked you not to. So why now? Give me the truth, Emmett.”

I grab her hand, pulling her into me. “She came on to me, okay? Is that what you want to hear? I fired her ’cause she made a pass at me, and it’s fucking disrespectful to you.”

Cara’s fire doesn’t dim. It burns, bright, vicious flames licking up around her. I want her anger. I want anything that proves she’s still alive in there, in all her big-feelings glory. But then she asks, “What else?”

I break her stare. Barely a split second. She shouldn’t notice, but she does. Cara never misses.

“What else, Emmett? What did she say when she came on to you? Did she say she could love you better? Did she say she could give you something I can’t?”

“Care.” Taking her hands in mine, I pull her against me. “No one else could give me even an ounce of what you do. You give me everything I could possibly need and more.”

Angry tears build in her eyes, but her voice is soft, fractured. “That’s not true, though, is it?”

“It is. I have everything I need.”

“Right.” She nods, throat working with her thick swallow as she frees her hands, steps just out of reach. “Except a baby. Because I can’t give you that.” She grips her arm, one hand across her chest closing her off, gaze dropping to the floor like she can’t bear to let me see her. “But Natasha could. A lot of women could. Just not… me.” The next words are whispered from behind timid fingers that flutter over her lips, like they’re not sure if they want to catch them, shove them back down, or let them free. “My body doesn’t work.” Her eyes come to mine, feral and hopeless, a stark gray-blue sky that dulls furiously as the clouds roll in, stealing her light. “My body doesn’t fucking work.”

“Cara—”

She twirls away from me, hand on her heaving chest as she struggles for each breath, shoulders hunched. “Oh my God, it hurts. Everything hurts.” She clutches her chest, keeling over, panting, and everything inside me fires, a panic I’ve never felt bubbling beneath my skin as I race over, grip her shoulders.

“Shhh. I’ve got you. You’re okay, baby.”

“I’m not okay!” She shakes me off, and the pain in her eyes stops me in my tracks.

Those tears build, flooding her eyes until they have nowhere to go but down. They’re torrential, catastrophic, like a violent thunderstorm that sweeps in unexpectedly in the middle of a hot summer day, claiming everything in its path. And when I try to take her in my arms, to shift some of her pain and carry it for her, when she pushes me away again, her tears become mine.

“I am not okay, Emmett! We are not okay! How will we ever be okay again?”

“It’s not the end, Cara. We have more chances.”

“One! We have one more embryo, and one more chance!”

“We can keep trying,” I insist. “There are so many options, Care. Egg donation, surrogacy, adoption. This doesn’t have to be the end if IVF fails.”

“You don’t understand!”

Don’t I?

I want it, the big family. Little humans built from a love so pure and deep. To love them right. Show them how to be a friend, a partner. How to communicate, how to believe in themselves and chase their dreams, all the while knowing how unconditionally loved and supported they are by their parents. A chance to get it right, to be the parents mine never quite were.

I want to be a dad. Want it so fucking bad it tears me up.

But I don’t need it.

At the end of the day, this life we’ve built together is all I need.

So I can’t pretend to fully understand the depths of Cara’s grief. The future she wants so desperately but might never see. The hope she says goodbye to each month. The pieces of herself that are being ripped from her grasp. The hardest part of this journey for me, by far, is watching her fall out of love with herself, with her brave heart, her incredible mind. And if that’s unbearable for me, what the hell is it like for her?

“I hear you,” I promise softly, hands running gently down her arms as my vision blurs. “But we’ll always be okay. Me and you?” Hot tears tip over the edge, dripping down my cheeks as I bring her hands to mine, sweeping a kiss over her knuckles. “We’ll get through anything. We always do.”

I think it can’t get worse, the pain in my chest. But then she collapses to the floor, buries her face in her hands, and weeps. And I drop to the floor and weep right along with her, gathering her into my arms, clutching her tighter than I ever have, more afraid of her slipping through my fingers than I’ve ever been.

It’s when she chokes out three words—three words that tear her wide open, spilling everything at her feet and mine—that I lose it.

“I hate myself.”

My heart stops. “What?” I force her damp face to mine, sweeping her hair out of the way. I need those eyes, all their truths. “What did you just say?”

But a dam has broken. Collapsed. And Cara trembles violently in my arms as she struggles, pushes against me, climbs to her feet. “I hate myself,” she sobs, gripping her hair, eyes wild as they bounce around the room. “I hate this fucking body, for not working properly. I hate my fucking brain, every thought in my head that reminds me I’m a failure. I hate the jealousy, the way it makes me burn with rage to see everyone else get what we want so badly without having to go through even an ounce of the pain we do. I hate that I want people to feel the same pain.” Her fists tighten in her hair as she spins away. “God, what’s wrong with me? I don’t want anyone to go through this, but I’m so fucking tired of feeling alone in it.”

Her hands fall to her sides, cries quieting. She hangs her head, and when I take her hands in mine, she lets me. “I hate Natasha,” she whispers. Slowly, her gaze rises to mine, and there’s something there that has my breath catching in my throat. Something terrifying, staggering. Resignation, almost. But that can’t be right.

Can it?

“I hate her because she’s right. I can’t give you what you want, Emmett. I can’t. And I don’t know how to live with that. I can’t live with that.”

“What?” My hands quake as I grip her face, trembling fingers pushing her hair from her sopping cheeks. “Baby, no. No.” I shake my head, licking the salty tears from my lips. “I have everything I could ever want. I have you. That’s all I need.”

“It’s not enough. I’m not enough. Not for you, and”—she chokes out a sob, scrubbing at her raw eyes—“not for me.”

“You are always enough, Cara. Always.”

“I’m broken, Emmett!” She pushes away from me. The quiver in her hands is violent as she gestures at herself. “I’m a goddamn mess, Emmett! Look at me!”

“I’m always fucking looking at you! Always! I can’t take my fucking eyes off you, Care. And I can’t—fuck.” I bury my tortured sob behind my hands. “Maybe I don’t want a baby anymore. Not if it means losing you along the way. Because, fuck, Cara, that’s what this feels like. Watching this wreak havoc on you, watching it fucking… kill you. Jesus, it feels like I’m watching every part of you slowly die, and I have to stand by and do nothing, because I don’t know how to fucking fix this.” I clutch my chest, my heart. If it would fix things, I’d tear it out myself. Offer it to Cara on a silver platter. “I don’t know how to do this anymore,” I admit on a desperate, broken plea. “I don’t, Cara. It’s killing you, and it’s fucking destroying me.”

She cries harder, so hard I’m worried she’s not getting enough air. Strangled sobs, gasping breaths, fingertips digging into her chest, like she’s desperately trying to keep the last pieces of her heart together. All I want to do is take her into my arms. Hold her so tight, where I can keep her safe. When her frantic gaze roams the room, like she’s looking for something, anything, to hold on to, I step toward her.

But then she grabs her purse off the kitchen counter. Her keys. She looks at me.

And she steps back.

Once.

Twice.

“Care?” I sniffle, blinking as I follow her. “What are you doing?” She steps into her shoes, and my heart lodges itself in my throat. “Where are you going?”

Cara’s eyes swim with an agony so fierce, so deep, I feel it wash over every inch of me, a dark cloud that steals the sunshine, leaving me in darkness as she backs away from me, one excruciatingly slow step after another. When she stops at the front door, I feel every damn inch of space between us.

And then I fill it. Chest heaving, I crowd around her. Tear her coat from her hands when she tries to put it on. Reach behind her to lock the door, and then wrap my arms around her from behind when she presses her forehead to the door and weeps.

“Let me go,” she cries, our bodies shaking together as I soak her neck with my tears, clutching her against me. “Let me go, Emmett!”

“No. I can’t.” I hold her tighter, until there isn’t an ounce of space between us. Until our tears mix, and the heat of her body warms me again. “I won’t let you.”

A pained howl leaves her throat, and she softly bangs her forehead against the door. “It’s not your decision, Emmett.”

“I’m going to fix this. Let me fix this.”

“Some things can’t be fixed, Emmett! Don’t you get that?” She turns in my arms, gripping my sweater, pleading with me, but all I can see is the world I’ve built in those eyes. “I can’t do this. I can’t get pregnant. It’s not working. I’m not working. And I’m making everything worse. If it weren’t for me—” Tears free-fall down her pink cheeks as she chokes on her words, shaking her head. She closes her eyes, like she can’t bear to look at me. “You’re right. This is ruining me. And I won’t let it destroy you in the process.”

She slips from my stunned hold, flipping the lock on the door.

Bitter wind whips inside when she opens it; angry, dark clouds hanging heavy in the sky, the earlier snow gone.

“You can’t…” I swallow, the fractured words caught in my throat. “You can’t leave.”

She hangs her head, clutching her car keys in her hand. Suddenly, she spins back to me, crashing against me as our lips collide. Trembling fingertips flutter over my cheeks, pressing against my jaw, holding me in place as her mouth moves over mine. My arms come around her as I let her taste me, a desperate groan working its way up my throat as she slides her hands all over me. Through my hair, over my shoulders, gliding slowly down my back to grip my waist. It’s not until they come back to my face, cradling it gently as her mouth slows, that I realize what she’s doing.

Memorizing me. The way I feel beneath her hands.

And when she takes those hands away? When her mouth leaves mine, and those tears rain down like a violent storm?

That’s when I realize she’s leaving me.
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20 SELF-SABOTAGE Cara

THE WORLD IS CRUEL IN unexpected ways.

Like when you think you’ve been lucky enough to snag the last available parking space at the grocery store only to see that it’s reserved for pregnant women and families with young children.

Or the fake pregnancy announcements that litter social media on April 1st.

Or the very real announcements from two of your best friends the same day as your twenty-fourth negative cycle in a row.

Every Mother’s Day that passes while you’re trying, every baby shower you smile through while you feel like you’re dying inside, and all the senseless comments in between.

We weren’t even trying!

Have you tried not trying?

At least you get to sleep in.

You can always just adopt.

You wouldn’t understand; you don’t have kids.

And then there’s my newest favorite, when your brother-in-law tells you he and his girlfriend of five months are pregnant right after you found out your embryo transfer failed.

When I’m lying across my best friend’s couch an hour after collapsing into her open arms, my head in her lap and her fingers threading through my hair, the twins in her belly rolling against my neck, her husband and daughter putting on a choreographed performance, I know with certainty that this world is as cruel as it is beautiful.

Olivia pushes a blue peanut M&M between my lips, followed by a red Skittle, and I sniffle, closing my eyes as her fingertips dance gently across my temple, brushing a stray tear away. As cruel as this is, this reminder of the family I crave, it’s strangely comforting. Olivia’s warmth, the way she takes care of me in the simplest way, by just being here, letting me feel it all. The teensy hearts beating rhythmically in her belly, right behind my ear. Pattering footsteps, words that only half make sense, and shrieking giggles.

Cruel, and yet devastatingly beautiful too.

The song ends, and Carter bows and waves while Ireland blows kisses at Olivia and me, hollering, “Fank you! Fank you!” like we were merely their humble audience.

Did I mention they’re wearing matching Princess Belle dresses?

“You see me, Auntie Cawa?” Ireland asks, swiping her bangs off her forehead. Her green eyes light when she spies the candy bowl in her mom’s lap, and she shoves her hand inside before stuffing an entire rainbow in her mouth. “Snacks!”

Despite my mood, the corner of my mouth lifts. “I saw you, baby.”

“One at a time, Ireland! And not the—ugh.” Olivia claps a hand to her eyes, sighing. “Not the Skittles and M&M’s at the same time. Gross.” She gestures aggressively between me and her daughter. “You see what you taught her?”

I let Ireland push a sweaty handful of candy into my mouth. “You’re welcome.”

“Aw, crap. Ollie!” Carter gestures at his shoulder. “My muscular shoulders and shredded biceps were too much for this dress! I ripped my tulle cap sleeve!”

“How do you take him seriously in a yellow ball gown three sizes too small?” I murmur while Olivia stares at him in silence.

“Oh, easy. I don’t take him seriously, ever. Period.”

I snort a laugh as Carter gasps, narrowing his gaze. Olivia arches her brow, and it takes no more for than three seconds before the two of them grin.

“It is unbelievable how much I love you,” she rumbles under her breath, and Carter smirks, plopping down on the couch, Ireland in his lap.

“Haha, you looove me.” He stretches his arms over his head in a big, obnoxious way. “I’m impossible not to love. Don’t know why you tried to resist for so long.”

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, a whole month.”

“Felt like a lifetime of agony.”

Olivia sighs, shifting my head off her lap, struggling to climb to her feet before reaching for Ireland. “Okay, little lady. Off to bed with you.”

“What?” Carter twists Ireland away. “No way! We’re having fun! Right, princess?” With her ankles in his hands, he kicks her legs out. “Get back, Mommy!”

Olivia fists her hips, cocking a single brow, and Carter scurries to his feet, passing off his daughter while tipping his head and murmuring a nearly silent “Yes, pumpkin.” When Olivia smirks with satisfaction, the tiniest piece of my world rights itself.

I am surrounded by family, by people who feel like home, even on days like today, when I feel like I’m wandering a strange city, searching for shelter from the storm that’s beating down on me, taking its toll on my body, my heart.

“I’m gonna head to bed too,” I murmur, scrubbing my tired, raw eyes as I climb to my feet. My muscles ache with the effort, and I place my hand over the cramps in my lower belly as I head to the kitchen to refill my water, Carter following along. “Thanks for letting me crash.” I guzzle the water, avoiding eye contact, but there’s no way to avoid all that yellow tulle. “And would you take off that ridiculous dress already?”

“The only thing ridiculous about this dress is that it can’t even make it through a simple choreographed performance.” He strips the dress off, and I nearly tell him to put it back on. His T-shirt says DILF, but the inside of every letter is a collage of his Calvin Klein underwear shoot from last year. “I’ll be leaving a one-star review.”

“You do that.” I pat his chest, and he catches my hand as I turn to leave, stopping me. The concern swimming in his eyes squeezes my throat.

“We love you, you know. You always have a place here.”

Upstairs, I unfold the pajamas waiting for me on the guest bed, huffing a laugh. There are nine inches between Olivia and me, made up entirely of torso and legs, but I slip into the cozy clothes anyway before heading to the bathroom, where I find a plethora of skincare products waiting for me. I’m closing the bedroom door when my best friend’s soft voice drifts down the dark hall, luring me toward the sound. As I lean in Ireland’s doorway, watching the two of them rock together, the way they gaze at each other, like the entire world stops and ends with them in this moment, snuggled together, my chest tightens.

Ireland lays her cheek over Olivia’s belly, patting it gently as she looks up at her mom. “Baby?” she asks.

“Two babies.” Olivia smiles, stroking Ireland’s face, before pressing a kiss to her nose. “Three babies.”

Swallowing against the tightness in my throat, I turn away.

“Hey,” Olivia calls softly. Her eyes roam my body when I spin back to her, sparking with amusement. “Those fit… nicely.”

I glance at my ankles, surely not meant to be on display in what Olivia considers to be full-length pants. “The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants gave me such unrealistic expectations for sharing clothes with my friends.”

“The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants is a pile of horseshit.”

I cross my arms over my chest, sniffing. “On Planet Bullshit.” With a small smile, I tell her, “Night, Ollie,” leaving before she can stop me.

I make it into my room. Press my back to the closed door and try to breathe through it.

I make it into the bed, beneath the covers.

I make it through the first five minutes, staring up at the ceiling as my chest heaves, each breath more ragged, until my throat feels raw and swollen.

Until the fear wins. Takes me so wholly and without warning. Grips me by the throat with a crushing, punishing grip, forcing me to look at the spot next to me. So fucking empty, I feel its dead weight in every single bone in my body.

I slide my palm over the cool sheets, and a vision bursts behind my eyes and knocks the air from my lungs. A future where I’m only surviving, walking this earth without my other half by my side. The hollow feeling is agonizing, and my body collapses in on itself as the sobs rip through me, tearing up my throat, drenching my world in a hurricane I can’t outrun anymore. The sounds are tortured, gutted, and I grab the pillow where Emmett’s cheek should be, burying my face in it as I give it up. The control, or the belief that I still had some semblance of it. I give up the fight, the very last bits of myself that I can’t find anymore. I give up the woman I’ve always been, and I accept that I don’t know who I am anymore.

That I’ve lost myself. A future I’ve spent my life dreaming of.

How does somebody come to terms with that? Why does the rest of the world expect me to be able to do it easily? Why does it feel like nobody fucking understands what it means to watch your dream of being a mother, of creating something so precious and perfect with the person you love most in this world, slip through your fingers like fine sand, disappearing at your feet like it was never real?

This isn’t a job I didn’t land. This is a life being torn viciously from my grasp.

And it is Not. Fucking. Fair.

A knock at the door has me shooting upright, and I slap at the tears cascading down my cheeks as Carter strolls in, carrying a full tray, wearing a chef’s hat and an apron that says Let’s Eat Our Feelings. “Good evening, madam. Tonight we’re serving chamomile tea, and Carter’s famous slutty brown—” His eyes land on me, the smile slipping from his face. “Oh. Shit. Oh shit.”

“I’m totally fine!” I weep, snot bubbling as Carter places the tray on the bedside table, frantically fumbling with the ties on his apron. He gives up in a fit of rage, tearing it over his head, and as he strides toward me, I cry harder. “I’m fine, Carter! I’m just—I’m just…” He stops in front of me, every inch of me trembling as he takes me in, a version of me he’s never seen, never known. Small and broken, like the three words I whisper next. “I’m not okay.”

And then I’m on my feet. Pulled against a solid chest, wrapped up in a hold so tight, so crushing, I let it all out. The choked sobs, the panicked, gasping breaths. The quivering fear, the knee-wobbling heartache. And Carter lets me feel it all. Holds me up through it, one hand on the back of my head while I cry against his shoulder, his voice equal parts soft and hoarse as he promises I’m not alone, that I’m safe.

I don’t know how long we stand there, me crying in his arms, but when I feel like I can breathe again, when I can hear the pounding of my racing heart and the pattering rain on the window, Carter rests his chin on top of my head. His following breath is deep and steadying, and when he sniffs, my heart aches with the knowledge that he’s taken on every ounce of my pain he can manage in this moment.

“Do you know what I hated when my dad died?” Carter’s hand is firm as it moves to the space between my shoulder blades, like he knows there’s a sharp, stabbing pain there, and he’s trying to force it away. “I hated everyone constantly asking me if I was okay. I knew they meant well, but frankly, it’s a stupid question. I wasn’t okay. Everyone knew I wasn’t okay. They asked because they felt like they had to, because it made them feel better when I said I was fine. But what else was I supposed to say? No, I wasn’t okay. I was angry. Angry at the person who was responsible. Angry at myself for being the reason my dad was on the road that day. Angry at the world for moving on like my world hadn’t just stopped. I was jealous of friends who still had their dads, who took their relationships with them for granted. Jesus, the jealousy was disgusting, and I hated myself for feeling it.”

My heartbeat quiets as Carter lets me into a piece of his past, a piece of himself where I find a little bit of me.

“My world felt like it ended the day my dad died. In a way, I think it did. The world as I knew it, at least. I had to let go of a future I’d dreamed of, one where my dad was by my side through it all, like he’d always been. But life went on for everyone else, and that pissed me off. Made me more bitter than I could ever put into words. It felt like the biggest insult, like nobody could understand how special my dad was to me, and they didn’t understand why I couldn’t just… move on. Not on their timeline. But nobody wanted to hear that when they asked me if I was okay. And if I told them anyway, they’d smile and tell me I’d be okay soon.”

Carter leads me to the edge of the bed, where we sit side by side. His eyes are red-rimmed, heavy with grief, with empathy. “I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through, Cara. I don’t think Emmett can either. I know that I’m extremely blessed to have my family, that I can’t imagine my life without them. I know that I want that same thing for you and Emmett so badly, and watching you two go through this is gutting. I know that gutting doesn’t even begin to come close to how it feels for you.”

My eyelids flutter closed, silent tears dancing down my cheeks.

“From what I gather, infertility is a lot like grief. Grieving what could’ve been every month. Grieving the future you’d planned. I don’t know infertility, Care, but I do know grief. And I can promise you, there is another side. There is a life to be built, a future that has the possibility to be just as beautiful as the one you’d hoped for. It doesn’t have to be the end. There is never an end where love exists.”

I hang my head, the weight of the words that have been tumbling around in my head for too long now pulling the confession right out of me. “I’m not worthy of a future like that, a life with someone like Emmett.”

“Not being able to get pregnant doesn’t make you any less worthy, Cara.”

“Then why does it feel like it? He’s given me everything. Love. Patience. Understanding. Shouted for me every step of the way. Painted fucking toes, mistletoe in the kitchen, my dreams becoming his, and a faith in me that never, ever wanes.” My body trembles, a strange mix of anger and confusion coursing through me as I let myself drown in self-loathing, all while my heart revolts, refusing to accept that we’ve wound up here, so far from a woman who hasn’t ever, even for a second, doubted her worth. “And I can’t give him this one goddamn thing.”

“You are the only thing he’s ever wanted,” Carter insists gently before repeating, “There is never an end where love exists. Life will be different, whether or not you go on to be parents in one way or another, because this happened. The clouds will always be there, and there will be days when the rain comes and it feels like it’ll never end. And then the sun will come out again, and you’ll remember that there’s room for both of those things; the pain that reminds you of someone or something that should be there, and the beauty of a life built, a path you forged, because you were brave when you didn’t want to be. Because you can do hard things, Cara. Even when you don’t want to. Even when you shouldn’t have to. All that hurt, those clouds, and those rainy days? We live with them because that love, the love that drove our lives to change, it never ceases to exist.”

Tears spill down my cheeks as Carter’s words work their way beneath my skin.

“You deserve a future filled with love. You’ve got so much of it to give, and you give it so freely. There are some things you can’t control, hard as you try, and there are the things you can choose. Emmett is going to spend the rest of his days loving you, and you’re going to spend yours loving him. Choose to do it together. Love makes life worth living, even in the face of everything we lose along the way.”

Carter presses a soft kiss to my hair before climbing off the bed, scooping up his apron and chef’s hat. He adjusts the tray on the bedside table, pouring steaming water from the tiny pot, filling a small mug that says SANTA’S FAVORITE HO. As he heads for the door, my chest pulls taut at the display of brownies, cut into stars, arranged in the shape of a smile.

“You don’t normally forget.”

I look up, finding Carter paused in the doorway, head down. “Forget what?”

“How amazing you are. The rest of us do. We have our moments. A lot of them. And one thing that’s always constant in those moments? You, lifting us up. Reminding us who we are. Shouting it at us until we remember. Until we get back on our feet. And we do get back on our feet. You help us.” He glances at me over his shoulder. “So this is your reminder. You’re amazing, Care. Strong, even though you shouldn’t have to be strong all the time. Brave, even when you don’t want to be. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t allowed to fall apart.” A smile, small but sincere. Warm and sure, in every way I need it to be. “We’re here for you. Always will be. Lean on us when you’re tired. We’ll lift you up.”

I sit on the edge of the bed after he leaves, sipping my tea, listening to him move about; a happy good night for Ireland, whispered words to Olivia. I hear a door shut downstairs and the unmistakable purr of an engine as the garage opens. Even as I battle with the guilt that tells me I should be the one going home right now, I’m grateful knowing Emmett won’t be alone for much longer.

When I’m on the cusp of sleep sometime later, exhaustion dragging my body deeper into the mattress, a sliver of orange glow slides across the room as my door opens and closes. I know it’s Olivia before she crawls into bed behind me, wrapping her arm around me, clasping one hand in hers. She presses her warm cheek against my shoulder, and I close my eyes, letting myself get lost in the safety of my best friend as she hugs me tightly. I pull in a deep breath, releasing it with a fresh wave of tears, just like the ones falling against my shoulder, rolling down my neck as Olivia’s body trembles right alongside mine.

It feels a little bit like déjà vu, because even though it seems like forever, it wasn’t all that long ago that Olivia was in my spare room, contemplating a life without Carter, and I was the one holding her. The circumstances were different, but the heartache was as real for her as it is for me, faced with the possibility of living without that once-in-a-lifetime kind of love that people spend their whole lives chasing.

Because that’s what Emmett is. He’s my once-in-a-lifetime, a miracle I stumbled into. How do you walk away from that? I was so sure I was doing the right thing by leaving today, giving him a chance at a dream I might not be able to make a reality for us. Because without me, he can have it. But with me? It might never happen.

“You’re self-sabotaging,” Olivia whispers, cutting into my thoughts. The words are firm. Certain. Non-negotiable. “I can’t pretend to fully grasp what you’re going through, Care. I just can’t. But I’ve heard the careless things people have said, and I see the way they dim the fire in your eyes. I’ve watched you slowly shrink, fold into yourself, start second-guessing. I’ve seen the way you look at Rosie and me, the way that look slowly transforms to disappointment when you turn it back on yourself. You’ve convinced yourself that this is your downfall. Your personal failure. The one thing you can’t do right, no matter how hard you try. And you’ve decided that it’s best if you leave now. Decide you’re not enough before Emmett can. You’ve told yourself that, somehow, it’ll hurt less if you’re in charge.”

The tears come faster, spilling across my face, soaking my pillowcase as Olivia grips my hand tightly in hers.

“I need you to hear me, Cara. You. Are. Worthy. You are enough. Fertility is not a badge of honor. Your ability to grow a human does not, even for one second, determine your worth. Your desire to bring a child into this world, to raise them right and love them every moment of their life, through the easy stuff and all the hard, impossible things, the love you have for them already, when they’re only a soul you don’t know yet, that is what makes you worthy of being a mother. And you are so damn worthy, Cara. You are worthy of every single good thing you have in this life, and all the things you desire. You are worthy of the love you found in Emmett, the love he showers you with day in and day out.”

She forces me to my other side, until my face is in her hands, her brown eyes glistening in the slice of moonlight that bathes the room. With her forehead pressed to mine, Olivia tells me with all the confidence in the world, “You are worthy, Cara. You are enough.”



I DRIFT IN AND OUT of sleep, Olivia’s arms tightening around my restless body every time it tosses and turns. I dream about Emmett, about the night we met and the first smile he smiled just for me. I dream about the first time I fell asleep with my head tucked against his shoulder, and the first time I woke up and found him in my kitchen. I dream about the first I love you, and his hand on my thigh in the car, his hair shining like liquid gold in the sunshine as the breeze moved through the open window.

The dreams are so vivid, so real, I don’t think twice when I feel the heat of Olivia’s body roll away from mine. When a moment later, the bed dips behind me, and a large hand slides under my shirt, settling over my belly. I let it pull me back against a solid chest, and I sink into the scent of sandalwood and lime, mixed with the fresh and earthy smell of rain, like Dream Emmett walked right in from the very real thunderstorm raging outside. I soak in the press of his lips against my shoulder, and when he turns me over in my dream, settles me over his pattering heart, whispers I love you against my hair, everything quiets. It’s been too long since I’ve known the silence, and without all that noise, the exhausting, vicious voices that never seem to rest, my dreams drift away, and I sleep soundly.

When I stir in the morning, a hollow ache settles deep in my belly. I refuse to open my eyes, trying to draw out the return to my painful reality. When I finally muster the courage to open them, a quiet gasp tears up my throat.

“Emmett.”

My husband sits on the edge of the bed in nothing but a pair of gray sweatpants, elbows on his knees, hair a beautiful mess like it is first thing every morning. His bag sits by the door, hoodie and T-shirt ditched on the floor, his wallet, phone, keys on the bedside table.

My heart pounds as I watch him, shoulders curled, head bowed, like the hurt that’s been forced on him is too heavy to hold anymore. My eyes move to his hands, clasped between his knees. They don’t shake. No, there’s not an ounce of a tremble. They’re steady, sure, the way Emmett’s always been.

“You… you came? You slept here?” I look back at the bed, the indentation beside me that’s still warm when I run my palm over it. “For me?”

His mouth hitches in a small smile as he looks at his hands. “Do you remember my first road trip after I convinced you to be my girlfriend?”

The memory rolls instantly, like I had the tape set up and ready to go. It was only six days after we’d met. On the first day, we fucked in the kitchen of the event hall. On the second day, he cuffed me to him—after I cuffed him to my bed—and wouldn’t let me go until I agreed to date him. We spent the next four days attached at the hip. Wherever I went, Emmett went. He followed me to the coffee shop at the ass crack of dawn, pulling a toque over his head, smiling at me with those sleepy, bleary blue eyes as he tucked my ears under the matching one he’d brought me, yawning as he caught my hand in his, and didn’t utter a single complaint as we strolled through downtown Vancouver in the middle of winter so I could start my day with a lavender honey latte. He did my grocery shopping with me, entertained my shoe-shopping addiction, got Mémère’s approval on FaceTime in ten seconds flat when he A) asked if she was my mother, and B) remarked that our future daughter would surely be perfect with our immaculate genes. We cooked dinner side by side and he grinned at me from across the table while we ate. I lounged in the bathtub and he knelt beside it, trailing the tips of his fingers through the bubbles on my skin while he murmured about dreams coming true. And when I fell asleep at night, my body limp, well-used, and utterly worshipped, it was with him wrapped around me.

And then he left. Flew halfway across the continent, played game after game in city after city for nine days, and I hated every minute.

At two a.m. on day ten, I woke up to the sound of a key in my lock, bags hitting the floor, muffled fucks and shits as somebody tripped their way down the hallway. I flicked my bedside lamp on just as Emmett slid into my bedroom, skidding to a stop when our eyes collided. That goofy, proud smirk took over his handsome face, so damn bright his happiness filled my dark bedroom as he tugged his shirt over his head, ditched his pants on the floor, and prowled toward me.

“So fuckin’ glad I stole your apartment key and had a copy made for myself while you were having your beauty nap,” he’d all but growled.

“Is that how you remember it?” I’d murmured, spreading out on the pillows when he peeled the blankets back and climbed on top of me in all his naked, carved glory. “I remember telling you to get the key cut and get me a latte while you were at it. If memory serves, you returned with fifty red roses too.”

“Mmm,” he’d hummed, burying hot, wet kisses in my neck as he pulled my knee to the side, grinding his cock against me. “You’re right, sorry. My brain seems to stop working every time I see you.”

A ghost of a smile whispers across my lips as I remember the way he’d sunk inside me, swallowed my cry with his mouth. I swore I’d never tasted anything as amazing as his kiss after nine days without it, and it only got better when he pressed his next whisper to my lips. As if I can still feel his promise after all this time, my fingertips flutter across my lips. “You said you weren’t ever spending another night without me when you were in Vancouver. That it’d only been sixteen days since we’d met, and you didn’t care how crazy you sounded; I was your home now.”

“Mmm.” Emmett nods, wearing the same faint smile, like he’s just relived those first sixteen days right along with me. “My home.” With a quiet sigh, he stands, scooping up his T-shirt, twisting toward me as he pulls it over his head. My mouth waters with appreciation, same as it always does as I take him in, a body so meticulously carved, so fucking flawless I refuse to believe he’s real sometimes. But it’s that tattoo low on his right hip, that single word in my handwriting, the i dotted with a heart. That’s what does me in. Squeezes my throat. Grips my heart.

Mine.

Emmett is and always has been mine, just as I’ve always been his.

The soft cotton falls over his torso, covering my claim, and I lower my gaze to my lap.

Rough knuckles gently nudge my chin, lifting my eyes to Emmett’s—fierce, loyal, so damn brave through it all. “You’re my home, Cara. I meant it then, and I mean it now. The only time I sleep without you in my arms is when there’s a plane ride and at least a thousand miles between us.” He grips my jaw, holding me in place as he drops his lips to mine in a kiss so possessive it leaves me breathless when he walks away.

Pausing in the doorway, he taps the frame, and I follow his gaze to my weekender bag in the corner of the room, filled to the brim with my things.

“Get dressed. I’ll be downstairs, because I promised our niece pancakes, a dance, and painted toes. Then, I’m taking you home. We’re fixing this, firefly. You and me? We don’t quit. Not on each other. Not on a love like ours.”
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21 OUR STORY Cara

EMMETT HAS ALWAYS TOLD ME that the quiet confidence he exudes comes from the pride he feels at being with me. That at my side, he feels capable of conquering anything. Unstoppable. But as he slings the bags over his shoulder in our garage, tows me behind him and into the house, as he lets go of my hand and moves about like life as we know it isn’t suffocating us, I’m not sure that’s true. Being with me, right here, right now, can’t possibly be bringing him anything but fear and heartache. And yet he looks like he doesn’t have a worry in the world as he tucks our things into the closet while my hands start to tremble again.

“I’ll make you a tea.” His hand fits itself into the curve of my back, his lips warm on my cheek as he passes me by, heading for the kitchen.

Tentative steps carry me forward, toward the glow of the twinkling lights in the living room. They steal the rain-soaked darkness, followed by the breath from my lungs, when I step into a space that feels every bit like home.

Yesterday, I came home to Santa’s workshop in our living room; Emmett’s attempt at luring me into the Christmas spirit, making me feel like me again.

Today, beyond the ornaments, the Christmas tree I had no hand in decorating, the mistletoe strung every five feet like some sort of minefield I have to maneuver through gracefully and strategically if I ever want to come up for air again… is our story.

Photo upon photo, strung up across the living room from one beam to the next, strings of lights hanging between them like icicles, illuminating the tiny messages dangling below each one.

Heat overwhelms me, pooling in my cheeks as blood pounds in my ears. I step closer, up to the first photo: me in a red dress, laughing into a glass of red wine, another glass dangling from my fingertips, this one filled with Skittles and M&M’s. I swallow the lump in my throat as I catch the tag hanging below the picture, Emmett’s handwriting scrawled over it.


The first day of my life.



“The night we met.”

I jump at Emmett’s voice, low and rough. His eyes stay on the photo, his mouth hooked up in the corner as he presses a hot mug into my hands.

“Where did you get that picture?” The words are hoarse, and I blink back tears as I focus on the tea I bring to my lips. “I didn’t know it existed.”

“You wouldn’t. I hid behind Adam and took it when you weren’t looking.” He chuckles softly. “He wasn’t happy to be my pawn. Said something about it being a violation of your right to privacy.” His gaze cuts to mine, and my heart stops beating at the look there, the way all traces of humor disappear. “But you’ve never been a private person, have you?”

My hand shakes as I bring my mug to my lips. “With you? No.”

“No,” he agrees quietly, eyes dipping to watch me sip. “You haven’t kept a thing from me since you opened your pretty legs for me, barely an hour after that photo was taken. I’ve always had all of you, because you’ve never held back from me.” Something flickers through his gaze before it moves back to the line of photos. So quietly I nearly miss it, he adds, “Until now.”

Before the guilt can flood me, I clear my throat and ask, “Is this our story?”

“Our story?” He traces my smile in one photo, the curve of my hip in another. “No. It’s mine.”

My brows furrow. “Yours?”

“Mine.” He points to the first photo, repeats the words below. “The first day of my life.”

“Emmett—”

“No, Cara.” His rough palm grasps my jaw, thumb sweeping at free-falling tears as his gaze sears mine. “I met you, and I swear to God, I came alive. For the first time in my life, I craved so much more than what I had, what I’d been working toward all those years. For the first time in my life, I wanted a tomorrow spent just looking at you, listening to you. I wanted a future with somebody’s hand in mine, except that hand had to be yours. I wanted your smiles, your laughs, your tears, and I wanted them all for me. I wanted late nights loving, lazy mornings talking, fighting over movies and what goes in the grocery cart. I wanted you in my T-shirt, nail polish on my coffee table, and lipstick words on my mirrors.” He steps closer, just an inch, his breath warming my lips, my chest heaving. “Do you hear me, Cara? I was existing before you. But since you? Since you, I’ve been living.”

My throat burns, words I want to scream trying to tear their way out as I shake my head, muttering a steady stream of no, no, no as I struggle against Emmett’s grip, the story he’s trying to shove down my throat. It might have been true. Fuck, I know it was. But that was before, when I was still me. And now I’m… I’m… “I’m not the same woman you fell in love with!” The words barrel up my throat as I shove him away. “I’m not the woman you met that night, or the one you fell for! She’s gone, Emmett! Can’t you see that?”

Angry tears slide down his face, so fast I can taste their fury, feel their heat from here as I swipe at my own. His broad shoulders rise quickly as he twists, looking at the pictures. He marches over to one, ripping it off the string, shoving it in my face. “This. Olivia took this and sent it to me. You practiced skating for two weeks before I took you, not because you wanted to impress me, but because you wanted to show me that you were interested in my life.”

Another picture follows, and another, story after story, reason after reason why my husband fell for me.

“This. You, hiding away and crying, because we just raised four times the amount we ever had at our fundraiser for Second Chance Home, and it’s because it was the first one you organized.

“And this. Your swollen knuckles, and your fucking massive grin, because you punched Lennon’s ex in the face for… well, honestly, just for existing, I think.

“This one, right here in this kitchen. You stood at that counter, threw on a pair of oven mitts, grinned at me over your shoulder, and said, Baby, look! I’m cooking! I didn’t hear a word the Realtor said after that; all I saw was my whole world standing in our kitchen. We moved in five weeks later.

“This too. Another one of you crying. Know why you’re crying here, in your wedding dress? Not ’cause we just got married. Nah. You’re crying because my best friend is proposing to yours, and nothing made you happier than being able to give them that. Most people wouldn’t dream of letting someone else propose at their wedding. Not you, Care. All that matters to you, really, is that the people you love are happy.”

He grabs another picture, his hand quivering when he shows it to me. “And this. This was the night we met my parents. Five minutes before this, my mom made some snarky comment about how I abandoned my family for a hobby. You wrinkled your nose and said, What an odd thing to say about your son chasing his dreams and succeeding, when most people don’t even have the courage to dream. Nobody has ever stood up to my mom for me before, but you did, because you always fight for your people. Don’t you, Care? Always fighting for the people you love. So why aren’t you fighting for yourself right now?”

“I… I…” I swipe angrily at my tears, stomping a foot. “That’s not fair! I fought! I fought so fucking hard, Emmett, and I’m so fucking tired!” Pain sears through my chest, and I clutch at my heart as I break myself wide open against my will, showing him everything. The sacrifices I’ve made, the strength turned to weakness, all the blood I’ve bled fighting like hell just to hang on. Pieces of myself I’ll never get back. Doesn’t he understand?

With flooded eyes, my fists find his shirt, hanging on for dear life as I sob. “I’m so fucking tired of fighting, Emmett. I’m tired of being strong. I don’t want to be brave anymore. Haven’t I been brave enough? Strong enough? Haven’t I fought long enough?” I hang my head as my cries wrack my body, shaking every inch of me to my core. “Please, Emmett. I’m so tired. I can’t do it anymore.”

Strong arms wind around me, hauling me into a home I’ve never wanted to leave. His fingers tangle in my hair as he holds me close, my face tucked into his neck, soaking his warm skin as I clutch at his shoulders and cry, feeling the way he shakes right along with me.

“I know, baby. I know. So let me do it for you. Let me be the strong one. Let me be brave. Let me fight, Cara. I’ll fight for you every damn day, until I take my last breath, and after that? After that I’ll find a way to keep fighting. You’re not alone, Cara.”

“Then why does it feel like it? Because it does. It feels like I’ve been shoved on a goddamn raft and forced out to sea to fend for myself. I can’t keep my fucking head above water anymore, Emmett.” I shove away from him, struggling to breathe through the cries that seize my throat, strangling me. “Look at me. Look at me. I’m fucking drowning.” I spin away from him, gripping my hair in my fists the way I wish I could hang on to my sanity right now. Because the way he’s looking at me? Like he’s at my funeral, staring down at my corpse, at a woman who will never exist again in this lifetime? I can’t be responsible for that look.

“I—I—I—” I squeeze my eyes shut, heels of my hands pressed there as I shake my head. “I know you’re here. You’re right fucking here,” I weep, gesturing at my hulk of a man, trying so hard to hold me, to hold on to me as I keep him at bay. “And yet I feel so damn alone in this. The needles and the blood draws, the injections and the hormones. The overanalyzing, the delusions, the ridiculous superstitions. The cynicism. I mean, for fuck’s sake, if one more goddamn person tells me I just need to relax, that it’ll happen when it’s meant to happen, my goddamn head is going to fucking explode.

“The insecurities. Oh, God, the soul-crushing insecurities.” A laugh bubbles, every bit as bitter as I am as I drag my hands down my tear-soaked face. “A body that fails to do one of the things it was made to do. Something I can’t fix, something I can’t give you, no matter how hard I try. The filthy fucking jealousy all those insecurities bring. God, I’ve never felt anything like it, this deep longing that’s only grown disgustingly bitter with every passing month, every pregnancy announcement, every perfect, round belly and the excitement reserved just for them. Skipping lines, seats in crowded places, special parking spaces. Courtesies they deserve and privileges I literally couldn’t care less about, but it doesn’t matter. It’s like a club I’m not allowed to be part of, no matter how bad I want it. Jesus, Emmett, last week I looked at Olivia and Rosie and wondered, Why them? Why the fuck not me? Why not us? For the first time in my life, I sat there and watched them talk about their pregnancies, the shopping they’ve been doing together, how much closer they’re getting, and I struggled to feel happy for them, and that made me hate myself more than anything.” Another laugh, soon drowned out by the broken cries that make my shoulders curl. I wrap my arms around my middle, wishing more than anything, for the first time in my life, that I could disappear as I whisper my next words. “Nothing in my life has prepared me for the way infertility would make me hate myself.”

I look up at Emmett, a blurry, beautiful mess, tears that match mine streaming down his handsome face, a face I dreamed of falling asleep to, waking up to, for the rest of my life. I wonder what he sees when he looks at me now. Not the woman he fell for, the one he built a life with, shaped his world around. Not the one who deserves a future with him.

Maybe that’s why I can’t look him in the eyes when I tell him, “I am self-destructing, Emmett, and I don’t know how to save myself. You need to save yourself before I take you down with me.”

He comes alive then, striding toward me. Fingers wrap around my biceps, holding me in place as he stares down at me, blue eyes on fire. “No. Stop that. Right now. I don’t need to be saved, and for once in your goddamn life, let me do the saving. Let me be your rock, because you’ve always been everyone else’s. Lean on me, Cara. You have to. I won’t let you sink.”

“You don’t get it!” I struggle against his grip, but he holds me tighter, forces me to stay, to look at him. Doesn’t he know I’ve never been weaker than when I’m staring into his eyes? “I’m not who I was! I’m not the girl in the pictures! Not anymore! You can… you can go. You should go! I’m giving you permission, Emmett. Take it! Find someone like that girl, confident and strong and not… fucking… broken!” I sob harder, trying like hell to free myself. “Why are you here, Emmett? Why are you still here when you could be anywhere else?”

“Because you’re here!” he shouts, hauling me against his heaving chest, forehead pressed to mine as he breathes. His fingers flex around my wrists, squeezing and releasing, like he’s fighting for self-control. “Because you’re here,” he repeats, barely a breath this time, his hands moving to my face, cradling it gently. “You’re here, Cara, and I’m wherever you are. Do you hear me? I am wherever you are. All of me. I don’t exist without you.” He licks his lips, the tip of his tongue grazing my top one, catching a tear. My heart squeezes. “You are allowed to cry. You’re allowed to be angry, furious even. You’re allowed to be jealous and bitter and feel like this isn’t fair, because it fucking isn’t, is it? You and me? We should get to create something as precious and beautiful as a child with the type of love we have, the kind that most people won’t ever get to experience. You can feel whatever you need to feel. But you’ll do it with me. All of it. Because I’ll be here, right where I’ve always been, at your side every goddamn step of the way. Do you hear me? There is no me without you. I’m not leaving.”

I truly do not know what I’ve done in this life to deserve this man, this type of love he gives me without thinking twice, like it’s the only thing he’s ever been sure of.

“Breathe,” he whispers. “Breathe, baby.”

“I can’t… I can’t give you what you want,” I argue weakly.

“You give me everything I could ever want or need.”

“Somebody else could give you more.”

“Nobody could ever stack up to you.”

“I’ve changed, Emmett,” I cry softly. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be the same person again.”

He brushes the hair away from my eyes, thumbs sweeping the tears off my cheeks. “You are perfect, exactly as you are.”

“I’m broken.”

“You’re perfect.”

My head shakes, fists balling again as my heart thuds that same angry beat I’ve gotten so used to, hellbent on pointing out all the ways I no longer measure up. “I. Am. Broken.”

Why isn’t he hearing me?

I expect the same argument, the same assurance he has no problem wielding. But this time, he doesn’t give it to me. This time, he closes his eyes, sinks into the tears rolling silently down his cheeks. This time, when his stare meets mine, unwavering and weighted with heartache, he agrees.

“You are. Your heart is in pieces. You’re not the same woman I met at a crowded party on New Year’s Day, or the one I married eighteen months later. You’re not unshakable, the way I thought you were. You aren’t whole. You’re heartbroken.” His eyes dip to follow the path of his thumb as it drags over my lower lip, collecting those tears. When his gaze comes back to mine, it burns with certainty. The same certainty he wore the night we met, when he told me I’d be his wife. A year later when he gave me the ring on my finger, told me it didn’t mean a damn to him, that nothing did except having me by his side for the rest of his life. When he took my hands at the altar six months later and promised me the same thing he’d been whispering in my ear all that time: to love me forever, to be my partner every step of the way.

“Your heart is a mosaic,” he tells me softly, my face in his warm, capable hands. “Thousands of pieces woven together, each one with its own story. Your heart is beautiful and kind, and it loves the way it does not in spite of all its pieces, but because of them.” A gentle smile as he swipes at the tears on my cheekbones. “You are what it means to grow. To bloom after a bitter winter. You aren’t the same as you were, but why would you be? You get better every single day, even when I think there’s no possible way, because you are committed to loving yourself, to being the best version of you. You aren’t the same; you’re better.” Soft lips sweep across mine, and my mouth can’t help chasing his. “You are selfless. Compassionate. A voice for those who have none. Someone who’s strong for others when they can’t be strong for themselves. You are not unshakable; you are fierce, unconditional love.”

My chest shakes, a deep breath that rattles through me, and as Emmett breathes me in, my face clasped in his hands, it occurs to me it’s the first time in so, so long I’ve felt my lungs expand with life. He presses his forehead to mine, eyes closing for only a moment before we collide, his words pressed to my lips so I can taste every single one of them.

“You aren’t whole. You’re broken. And that’s okay. You have loved and you have lost, and every piece of you deserves its place. You are a home for all your stories, the pieces that have shaped your life, that make you who you are. The steps you’ve taken, the growth you’ve chased. The fears you’ve conquered, and the lessons you’ve learned. The friendships you’ve built, the love you’ve shaped with your bare hands. Your dreams, and every single heartache. You aren’t whole, but you aren’t meant to be. You’re broken. And the beautiful thing about being broken? There’s so much more space for the light to shine in. And in that light, you get to rebuild yourself however the fuck you want to.”

I always thought that unconditional love didn’t exist beyond childhood. It’s the one time flaws are both expected and accepted. You made mistakes, fell short of expectations, and there was always someone else you didn’t quite stack up to. But—if you were lucky and had the kind of parents every child deserves to have—you were reminded that you were loved still, flaws and all. But you grow up, and suddenly you should know better. Be better. Try harder, be smarter, and never fall short. You realize that, at any moment, someone can decide they’ve had enough. They can pack up and leave, no explanation necessary. Even if you’re trying your damnedest.

But Emmett? Not Emmett.

He is… the long haul. He’s the sunny days and the smooth sailing. He’s the top down, the wind in his sun-kissed hair, and what happiness sounds like when he says there’s never been a more beautiful day. He’s the early-morning easy rides that lead into the quiet, peaceful nights.

And then he’s the steep hills. The treacherous climbs. The days spent crawling along the edge of an icy cliff in the middle of a starless night, fighting to see the finish line through a blizzard hellbent on blinding you. He’s the any weather, any time. The up-all-night, get-you-home-safe-no-matter-what-it-takes.

Emmett is the long haul. With me through the easy, with me through the hard.

With me.

A fresh wave of tears comes, but this time, it’s welcomed. Cleansing, powerful even, and I give in to every one of them as I throw my arms around Emmett’s neck, my legs around his waist as I finally—fucking finally—give it up.

The need to stand on my own. To save myself. To do it alone, just to prove that I’m capable. That I’m worthy.

And Emmett cries right along with me, clutching me tighter than he ever has, like nothing in his life has ever scared him the way the thought of losing me did, and I gasp out one strangled apology after another.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Emmett.”

“Shhh,” he whispers, soft against my temple as his hand moves over my back, a firm but soothing touch that eases the tension long since settled in my bones. “Breathe, baby. Breathe with me. Because I can’t breathe without you.”

And I want to. I want to breathe. I want my head to break the surface of the water. Want to feel my lungs fill with air, all the life they’ve been deprived of. I want to swim. Want to fight. For Emmett. And for me.

I want to fight for us. And I want to win.

I will win.

We will.


OceanofPDF.com




22 FOR YOU, I’D CLIMB EVERY MOUNTAIN Emmett

SOMETHING’S DIFFERENT. A SMALL CHANGE, maybe, but the last thing it feels is small. Little steps, hesitant and shaky, but every one of them in the right direction, braving the climb. The look in her eyes, careful but determined, lit with a fire I’ve always recognized. The rise and fall of her chest, deep and steady, like she’s breathing in new life, new strength, a new version of her with every inhale, breathing out the old with every exhale.

Cara is different, like she was yesterday, and the day before that. Like she’ll be tomorrow, and every day after that. Because she’s versatile, ever-changing, releasing what no longer serves her, and molding what does into something that fits her.

I will love every version of her, always. Her soul will always be hers, and it’ll always be tied to mine. I’m sure of it.

“You missed a spot,” she murmurs, lashes resting against her damp, rosy cheeks.

“Did not.”

“Did too.” She points, half-assed, to a spot on her head, covered with suds from the shampoo I just finished massaging into her hair. “See? Right there. Better wash it again.”

“Mhmm.” I’d never deny her, of course, but it’s that mouth, the way it lifts in the right-hand corner, a droplet of water clinging to her lush lower lip, glowing in the candlelight as that tiny smile breaks free and sends it cascading down her chin, carving a line down her throat before disappearing into the bubbles… that’s what does it for me. I squeeze another dollop of shampoo into my palm and smooth it over her hair before working my fingers against her scalp. She moans, and the sound—unfortunately—goes right to my traitorous cock.

“I can practically hear Princess Sophia weeping for me,” Cara murmurs.

“Pfft. Wrong. So wrong. You can practically hear The Pussy Pounder Five Thousand weeping for you.”

She laughs, real and hearty and fucking stunning. My entire world rights itself.

I massage her scalp extra long, until her moans fade and her breathing slows. Her eyes stay closed while I rinse the shampoo, work her favorite conditioner through the long gold strands before finally winding her hair around my hand and pinning it to the back of her head. I think she’s asleep, but when I pull my hand back, she catches it, lifting it to her mouth, covering my palm with kisses.

“Thank you,” she whispers, and I see every reason reflected back to me in those sky-blue eyes.

“Anything for you, firefly.”

With my arm on the edge of the tub, I lay my head in the crook of my elbow, gaze fixed on the tips of my fingers as they slowly move over every exposed inch of Cara’s skin, tracing the shape of her collarbone, fluttering over the faint freckles kissing her shoulders. My fingers dance up her neck, and I smile at the bubbles dusting her jawline before I swipe them away with my thumb. Cara lays her hand over mine, twining our fingers, and her hesitation hangs in the space between us.

“Yesterday you said…” She licks her lips and swallows, trying again. “You said you weren’t sure you even wanted a baby anymore. Did you… mean that?”

I carve a heart in the bubbles on Cara’s knee, searching for the right words. “I want a baby, Care. With you. Nothing will ever change that, and I’d do anything to give that to you. Whether that means more treatments, exploring adoption, surrogacy… anything you want.”

“But is that what you want?”

“Yes.” I hesitate, and the way her eyes flicker tells me she’s bracing herself for the but. “When the time is right.”

Her throat bobs. “And it’s not.” It’s meant to be a question, I think, but it sounds more like a quiet, painful acknowledgment, one I feel too deep in my bones.

“I think this has been an impossible fight, and I think we’re both tired and struggling to feel hopeful. The hormones have been hard on your body, but I think the mental fight has been the hardest part. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

Her gaze falls. “You’re not.”

“Hey.” My palm slides along her jaw, bringing her eyes back to mine. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. Everybody is allowed to struggle, and that includes the almighty Cara Nicole Brodie. But in the spirit of transparency and healing, you are my priority. I want you more than I want something I don’t already have, and your well-being is more important to me.” I press a kiss to her lips, sighing at the way she melts into me, opening herself up before I shift back, forehead resting against hers. “I want us to have a baby, Cara. But if you’re my one good thing—if this love is the only precious thing I get in this lifetime—that will always, always be enough for me. Do you understand? You are enough for me, and I will spend my days treasuring this immaculate gift I’ve been given.”

Silent tears fall down her cheeks. “I didn’t realize how much I needed to hear that. I…” She trails off, a teensy furrow between her brows as she thinks. “I’ve never needed to be enough for someone else, because I’ve always been enough for me. What somebody thinks of me, the value they place in who I am… it’s never mattered. I never wanted it to.” She sniffs, swiping at a tear. “Not being enough for myself anymore has been… impossible to overcome. Hearing that I’m enough for you, the person I love more than anyone else in this world… Enough, just like this, with everything that I thought made me enough stripped away…” Her eyes fall shut, tears clinging to her lashes. The breath she pushes out, the way her shoulders fall and her chest opens, it’s nothing short of pure relief. Sheer disbelief and unending gratitude. It’s like she’s had her head below water for far too long, starved of the only thing she needs to keep going. It’s living.

She cups my jaw, bringing my face to hers, where the tip of her nose nudges mine. “I feel alive, Emmett. I feel alive, and I wasn’t sure I’d feel that again.” She nuzzles closer, eyes closed as I cradle the back of her neck in my hand, her lips grazing mine. “I’m here.”

“You’re here, Care. I’m here. We’re together.”

“Promise me we’ll get through it, Emmett. Promise me. I can’t do life without you. I can’t.”

“You and me, firefly? We’ll get through anything.”

“Together?” she whispers, a plea that sweeps over my lips, shakes my shoulders.

“Together.”

I help her out of the bath, wrapping her in my fluffy housecoat, the one she likes best when she’s on her period, grumpy, or having a pre-midlife crisis, because she’s too young for a midlife crisis and insists she always will be.

I smile at the way she snuggles into the navy sherpa, inhaling the smell of fresh-out-of-the-dryer-and-still-toasty the way she always does. I hoist her onto the counter, dabbing her skincare routine on her face in exactly the right order, because heaven fucking forbid the vitamin C serum is applied before the hyaluronic bullshit—a mistake I’ll only ever make once.

“Good boy,” she purrs when I bypass the retinol, which is apparently only for nighttime. “You’re learning.”

“ ’Cause you scared the shit out of me,” I mutter, finishing with her special face sunscreen, because according to her, even in the winter the sun doesn’t quit trying to age her flawless skin.

“You’re being dramatic.”

“You bit the tip of my finger and said, ‘Next time it’ll be your dick, cocksucker!’ ”

“Retinol is especially sensitive to sunlight! It’s like you were purposely trying to prematurely age me!”

I open my mouth to argue some more about her needlessly violent threats to something that brings her immense pleasure, but decide against it. Instead, I swallow the smile that wants to break free at the little bits of her that are roaring to life beneath the surface, like they’re so damn tired of being buried.

Clearing my throat, I tap her knee with two fingers, stepping between her thighs when she opens for me. My palms go to the counter on either side of her hips as I cage her in, and my eyes drop to her cleavage when the tie on my housecoat loosens, showing me the swell of her heaving chest, splotches of crimson that stain her skin, run rampant up her throat and pool in her cheeks.

“You trying to ensure a hate-fuck, Mrs. Brodie?”

She shakes her head, a look in her eyes that’s equal parts mischief and innocence.

“Good,” I murmur, lips at her ear as I grab a marker from the container on the counter, scrawling over the mirror. “Because I’d rather spend all my hours loving on you sweet and slow, showing you how much I appreciate this body, how perfect it is, instead of destroying it.”

A shiver runs down her spine, and I press my lips below her ear before I step back, capping the marker while I examine my creation. Cara twists, looking over her shoulder. Her chest rises sharply, and her fingers find mine, clutching me tightly as our reflections stare back at us. My eyes move over Cara, the way she sits there so effortlessly, like she isn’t the gravity that keeps me here on earth, and then back to us, the two stick figures holding hands on top of a mountain, the words written below it. The same ones I whisper out loud.

“No mountain is too high.”

“For you, Emmett? For you, I’d climb every mountain.” She brings my hand to her chest, pressing my palm over her heart, where it beats fast and hard. “For myself too. I want to fight for myself.”

“I’ll fight for you on the days you’re too tired to do it yourself.”

“I know you will, and I love you for it.” Her lips warm my palm. “It’s just not fair, you know?”

I open my mouth to tell her that she’s right: This whole thing is anything but fair. But before I can, she gives me this smile. It’s a little half-assed, absent of the laugh lines around her eyes I love so much. But there’s a flicker of light in all that blue, a flame that roars back to life, fire that refuses to be snuffed out.

And then she says, “When I said I liked it rough, I was talking about sex, not life.”

Laughter bubbles in my chest, and I wind my arms around Cara, hugging her tight to me as her soft lines melt against my hard ones. She buries her smile against my neck, and I can’t stop myself from taking her face in my hands, pulling that smile closer to mine.

“I love you,” I whisper, my thumb sweeping over her lower lip as she slips her hands over my chest, around my neck. “Strip it away, all of it, right down to your bones. The bold, the mouthy, the happy, the strong. I’ve spent this life loving those pieces of you, and I’m going to love every piece in between too. The scared, the quiet, the sad, and the tired. There isn’t a version of you I’m not going to love, because I love you, Cara. Right down to your bones.”

“And when I cry more than I smile?” She winds her legs around my waist as I hoist her into my arms. “Will you love me then?”

I lay her down on the bed, watching the way her gaze hooks on my movements, following my shirt as I tug it over my head, my pants as they slip over my ass. My knees hit the bed, and I yank on the tie barely holding that robe together, shifting it open so I can breathe in the eighth wonder of the world, laid out right here before me. “Baby, respectfully, you’ve always been a crier.”

“How dare you,” she murmurs, but her eyes are locked on my cock as I crawl toward her. Her throat works with a thick swallow as her gaze roams my body with the exact same appreciation I feel for hers: fiercely and wildly obsessed. When I’m on top of her, my mouth dropping to hers, she stops me with a hand on my chest. “Wait.”

Sinking back on my heels, I watch as she grabs her phone, scrolling through to that dreaded app, the one that knows every single time we’ve had sex for the last year, at least. Her thumb hovers over the little pink icon, and I smooth my palm over her thigh.

She takes a deep breath. Licks her lips.

And deletes the app.

Tossing her phone to the floor and her arms around my neck, she climbs onto my lap, fingernails scraping against the scruff on my cheeks. “Remind me how to love myself. Remind me how to do it right. Remind me that I’m enough. That I’ll always be yours, and you’ll always be mine. That today belongs to us, the same way yesterday did, and all of our tomorrows. Please, Emmett. Remind me.”

My hand glides down her spine, settling in the small of her back as I lay her down, cover her body with mine. Her thighs fall open, welcoming me home, and my cock slides against her center, warm and so, so wet. I grip her hip and bury my hand in her hair, holding her in place beneath me as her heart pounds in time with mine.

“There isn’t a world out there, a lifetime that exists from now until forever, where I’m not yours and you’re not mine. I don’t need to dream about a brighter future, because wherever life takes me, I’ll be standing next to you. You’re my life, Cara. My yesterday, my today, and my tomorrow. And I’m going to love you right for every one of those days.”

I sink inside her with a slow, deep thrust, unhurried, like I have the rest of my life to do this, to love her. Because I do, and I don’t want to miss a second of it. Not the highs or the lows, the laughter or the tears. I want to take my time loving her, doing it right, so that at the end of this life, she’s felt it every single day.

Cara sweeps her thumb along my cheekbone, gathering a droplet of wetness on the soft pad. My brow furrows for only a moment, but then another falls, and another, dropping like rainfall on Cara’s cheeks. I watch in awe as one lands on her nose, carving a slow, precise path across the bridge, running over her cheek until it meets one of hers, like every part of me will always find some part of her to hang on to.

“I love you, Emmett,” she says, with so much certainty the words creep into my brain, chisel themselves there like carvings in stone, impossible to forget.

And the way she kisses me next?

Desperate. Insatiable. Reverent.

I’ll never forget that, either.
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23 MY FAVORITE VIEW Emmett

THERE’S ALWAYS BEEN SOMETHING SPECIAL about Christmas in Vancouver.

Twinkling lights that dazzle like diamonds across the city and up into the mountains, snow-covered peaks vibrant against an icy-blue sky. Crisp air kissing your cheeks, and breathing in the fresh scent of evergreens. The subtle crunch of the fresh-fallen snow as a deer wanders through a frosty forest, and the heat from the hot chocolate in your hands and the fire by your feet as you sit back and revel in something that, more often than not, feels like a miracle.

There truly are no words to describe the sheer beauty of all this nature during the most magical time of the year.

No words to describe the sheer beauty of my wife, either, as she appears with a bouquet of white and sky-blue roses at the edge of the lantern-lined aisle she set up herself hours ago.

I wink at Cara, but my heart stops as she draws closer, her blue eyes so icy and vivid, like they belong right here in this winter wonderland. Her shawl slips slowly from her shoulder as she steps below the arched altar, rustic beams wrapped in chiffon, and I can’t stop myself from stepping forward, fingertips drifting over her cool skin as I shift her shawl back into place. Rosy heat blooms in her cheeks, and I have the strangest urge to shove the groom out of the way and marry my bride all over again.

Something tells me Garrett and Jennie wouldn’t appreciate that, though.

Honestly, Cara wouldn’t either. She’s been planning this wedding since Garrett and Jennie got engaged exactly one year ago on Christmas Eve. Not only is every detail meticulously planned, right down to the underwear on every single person in this wedding party, she’s also prepared for just about any and every scenario that could potentially go wrong. Essentially, she’s prepared for Carter, not for me.

So I begrudgingly pull my hand back, but not before she hits me with the arch of her brow.

“You’re lucky,” she murmurs as she makes her way to the other side of the makeshift altar.

“You have no idea, Mrs. Brodie.”

I get back in line with Garrett, Adam, and Jaxon as the procession of beautiful women continues, Rosie, Lennon, and Olivia, followed by Emily, Jennie’s maid of honor. Garrett’s three kid sisters are next, and then Ireland and Lily come dancing down the aisle, one of them tossing flower petals into the air with grace while the other crushes them in her teensy fists, chucks them at the ground, and then stops to pull a half-crumbled Oreo out of the pocket of her fluffy white dress (guess who’s who). Connor walks down the aisle much more studiously, blushing and waving to everyone before he rushes over to Garrett and hands him the ring box. Holly is next, escorted down the aisle with Hank on her left and Axel on her right. From her bouquet hangs a small locket with her late husband’s initials, same as the one Cara fixed to Jennie’s bouquet too, earlier this morning.

The music fades, and I chance a look at Garrett, trying desperately to blink away the tears that keep gathering in his eyes. His tie is a mess, again, and Jaxon seems to notice at the same time I do, stepping in front of the groom, straightening his tie for him.

Garrett releases a shuddering breath, smoothing his hand down the silk. “Everything’s fine. Everything’s great. It’s gonna be great, right?” He laughs, shrill and panicked, and I reach behind Jaxon, giving Garrett a gentle tap on the back of his head. “Hey.” Glowering at me, he rubs the back of his head. “What was that for?”

I flick my head down the aisle as their song starts. “That’s your bride, dude.”

His turquoise eyes follow mine, and he falls still as Jennie appears at the end of the aisle, her arm linked with Carter’s. The corner of his mouth lifts, and a tear carves a silent path down his cheek. “That’s my bride.”

Remember when I said Cara prepared for everything today? Well, I was wrong. She prepared for Carter, don’t get me wrong. Prepared for all of his shenanigans, including the ones he doesn’t even consider shenanigans. Even prepared for his tears.

What she didn’t prepare for, though, was the way this man’s raw emotions would affect everyone else as he walked his sister down the aisle toward her soulmate.

Because when they reach the altar, the two of them embracing so tightly, Jennie’s hand fisted in his suit jacket, Carter’s in her veil, the tissues start making appearances throughout the rows of guests. But it’s when his voice breaks, his words a hoarse whisper as tears streams down his face, that everyone loses it.

“Thank you for being my best friend, Jennie. I love you, and I’m so honored to walk you into this new chapter.”

And Cara did not appropriately prepare for moving along a wedding ceremony where all eighty guests—and the bride and groom—are sobbing uncontrollably.



I WISH I COULD SAY it ends there, but it doesn’t.

Sometime after the sun sets, when the guests are gathered around the food trucks and the bonfires along the edge of Capilano Lake, Santa arrives at the reception, carrying a sack of presents over his shoulder, one hand on his full belly as he tosses out ho after ho, gift after gift. Except Carter is conveniently missing, and when Santa’s white beard gets caught on a branch and momentarily dislodges, a confused Ireland says, “Daddy?”

And when his sack is finally empty and the rest of us blow out a sigh of relief, he announces he has one more gift, a special one for the bride and groom.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Cara growls out as Santa reappears with something large, black, fluffy, and… alive.

Olivia buries her face in her hands as the gift starts barking. “I am not responsible for him.”

Emily grabs a fistful of marshmallows from the hot chocolate station, dropping them in her cup. “I don’t remember Santa and his baby reindeer being on the guest list for tonight.”

Rosie giggles, then snaps her mouth shut when Cara glares at her. “I had no hand in this. That puppy definitely, one hundred percent did not come from the shelter where I work.”

“Special thanks to Rosie for introducing me to Bones!” Santa Carter calls, waving at her from across the way as Jennie squeals, scooping the oversized puppy against her chest while Cara—and now Garrett—glare at Rosie.

Lennon snickers, snapping a picture of Jennie and the dog, who seems to be named Bones, which is odd, because I’m 99 percent sure Garrett’s mentioned a certain toy belonging to him and Jennie, named Indiana Bones. Lennon seems to read my thoughts, because she asks, “Does Carter know about Indiana Bones?”

“Not yet,” Jaxon says with a low cackle. “Len, honey, make sure you have a clear shot when I tell him he unwittingly named his sister’s new dog after her favorite dildo.” He steps in his direction.

“Take one more step, Jaxon,” Cara threatens lowly, “and you’ll come home from your next road trip to find your precious Mittens with a new haircut.”

Jaxon gasps. Stops dead in his tracks. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Cara lifts a single brow. “Oh? Wouldn’t I?”

He blinks. Once, then twice. A third time, and then he sidesteps behind me, as if I’d ever get in my wife’s way.

Cara turns back to Carter with a sigh, watching him and Jennie as they roll around with the dog in the snow. “What if we’ve all just been underestimating him all this time? What if he knows exactly what he’s doing?”

Olivia crosses her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes at her husband. “Are you saying he ate the Oreo Blizzard I had stashed in the freezer at home for later tonight on purpose?”

Cara snorts a laugh. “What?”

“My Oreo Blizzard. We went yesterday, and I got two. I said I wanted one right away, and another for tonight when we got home from the wedding. He said that was a good idea, and I said he should also get two, then, because he wasn’t having any of mine. He insisted he didn’t need it, but guess where my Blizzard was when I went to check on it this morning?” Olivia throws her outraged arms in the air. “Gone!” Her face twists, like just thinking about it makes her angry all over again. “ ‘I only meant to have a bite,’ he cried when I asked him why there was hot fudge sauce in his beard!”

“Hey.” I reach over, squeezing her shoulder. “Care and I will take you through the Dairy Queen drive-thru on the way home.”

“Dairy Queen is closed, Emmett! Don’t you think I know their hours of operation by now?”

“Uh, McDonald’s? A McFlurry is basically the same—”

“Don’t,” Olivia whispers on a shaky, violent breath, and are those fucking tears brewing in her angry, betrayed eyes? “Don’t you dare.”

I inch toward Cara for protection. “I—I didn’t… I don’t…” My eyes widen when Olivia’s lower lip wobbles, and when she blinks, sending those tears cascading down her cheeks, my mouth gapes, words escaping me.

Rosie shuffles over as best she can, a sweet little waddle reminiscent of a penguin, her belly colliding with Olivia’s when she wraps her arms around her. “That was unnecessarily cruel, Emmett,” she says in a voice that manages somehow to be both soft and scolding.

Adam shakes his head, reaching into his pocket. “Don’t mess with a pregnant lady’s ice cream.” He produces a handful of mini chocolate bars and tiny bags of Swedish Berries, grinning carefully at Rosie and Olivia, slowly extending his offering. “Hey there, beautiful ladies. Would either of you care for a sweet treat?”

“Your heart was in the right place,” Cara murmurs, soft lips touching the shell of my ear, the kiss of her fingertips drifting over the back of my neck as she presses her chest to mine.

“They’re so scary,” I whisper back, Rosie and Olivia ripping through the candy like scavengers. Jaxon nearly loses a finger when he tries to sneak a pack of Swedish Berries.

“I know, baby. And you’ve always been powerless against strong, scary women, haven’t you?” Her hand sneaks between us, and I drop my gaze to hers as long, slender fingers take a slow stroll toward dangerous territory. All thoughts promptly exit my head and my mouth runs dry as she finds my crotch, teasing the desperate lump growing between us. “Emmett? I asked you a question.”

“Huh?” I grip her hips, squeezing as she tugs gently at my zipper. “You asked the, uh… What was the…”

“I said you’ve always been powerless against strong women,” Cara murmurs, warm breath tickling my jaw. She slides my zipper down, slow as fucking molasses, and I have literally zero fucks to give that we’re in the middle of a wedding reception right now. When she slips her hand inside my pants and squeezes my cock through my boxers, I moan, and she smiles. “Haven’t you, baby?”

What was the goddamn question? I can’t remember. My eyes bounce to hers, and my mouth gapes as she strokes me slowly while we’re pressed together, barely hidden, that half grin on her face every bit as confident as the night we met.

It’s been a week since we talked, only a week since we decided to put a pause on the fertility treatments and focus instead on rebuilding the pieces of us that have crumbled along the way, and it’s been quiet in that slow and steady kind of way, like an endless Sunday morning with nothing to do and nowhere to go. Cara’s been snuggled into me every free minute we’ve had, gradually stealing back pieces of her confidence here and there, whenever she feels ready. I’m endlessly proud of her, and it’s hot as balls to watch. I think that’s why I blurt out “I love you,” not giving a single fuck as it spirals into a whimper when she tugs, so fucking gently.

And then her hand disappears.

Cara steps back, mischief dancing in her eyes as she murmurs, “Excuse me,” and grabs her wineglass. “I’m ready for a refill.” She winks. “I need to loosen up.”

“I’ll fucking loosen her up,” I accidently growl out loud, spinning to watch her ass sashay across this winter wonderland toward the mobile bar truck. As surreptitiously as I can manage, I stuff my tented briefs back where they belong, hissing as I struggle to move the zipper where it needs to be, not where it wants to be.

“Emmett.”

My hands freeze, and my gaze rises in slow motion, my mind struggling to form a realistic excuse for why my pants are undone, one that won’t get me barred from all future events.

But Olivia’s watery brown eyes are only filled with shame and guilt as she sniffles. “I’m sorry for how I acted about the McFlurry. It’s just, weddings make me emotional, and this isn’t just any wedding. It’s Jennie and Garrett, and they deserve the world. And also, it’s the hormones. I’m tired all the time, and I can barely move. Have you seen my ankles? No? Me neither; I haven’t seen them in weeks at this point. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I’m wearing the most hideous boots I’ve ever seen at my sister-in-law’s wedding, Emmett!” She hikes up her dress, gesturing aggressively at the boots Carter wears when he’s shoveling his driveway, before straightening and holding up a lone mini chocolate bar to me. “Anyway, I saved this one for you as an apology.”

My hand isn’t even halfway across the space between us when Olivia yanks the chocolate into her chest, hitting me with a full pout. “Unless you don’t want it?”

I roll my eyes, tugging my zipper up the rest of the way. “You turn into your husband when you’re pregnant.”

She gasps, fists clenching. “How dare you!” I have the sudden overwhelming urge to run, but then her eyes drop, and she cocks a brow. “Emmett, why were your pants undone?”

My hands still. Slowly, I let them fall away from my pants. “Huh?”

“Your pants. You just zipped them up.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Olivia.” I cock my head, leveling her with a look. “You just cried over me suggesting a McFlurry as a replacement for a Blizzard, and Adam had to calm you down with candy he had stashed in his pocket. Do you think maybe you’re not seeing things clearly right now? I mean, why in the world would I have my pants undone at a wedding?”

She opens her mouth to argue with me, then frowns. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I pat her head, following it up with a quick peck on her forehead before I beeline for the bar to escape my guilt over gaslighting Olivia. She’s innocent in all of this, after all.

As I approach the bar, I take a moment to appreciate the sight before me. Legs straight to heaven and bloodred heels that could kill. Shimmery, fine black mesh draped over the most impeccable heart-shaped ass, and a slit so high, every person here gets a glimpse of those luscious thighs when she swings a hip out. Long, thick waves the color of champagne shine like silk as she tosses them over her shoulder, letting them fall down her spine like a waterfall. Glass of red wine in her hand, back to me as she scrolls through her phone, I can’t help but think back to that night nearly four years ago now, when I snuck into the kitchen and found her alone at the counter after everyone had left.

And I think the exact same thing I did in that moment: That’s my wife.

Her thumb pauses on her phone screen as I move toward her, like she can feel me at her back, feel the way every ounce of oxygen is squeezed from the air as the space between us disappears.

I stop behind her, when there’s nothing more than an inch separating us, and all I can smell is ginger and cardamom, hints of cocoa butter and lime, her perfume and shampoo mixing together in that mind-altering way that makes me feel drunk. I can’t stop myself from trailing the tip of one finger along her bare shoulder, letting it dance down her spine, catching the tip of a wave and winding it around my finger. I watch the way her pulse flutters in her neck, listen to her breathing, the way it hitches when my lips ghost the shell of her ear.

“Dance with me, Mrs. Brodie.” I pluck her phone from her hand, slipping it into my pocket, and wrap my fingers around hers.

Cara bites back an amused smile as she lets me haul her to the makeshift dance floor, surrounded by lanterns and twinkling pines. “Do you always take what you think is yours without waiting for permission?”

I bury my smile in her neck as I haul her body flush against mine. “Always.”

“Mmm. A common criminal, Mr. Brodie.”

“Better to seek forgiveness than permission.”

“I don’t believe you’ve ever apologized for taking my heart all those years ago, and certainly not my panties.”

“Why would I do that? I didn’t think those things belonged to me; I knew they did.”

“Arrogant,” she murmurs, winding my tie around her hand. She tugs, bringing my ear to her lips. “Good thing you have a big cock to back it all up. Perhaps that’s the only reason I stayed. I was dickmatized.”

“Hey, a win is a win.” Gathering her hair in my hand, I lay it over her shoulder, giving me free access to trail a finger down her spine, savoring every single goose bump that pebbles along the way until my palm settles just above her round ass. “This dress is exquisite.”

“I know.”

“Can’t wait to fucking ruin it.”

She laughs, a beautiful, threatening sound. “I’ll make you a deal, Mr. Brodie. If your best bud over there manages to make it through the reception without him or his dog ruining Garrett and Jennie’s wedding, I’ll let you use me however you want when we get home.”

I don’t need a mirror to know that my eyes light like the extravagantly decorated pine trees surrounding us. “However I want?”

“However you want.” Her gaze shifts around the party, and I damn near swallow my tongue when her hand slips between us, squeezing my hard cock. “I’ll be your good girl, your brat, or your perfect little slut. On my knees, ass up, or spread and tied. And you?” A slow, torturous stroke, and when the fuck did these pants get so tight? “You, big boy, can come wherever you please, as often as you like.” With a gentle pat-pat for my poor, desperate cock, Cara releases me, sweeping the softest of kisses across my lower lip before she steps back. “As long as you’re willing to bet on your bestie.”

“Am I willing to—uh, yes. Obviously. Obviously I’m willing to bet on Carter. He’s not gonna disappoint me.” I huff a laugh, all parts anxious as I scrub a hand over my chest, stopping just short of adjusting myself right here on the dance floor. Cara’s lower lip slides between her teeth as she tries like hell to bite back her pleased smile. “Don’t look so arrogant,” I chastise, shaking my finger at her—for what reason, I have no idea. Maybe it makes me feel better about putting faith in Carter Beckett for anything other than fearlessly leading our team and being clinically obsessed with his wife and daughter. “You’ve never believed in him. Would it kill you to give him the benefit of the doubt just this once? Hasn’t he proved himself a loyal, level-headed, mature—”

“A what?” Carter’s screech cuts through the air, and I close my eyes. “No, that’s not… that’s… We can change his name! It’s not too late to change it! We can… we can… Oh my God, I named him after a dildo!”

Truly, there isn’t much I can say.

And any sliver of hope I’d been clutching? It vanishes.

That’s why all I can do is hang my head and sigh.



“FOR THE FIFTH TIME, EMMETT, we are not getting a dog.”

“But why?” I shut the door behind me, collapsing against it. “You loved Bones! Bones loved you!”

Cara peels off her coat, carefully setting it aside. She arches her brow as she steps out of her heels. “I hardy think I loved Bones.” She laughs, every bit of it shrill and full of shit. She loved that fucking dog, and everyone knows it. In fact, Lennon captured photographic evidence of it, clicking away while Cara had that dog cradled in her arms like a newborn baby.

“Cara, you pulled off Jennie’s hair bow and put it on Bones,” I holler, arms wide.

Cara stomps a foot, fists balled at her sides. “He looked cute as fuck with that forest-green bow on his floppy ear and you know it! Everyone knows it!”

“Of course he looked cute!” I yell after her as she starts up the stairs. “He’s only eight weeks old and he’s already thirty pounds! He’s huge and fluffy and you put a fucking bow on him! Of course he’s gonna look cute!”

She tosses me a look over her shoulder, saucy and suspicious as I follow her into the bedroom. “You know, it’s just horrible what you’re trying to do to me.” She twists, showing me her back, the zipper that starts just above her ass.

“And what am I trying to do to you?” I whisper, lowering her zipper. “Because I know what I’d like to be doing to you.”

She slaps my hand away as I try to sweep the dress off her, instead turning around to stare at me as she backs herself into the closet. “You’re trying to make me exercise. Who’s going to walk the dog when you’re not here? Huh? You know I don’t willingly walk unless it’s a wine tour, shopping, or an after-dinner yap with the girls, Emmett!”

I snort a laugh, pulling my clothes off, ditching them in the hamper as I close in on her. “You like a different kind of exercise, firefly. In fact, I think you spend a lot more time working out than you realize.”

Cara licks the smile off the corner of her mouth. She steps out of her dress but holds it in front of her, hiding her body. “Let’s table the dog talk for now. I’d like to change into something a little more… festive.”

Yes. Fuck yes. I resist the urge to jerk a fist into my side in celebration, instead grabbing her face, plopping a sloppy, loud kiss on her mouth, and hightailing it to bed while giggling, which is arguably much more mature of me.

I get comfy on the bed, spreading out on the mattress, arms behind my head as I keep my eyes on the closet door, waiting for it to open. My cock is every bit as eager as me, ready to ring in Christmas Day with a bang. “Patience, big guy,” I whisper, giving him a slow tug that makes me groan.

And we are patient. But then five minutes turn into ten, and ten into fifteen, and every man has his breaking point.

I slip off the bed, heading for the closet. “Care, baby, was edging me for twenty minutes part of your plan? Because while I do commend you for it, I’m going to have to punish—” I stop short at the sight before me.

Cara, naked, staring at herself in the full-length mirror, her festive lingerie crumpled up in a ball on the floor, tears streaming down her face.

Her eyes glide to mine in the mirror, and she gasps, grabbing her housecoat and covering herself up. “Emmett.” She swipes frantically at her cheeks, trying to dry her face. “Sorry, I lost track of time. Um, hey, I’m kind of tired. Do you mind if we just—”

I catch her hand, stopping her as she tries to move past me. “Absolutely we can go to bed. Right after we talk about what’s going on in that beautiful brain of yours.”

Fear fills her eyes, and she shakes her head. “But I… I don’t really…” She trails off, like she couldn’t even find the words if she tried. Instead, she folds her arms over her stomach, covering it up, and hangs her head.

My palm slides along her jaw, tipping her face until her haunted gaze collides with mine. “Let’s get you ready for bed.”

Her lower lip trembles, but she nods, letting her arms fall to her sides as I unknot the tie on her robe. My hands glide over her shoulders, down her arms, guiding the robe off her body and to the floor. Watching Cara’s hands fly to her front, desperate to cover herself up, is like a fist closing around my heart. I pull out one of my black T-shirts, Cara’s favorite ones to wear to bed when I’m on the road, and I slip it over her head, a slight smile tipping my lips as I watch it engulf her.

Tangling our fingers, I lead her to the bathroom, where I gather her hair in a clip and clean her face before applying all her nighttime serums, swiping away the occasional tear that runs down her cheek in the process. When we’re brushing our teeth side by side at the counter, her in my T-shirt, me in a pair of boxer briefs, her handwriting on my hip, I smile, and she blushes.

“What are you grinning at?”

I open the drawer where we keep our markers, pick the pink one, and draw a big heart on the mirror, right around Cara’s reflection. My favorite view, I scrawl before tossing the marker back in the drawer and rinsing my mouth. I tap her nose, right where it’s scrunching, and press a kiss to one pink cheek before I tow her to bed, fluffing her pillows via karate chop.

When I climb in beside her, she’s lying on her back, wringing her hands at her chest. I crook a finger at her, murmuring, “C’mere, firefly,” and she takes only a moment to study me before she fits herself perfectly into my side, like we were carved at the same time, from the same damn rock.

“We’ve got all night, gorgeous,” I tell her, running two fingers up and down her arm. “I’m ready to listen, whenever you’re ready to talk.”

I always know how desperate Cara is to get something off her chest based on how long it takes me to coax it out of her. Sometimes it’s an all-day project, and sometimes it comes barreling out of her. Tonight, the words come with her first deep breath.

“I… I’m ashamed of my body,” she admits on a fractured whisper. “I feel so much hatred inside me, so much resentment for not being able to do this one thing, the thing that the whole world says a woman’s body is supposed to be able to do. I look at it and wonder what you think when you look at me. If there’s a part of you, even the smallest part—” She pauses, pressing the heel of her palm between her eyes as she squeezes them shut, tries so damn hard to breathe through it. “If there’s a part of you that resents it too. Loves it less. Loves me less. But the worst part…” Cara loses the battle, burying her face in her hands, and I hold her shaking body so damn tight to mine as she weeps. “The worst part is the shame I feel for hating my body so much. Here I have this amazing vessel that’s done the most incredible things for me day after day, year after year, and I want to love it for all of that, but all I can focus on is the one thing it can’t do. I don’t… I don’t know how to forgive myself, Emmett. What if… what if I never do? Who am I if I can’t love myself?”

Pain explodes through my chest, ripping up my throat as Cara’s face all but disappears in my side, her fingernails biting into my skin as she clings to me and lets it all out, every ounce of fear she’s been holding on to. And me? I bury my fingers in her hair, look up at the ceiling, and cry for the struggle this woman is facing, the grief, so much more than failed cycles and negative pregnancy tests, but a war, a real goddamn war she’s waging with herself, no idea how to pull herself out.

Here’s the thing: I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure there’s anything I can say that will fix this, anything that won’t sound like forged and inflated hope, positivity I’m forcing on her, only confirming what she fears: that she’s alone in this, that she’s misunderstood.

All I want to do is let her know that I see her. That I hear her. That she’s safe with me.

So we lie here, clinging to each other, and we cry. We cry for the mountains of negative pregnancy tests, for every cycle of grief that starts over every month, for the shame nobody should ever have to feel, for the destruction of one woman’s self-worth, for the fight she so fucking desperately wants to end. And when her tears begin to slow, her body sinking into mine as she gives in to the exhaustion, I turn us on our sides and take her face in my hands.

“You are human, Cara. You win, you lose. You laugh and you love, and you struggle and you grieve. You’re human. Magnificently made, every inch of your path forged by you. Every mountain you’ve conquered is because you’ve refused to stay where you are. Every fight you’ve won is because you’ve refused to settle. Because you get back up again, no matter how long it takes you. Not because of your body. Because of your heart.

“I know this feels never-ending. I know it feels like you can’t breathe, like you haven’t felt your lungs fill in forever. I know you need it now, but healing doesn’t work like that. Sometimes the healing is every bit as painful as the hurting. But I promise you, Cara, there is nowhere for us to go but up. And we go together. You put your hand in mine and we move. We can take our time, go one step at a time. But we breathe, and we keep going.”

Cara grips my hands on her face, bloodshot eyes searching mine. “Some days I don’t move at all, Emmett. Some days I’m not sure I ever will again.”

“You’re here, Cara. As long as you’re here, you’re moving. Some days you feel like you can conquer the world. Some days, conquering the world is still breathing at the end of the day. As long as you’re here, you’re moving.”

Cara throws her arms around my neck, and there’s something about the way she falls apart against me, like she’s finally set down everything she’s been carrying on her own, given herself the grace to breathe, to rest. To let someone else carry it with her.

Hooking a finger under her chin, I bring her tear-soaked face back to mine. “You’re going to get there. You’re going to heal, and you’re going to fall head over heels in love with yourself again. I’ll be by your side every step of the way, and you know what I’ll say?”

She sniffles, scrubbing her eyes before laying her head on the inside of my bicep. “What will you say?”

The way she gazes up at me with so much love, it pulls my mouth to hers, demanding a kiss, the softest sweep of my lips along hers before I tell her, “That’s my fucking wife.”
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24 GRANDPA KINKS Emmett

“DO YOU THINK I HAVE a grandpa kink?”

My narrowed gaze slides to my wife as I hand her a few bags from the back of the truck before loading up my own arms with the still-hot trays we prepped this morning.

Cara starts up the walkway in front of us, glancing over her shoulder to bat her lashes and flash me a grin that’s anything but innocent. She loves to take pleasure in my pain. “I mean, yeah, sure, I’ve always seemed to have a bit of a refined palate for an older man. They tend to be more mature, don’t waste time on games, communicate more effectively…” She waggles her brows. “Rich.”

I sigh loudly, and she shrugs.

“All signs point to a grandpa kink.”

“I’m thirty-one today, Cara,” I remind her, and I don’t know what for. She knows how old I am. Woke me up with her version of birthday bumps, which is to say she squeezed the base of my cock in her fist, engulfed the swollen head with her mouth, and then seemed to swallow it whole before dragging her mouth back up, in slow fucking motion, thirty-one times.

“Over halfway to sixty. Might as well be a hundred.”

“You’re lucky you’re hot.” That must be the only reason I let her get away with everything, right?

“Speak for yourself.” We climb the front steps of Second Chance Home, and Cara spins into me before I can reach for the door, the trays in my arms shaking, much like her composure, as her palm grazes my cock through my jeans. “You’re the reason I have a grandpa kink.”

The door flies open, and Emily stands there, grinning at us. “Oh, look who it is. Right on time too.” She cocks her head. “I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything.”

“Not a thing.” Cara gives my cock a little pat-pat before she heads inside. “I was just telling Emmett, now that he’s over halfway to sixty, I think I have a grandpa kink.”

“Oh my God, Emmett. Happy birthday!” She squeezes my shoulder. “I didn’t realize you were so old. Cara, have you started looking into replacements? You know, for when your model fails?”

“I’m thirty-one!” I set the trays down on the large table in the dining room, throwing my arms over my head. “I’m young! I’m hip! I’ve got lots of life left in me!”

Cara lifts a brow. “Did you just call yourself hip?”

“Maybe he was saying his hip hurts.” Emily all but shouts the words at me, enunciating each one as if I can’t otherwise hear. “Does your hip hurt, grandpa?”

Cara cackles, and I roll my eyes as the two of them high-five.

“I’m just teasing you.” Emily nudges my arm, then bumps her hip off Cara’s. “How are you guys? Thank you so much for bringing lunch today. I think everyone’s done, you know? Christmas is exciting, but for a lot of these kids, it’s draining. Saying goodbye to their parents when their visit is over, or never getting to say hello in the first place if they don’t show up. For a lot of them, Christmas is a reminder of what they don’t have, and I’m not talking about gifts.” She smiles sadly, pulling plates and utensils from the cupboards as Cara and I set out the food. “They’re ready for the holiday to be over.”

So am I, honestly, and I know Cara is too. I think, mostly, we just wanted to say goodbye to last year. To feel like today was a fresh start, a new beginning we desperately need. It’s not like we’re leaving the pain of the last year—or the two years before that—in the past. Rather, we’re trying to figure out how to be a little kinder to ourselves right now when we need it most. To give ourselves some grace while we heal, and figure out what that healing looks like for us. So spending the first day of the New Year, and my birthday, with the kids at the home felt like the right choice.

“Oh, Emmett, that reminds me.” Emily tilts her head toward the living room, where it sounds like most of the kids are. “There’s a little boy in there who’s going to be so happy to see you again.”

My brows jump. “Me?” Without fail, Adam and Carter cause the most excitement around here. And normally, when it’s just Cara and I… well, I’m sure you can guess who their favorite is. I grin at my wife. “Did you hear that? Someone’s excited to see me.”

“Abel,” Emily tells me. “He’s been mostly quiet since he joined us earlier in December, but ever since he learned your name…” She smiles, shaking her head. “You should see the way his face lights up when there’s a close-up shot of you on TV. Won’t take your hat off either.”

“My hat?” My mind travels back to a little boy with a mop of auburn waves, red-tipped ears, pale green eyes, and the single tear that ran down each pink cheek when I dropped my beanie on his head just a few weeks ago.

I see the curiosity in Cara’s eyes, and I’m reminded that I didn’t tell her about the little boy who looked like he was having the worst day of his life. We both were, I think. Sharing my hat with him was the only good thing that happened that day.

I move through the dining room, the kitchen, pausing at the edge of the grand living room. My gaze sweeps over the space, quieter than it’s ever been, kids curled up on couches with books, working on puzzles on the table, building on the floor. It stops on him, small and wearing a Vancouver Vipers beanie way too big for his head, a mini hockey stick in his hand, standing in front of the TV, though it’s not on. He looks around like he needs help, finding a social worker and tugging on her sleeve. He shows her his stick and points to the TV, eyes lit with a kind of eternal hope I know too well.

She cups his cheek. “No hockey tonight, Abel.”

The little boy hangs his head, and as he curls up in a big armchair all by himself, staring down at my hat scrunched up in his tiny hands, it’s that familiar fractured look in his eyes, all that crushed hope… that’s what does me in.

I rub my palm over my heart, trying to soothe the ache that pulls it taut before I finally manage to make my legs move, until I’m standing beside him, searching for the right words. Being some little kid’s hero isn’t new to me, even if I’ll never get all the way used to it. But this… this feels different somehow. He keeps his eyes downcast, pulling the hat into his stomach and folding a little further into himself as my looming shadow swallows him whole, like he’s trying to disappear, and I remember what it felt like, trying to make myself smaller for the people who towered over me.

Sinking to my knees beside his chair, I pull my beanie off, run my fingers through my hair, and tell him quietly, “I like your hat. I used to have one just like it.”

He hesitates. Unravels his fists, letting the hat fall to his lap. His head tilts, just a fraction, and slowly, his eyes rise to mine. A softer hue of green than I remember, one that reminds me, today, of new beginnings, of hope. They widen as he takes me in, looks from my face to the hat in his lap. The small hockey stick resting beside him on the windowsill, and the TV. He grips the stick in one shaking hand, the hat in the other, and there isn’t an ounce of me that’s prepared for the way those tears barrel unexpectedly down his cheeks, or the way he leaps from the chair straight into my fucking arms, wrapping his entire body around me and clinging to me like I gave him the whole world and not an old hat.

I’m not prepared for it, but I sink into it, absorbing the way I hear his little heart pounding in his chest, the way his fingers curl around my sweater, the way his tears warm my neck.

And then he whispers a single word, buries it against my shoulder, a sound so raw it feels like my heart cracks wide open.

“Emmett.”



Cara

We return to Second Chance Home two days later, and another two days after that too.

That first day, I was too stunned to do anything more than stand back, watch Emmett and Abel from across the room, the way they embraced, clung to one another like they’d known each other their whole lives, and had simply been waiting all this time to reunite. Emmett barely said anything about it on the way home, just called Abel a sweet kid who reminded him a little of himself. But later that night, when he curled his body around mine in the dark, he whispered a simple truth against my neck that had a single tear sneaking out of my eye, dropping to my pillowcase.

My heart feels happy today.

So when I suggested stopping by two days later with a Vipers teddy bear for Abel before Emmett’s home game, I wasn’t surprised he jumped at the opportunity. And two days after that, when we were picking up apple cider muffins from our favorite bakery and Emmett wondered if Abel liked liked apple cider muffins too, I still wasn’t surprised.

I am a little surprised, though, with Emmett three days into a five-day road trip, to find myself alone on the front steps of Second Chance Home.

“You gonna go inside, or just keep staring at the door?”

I glance over my shoulder as Emily heads up the walkway, winking at me. “Oh, I was just… I was…” I look at my feet, pulling my lower lip between my teeth. “I’m not sure if Abel will want to see me without Emmett.”

Emily cocks her head. “Why wouldn’t he? He talks about you all the time.”

My heart patters. “Really?” Because most of the time, I get the sense that he’s not sure of me. That he trusts Emmett, but he’s still deciding when it comes to me. “He doesn’t talk to me much. When I join them, he gets quiet, strategically positions himself so he’s halfway hiding behind Emmett. Is there something I could do to make him more comfortable around me?”

She opens the door, gesturing for me to go ahead of her. “I think what you’re doing is great. Hanging back and letting him have time with Emmett, but popping in every once in a while, talking to him with Emmett there so he knows you’re a safe person. And coming today, on your own. It lets him know you’re thinking about him. That you’re a friend too.

“The thing about kids is that they have no other choice than to trust the adults in their lives, even when those adults don’t deserve it. Kids quite literally rely on their adults to keep them alive. Eventually, though, they begin to learn that keeping them alive doesn’t necessarily mean keeping them safe. Abel found a sense of safety in Emmett, and he’s chosen to cling to that. Isn’t it wild what a gesture as simple as sharing your hat with someone in the dead of winter can do?” Emily squeezes my shoulder. “Give him a moment, some time to find that sense of safety. I think you’ll find he opens up to you the same way he does with Emmett.”

I hope so, but I can’t pretend there isn’t a pang in my chest when that little boy looks up from his puzzle, face lighting when he spies me, only for that excitement to be wiped clean off his face when he realizes Emmett isn’t with me. Still, when I walk by him, my hand led by a couple of girls who want me to play nail salon with them, I smile at him.

“Hi, Abel.”

He clutches his Vipers teddy to his chest, Emmett’s hat dipping below one eye. “Emmett?” he whispers.

“Not today, sweetheart. He’s in Chicago for a hockey game.”

His face falls. “Oh.”

“He did tell me to tell you that he’d wave to the camera tonight, just for you.”

Abel grins. “Really?”

“Mhmm. Since he couldn’t say hi in person.”

Pink heat pools in his cheeks, and he looks up at me for a moment, like he wants to say something. Instead, he tucks his puzzle away, even though it’s not finished, and finds a spot to curl up in the cozy armchair I first spotted him in.

And he watches me. Subtly, at first, stolen glances he tries to hide behind his teddy, and then flushed cheeks when I catch him and he whips his head the other way. Until, finally, the sweet boy is sprawled over the arm of the chair, giggling at me every time I put on an Academy Award–winning performance of utter shock every ten seconds when I catch him watching me.

When I’m done playing nail salon, I busy myself with cleaning up someone else’s mess left at the bookshelf, because I have no idea what to do next. Can I go over there? Ask to sit with him, to talk with him? Am I going to scare him off? Should I let him come to me?

I glance around the room, locating Emily. She’ll know what to do.

But just as I turn around, prepared to climb to my feet and chase after her, I come face-to-face with mussed copper waves, a hat that’s barely hanging on, jade eyes, and a bashful grin.

“Hi, Abel,” I say with a smile.

He twists back and forth, playing with his teddy, gaze bouncing between me and the bookshelves.

“I was just picking a book to read,” I tell him. “Do you think you could help me?”

He nods, inching by me, fingers drifting over the books before he selects Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.

“One of my favorites.” I stand, looking at the couch. “Do you want to read it with me?”

Another nod, and then he steps forward and… tucks his hand into mine.

It’s silly, how such a small thing, his tiny fingers wrapped around mine, has my head… quieting. The voices are there still, the ones I’m committed to silencing, but they’re not… roaring. For the first time in so long, my thoughts feel… manageable. And I can’t find the words to explain what that means to me.

As I head for the couch, Abel tugs on my hand, pulling me in another direction, toward his chair. Hugging the book to his chest, he looks at the old, comfy seat, then back to me. I sink down to it, hoping I’m not misunderstanding, and when Abel carefully climbs up onto my lap, settling himself against my chest, I truly cannot explain the sudden urge to cry. I just feel… I don’t know. Lucky, maybe. Worthy. Abel’s choosing me. What have I done to deserve that?

Looking down at the cover, I smile. It’s my favorite illustration of this nursery rhyme, and I trace the little girl sitting on the crescent moon, surrounded by glittering constellations. I open the book, ready to start, but a quiet voice stops me.

“You is Emmett’s Cara.”

“That’s right,” I tell Abel. “My name is Cara. Emmett is my husband.”

He pats the beanie on his head, sending it down over his eyes. “Emmett gived me this hat.”

I snicker, shifting the beanie back up. “Oh, there you are! I thought I lost you for a second.”

He giggles, and when his nose scrunches, I die on the inside. “I’m ’dis many,” he tells me, holding up three fingers. “Do you know how many ’dis is?”

“Hmm, let’s see. Could you help me count?”

He nods, and I tap one tiny finger, then the other, counting slowly. On the third finger, he calls out, “Twee! I’m twee years old, but—” He shrugs, palms up. “—I is gonna be four soon, did you know?”

“Four? No way!”

“Yep, and guess what?” He twists on his knees to face me, crossing his arms over his chest, brows high. “It’s something really cool.”

“What is it?”

He leans closer, until our foreheads are nearly touching. “When I is four, I won’t be twee no more. Because—because… because when I was a baby, I was twee, but when I’m a big, biiig adult, I will be four.”

“You’re growing so fast. Do you know how old I’ll be this year?”

He nods, eyes wide. With all the certainty in the world, he tells me, “Seven.”

Taking his face in my hands, I match his wide eyes with my own and say, “Twenty-nine.”

Abel gasps. “Is you a gwandma?”

Emily snickers from across the room. “Grandpa’s gonna love that,” she murmurs, winking at me, and I know she’s talking about Emmett.

“I’m not a grandma,” I tell him.

“Oh. That’s good.” He settles back against my chest, laying his cheek over my heart. “I hab a gwandma, but I hab to call her Elizabef. She is not very nice to me or to m-m-my Catharine.” He smiles up at me then, bleary green eyes that don’t show an ounce of the dislike I feel for a woman I’ve never met. “Can you read to me now, Cara? Please?”

I do, of course. I read it once, then twice, Abel’s finger tracing the stars on each page. I start a third time, per his request, but this time he keeps his eyes on me while I read, watching me with a sleepy, dazed smile I can barely tear my eyes from. And when I close the book for the third time, I’m grateful I have nowhere to be—I couldn’t bear to wake the sweet boy sleeping peacefully on my chest.

Emily stops on her way by us, doing a double take. “Oh my God.”

“What? Is this not allowed? Is this not okay?” Panic bubbles in my chest. “I’m sorry. We were reading, and he just—”

“Abel’s refused a nap every single day he’s been here. We’ve all tried, so hard, but no matter what…” She trails off, blue gaze coming to mine, and she smiles. “See? I told you. Give him a minute; he’ll find safety with you.”

Is that what this is? Does Abel feel… safe with me? The thought alone is staggering, that somebody so innocent could find safety and comfort with me, when I haven’t been able to find it in myself for so long.

Maybe that’s why I tell her, “I think you’re giving me credit where credit isn’t due.”

Emily blinks at me. Juts her hip. Raises a brow. “So, hey.” She takes a seat across from me, propping her chin on her hip, grinning. “Why don’t we chat?”

I chuckle, dropping my head. “Uh-oh. I’ve activated shrink mode.” Emily’s a child psychologist, and she runs her own center dedicated to helping children and teens overcome trauma. She also spends several hours a week working with the kids at Second Chance Home at no charge. “I thought I was safe. I’m an adult.”

“A grandma, according to some.” She smiles when I laugh. “Do you wanna do this the hard way or the easy way?”

“Hard for me or for you?”

“Truthfully, all ways are easy for me.”

“The easy way, then. For me. I… I don’t know. It’s just not been that easy, admitting how defeating the fertility stuff has been.”

She nods, thinks for a moment, and then says, “Hey, I didn’t know you and Emmett were foster parents.”

“I—” I blink at her, not sure what to say. “We’re… not.”

“You did the training. About a year ago now, according to the records I saw. So, technically, you are, whether you have kids in your care or not.”

“Yeah, but we’re not… Are you suggesting… Because we wouldn’t… We’d be shit at it.”

Emily cocks her head. “Would you? Why did you do the training?”

“Because there are people in our lives who are important to us who have spent time in the foster system and whose lives have been impacted by it.” Like Adam, when he was five. And Rosie, from the time her parents died when she was twelve, all the way to when she aged out of the system. And Lily, their daughter, who they adopted last spring. It almost felt irresponsible of us not to, knowing what we know.

“I’m not sure I have it in me,” I admit on a whisper. “I know how important a foster parent is. A safe adult to talk to, a safe place to call home during the time a child needs it most. But…” I look at the sleeping boy in my lap, and without thinking, my hand goes to his head, fingers sifting through his waves as I try to swallow the tightness in my throat. “I’d fall in love. And then I’d have to say goodbye.” Eyes on the ceiling, I blink back the tears stinging my eyes. “I am… so tired of saying goodbye.”

A single tear works its way out, rolling down my cheek. I swat it away, furious with myself for losing control again.

“Hey.” Emily catches my gaze, holding it. “Choosing to go after something you want and putting all of yourself into it, even when you’re not getting the results you want… there isn’t a word in existence to describe exactly how difficult that is. You are brave and strong for trying. You are brave and strong for recognizing when you need to take a break. And if one day you decide to walk away, you’ll be brave and strong then too. You spend all your time being brave and strong, even when you don’t want to be, and certainly shouldn’t need to be. I admire you, Cara. I hope one day you are able to look back on this time in your life and admire yourself too.”

I blink away my tears, the anger at myself melting away. “Oh my God,” I mutter, realizing where we’d wound up in no time at all. “How did you do that? We were talking about fostering, and then…” I shake my head. “You wanna be my psychologist? I could use one.”

She laughs, quiet and tired. “You know, I always wonder who I would be if I’d had the help I needed when I was a kid. I didn’t, though. Didn’t get it ’til I was in college.” She rubs her temple. “Sometimes I have trouble convincing myself it wasn’t too late.”

“It’s never too late.”

“Late is always better than never. But it’s easier to dig yourself out of a hole you don’t want to be in when you’ve spent less time there. I might be different if I’d only sat by myself in that hole for a couple years, not twelve.”

“You’re a beautiful person, Emily. Exactly as you are now.”

Though her smile is genuine and soft, there’s a haunted look in her deep blue eyes. “I like myself. And I think my inner child is proud of me. But I’ll always wish for more for the little girl who needed it.” Emily clears her throat, blinking until her gaze clears. “Anyway, that’s why I work with kids. I want them to have the best shot at life, and this is where I can make the most impact. Especially with Second Chance. It’s such an incredible place, so wonderfully staffed and supported, but one of the last group homes still standing.”

I nod, thinking back on our foster training, the focus on stable, family-like environments. “And yet Second Chance is almost always at capacity.”

“There’s a severe shortage of foster homes, and I think that’s why Second Chance will always be a staple in our community. They’re lucky to have so much support from the Vipers.”

My gaze falls to Abel, and I stroke his pink cheek. “How’s he doing?” I ask before I can stop myself. “In a group setting?”

“He would benefit greatly from a typical family dynamic. Even when he was living at home with his family, he didn’t really have that. We did have hope that the group setting might be beneficial in the sense that he’d get more interaction, socialization with peers… but, ultimately, he needs stability, the sense of belonging that comes with a family environment. He needs a community that welcomes him with open arms.” She swings a smile my way, her tone lightening. “We all do, though, don’t we?”

“What’s that saying? It takes a village?”

“A whole-ass village,” she confirms. “Do you mind if I overstep for a second?”

“I love overstepping.”

“I’m going to send you my friend’s info. She’s a therapist who specializes in PTSD associated with infertility.”

“PTSD? But—”

“Yes, PTSD. It’s not just for veterans, and we really need to shift that stigma, because PTSD is so wonderfully inclusive of all.” She taps away on her phone, and I feel mine vibrate in my back pocket before she tucks hers away, giving me her full attention. I’m not sure I want it, not based on how she seems to see right through me. “My mom remarried when I was eight. She and my stepdad tried for four years to have a baby.”

“Secondary infertility?”

She nods. “She couldn’t understand why she’d been able to get pregnant with me without issue but couldn’t get a single positive pregnancy test this time. The fourth year, she had three positives. Three pregnancies; two from IUIs, one from an embryo transfer. She miscarried the first two early in the first trimester. The third she lost at sixteen weeks. They told her that her uterus wasn’t a suitable home for a baby.”

Fuck. “Why do they always have to word things like that?”

“I don’t know. But my mom fixated on those words. Let them define who she was, dictate her worth. Her uterus wasn’t suitable, or worthy, so neither was she.” Emily glances at the ceiling, pulling in a deep breath. It doesn’t stop the two tears that slide down her cheeks. “Please, Cara, take care of yourself. Give yourself grace. Look this fight right in its face and tell it, with everything you are, that you aren’t going to let it win. That you’re willing to bend, but under no circumstances are you willing to break. Tell it to fuck right off. You hear me?”

It’s weird, because I’ve wanted to do that for so long. Tried, even. And I’m not sure if it’s Emily’s story, her ferocity, or the little boy curled up and dozing soundlessly in my lap. Maybe both.

All I know is when I leave two hours later, after Abel wakes up, it’s with a determination I haven’t known in so long, it feels foreign.

And still, even later, when I’m standing in front of my bathroom mirror before bed, naked and with the latest of Emmett’s messages scrawled on the glass, I mean every word that I give myself.

“I’m going to love you, even on our hardest days.”

And I feel my body warm from the inside out, like my heart is smiling.
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25 PENISES, OR IF YOU WILL, PENII Cara

I MET MY SOULMATE WHEN I was three months shy of eighteen.

Five foot one, dark chocolate curls piled on her head, lugging a box nearly bigger than her, yet still managed to donkey-kick the man behind her right in the balls when he asked her if she could move her short legs any faster.

It was her brother.

I watched her drop the box to the ground, look around our dorm room with a mixture of fear and excitement, only for all that excitement to disappear when those dark eyes landed on me, nothing but fear remaining as she took in the length of me once, twice, and gulped.

“Look at the size difference,” her brother had snickered, and without missing a beat, she nailed him right in the balls again, without even glancing over her shoulder, like her foot had built-in dick detection.

I knew I loved her then, but when I picked up the bottle of tequila on my nightstand and filled two shot glasses? When I held one out to her, grinning, and her eyes dipped to it before she said, “At ten a.m.?” When I repeated those three words back to her, and her eyes met mine again in a challenge, a spark that lit her from the inside out, stealing every ounce of that fear as she blew a curl off her face, shrugged, and threw that shot back without wincing? That’s when I knew I’d found my soulmate.

It’s wild how you can be surrounded by people your entire life, only to meet a single person and suddenly realize you’ve gone all those years never knowing what true friendship feels like. As different as Olivia and I are, she understood me on a level nobody else ever had. She reminded me daily how capable I was, pushed me when she knew I could take it, and was soft with me when she knew I couldn’t.

I have spent my life being so sure of myself, speaking my truth without fear, and convincing myself I’m capable of all the hard things. But when I look back on the ten-plus years of my life with Olivia, I am almost certain that those qualities wouldn’t have survived the perils of adulthood without her. I was able to build my dream life because I had someone by my side every step of the way who never, not even for a second, let me stew in self-doubt.

And when I stroll through her front door, find Ireland wrapping Dublin, their dog, in toilet paper, and Olivia sprawled over the couch, looking like she hasn’t showered or slept in days, I fear that I’ve failed her.

“Sweet fuck,” I mutter, looking around the open space, cushions on the floor, dishes piled in the sink, an explosion of toys covering… well, everything.

Olivia’s huge brown eyes come to mine, filling rapidly. “It’s horrible, isn’t it?”

“What? No. No, it’s not, um… it’s not that—”

“I’m a failure!” she wails, slapping her hands across her face as her sobs break free. “I can’t do anything anymore!”

“Ollie, no. No, no, no. Come here.” I scoot beneath her legs, sitting on the couch and grabbing her wrists. “Come on. Let’s get you up.”

“Careful,” she sobs. “I’m so big, you might-might-might… you might throw your back out!”

“You know,” I say, grunting as I start hauling her up to me, “everyone says Carter’s the dramatic one. But there’s nobody alive as skilled at extravagant exaggerations as you are.”

She collapses against me when I right her, flinging her arms around my neck. “Carter calls me his dramatic wittle baby,” she cries. “The worst part is I secretly love it!”

Laughing, I smooth her curls off her damp face, tracing the puffy dark circles beneath her eyes. “You look exhausted, pretty mama.”

“I’m so tired, Cara. I’ve never, ever felt this type of exhaustion in my life, not even when Ireland went through her four-month sleep regression and was up twenty-seven thousand times a night.”

What was I saying about extravagant exaggerations?

“Ireland has Carter’s energy, and I love that, but when I’m thirty-six weeks pregnant with twins who are, somehow, measuring on track as if they were single babies?” Eyes wide, she shakes her head. “I can’t keep up. Literally, she’s faster than me. She beats me up the stairs, she’s ten steps ahead of me when we’re walking Dublin… Yesterday she got so tired of watching me try to roll off the couch, she hauled a stool over to the fridge, climbed up, got her string cheese, and put the stool back, all before I’d made it out of the living room, and you know what she said when she sat down beside me? ‘Dada fast. Dublin fast. Ireland fast. Mama slooow.’ ”

Pressing my lips together, I swallow my snort as Ireland comes racing into the living room, Dublin trailing behind her, looking like Casper the Friendly Ghost, tail wagging. My brow rises as I take in Ireland’s outfit.

Clear plastic heels. Purple snowpants. Pink tulle princess dress. Rainbow cardigan, top button secured in the bottom hole. Bright yellow sunhat, elastic cord pulled right up to her chin.

“Did you dress yourself today, Ireland?”

“Uh…” She looks down at herself, then grins, patting her chest. “Yes!”

“Beautiful. And how many necklaces you got on there?”

“Two necklace,” she tells me, holding up five fingers, while I count a total of seven beaded necklaces decorating her neck. “I hungwy, Mama.”

“Yeah, it’s dinnertime. How about I—”

“I hab cookie.” Ireland sticks her hand into the pocket of her snowpants, pulling out a rough-looking Oreo.

“Dear God,” I mutter as she shoves the entire cookie into her mouth.

“It’s uncanny,” Olivia whispers back.

I gesture to her belly. “What if these two—”

“Don’t.” Olivia clamps her hand over my mouth. “Just… don’t.”

Prying her fingers from my grin, I stand. “Ireland, I brought you some Play-Doh. Wanna play while I get dinner set up?”

“Oh, yes!” She bounces up and down before dashing across the space, plastic heels clacking along the way. “I lub pay dough! Tank you, Auntie Cawa! Tank you!”

You’re a lifesaver, Olivia mouths as Ireland busies herself with the Play-Doh. She stands from the couch, two hands on her belly and a wince on her face as she groans. “What’s that?” she asks as I start unpacking everything else.

I hold up the rosemary-butter mushroom-and-cheese ravioli I made less than an hour ago, still hot in the warming tray. “Dinner.” Opening the fridge, I unload a large cooler bag. “Meals for you and Ireland tomorrow, and extra for when Carter gets home. Annnd…” I wink at her, dropping a greasy paper bag on the countertop. “Crunchwrap Supremes for our favorite dramatic wittle baby.”

“Crunchwrap Supremes?” she whispers, inching closer. “Cara…”

“Oops, one more thing.” I hold out the blue cup to her. “Oreo Blizzard. The fancy one, with hot fudge in the middle.”

Brown eyes bounce from the Taco Bell bag to the Dairy Queen treat, settling on me, red-rimmed and wobbly.

“Oh, Christ.” I scrub a hand over my eyes. “Don’t start. For the love of God, Ollie, don’t start. Not over this. Not over Taco Bell and ice cream.”

Her chin quivers, hands balling at her sides. “I’m not gonna cry.”

“If you cry, I’ll cry, because composure? Doesn’t exist for me anymore.” I slap my hands down on the table for dramatic effect. “Do you hear me? I. Have. None.”

Her chest heaves. A strangled sound pierces the air.

“Olivia,” I warn, pointing at her. “Don’t.”

She shakes her head. “I won’t. I will not. I will not cry.” A choked and manic laugh as she slaps away the two silent tears that escape. “I will not cry over Taco Bell and ice cream.”

“Good.” I heave a sigh. “Thank you.”

“It’s just, you’re so, so, so thoughtful, and you l-l-love me so much, and I—I—I…” She flaps frantically at her face for all of two seconds before she hauls fucking ass over to me, slamming me back against the counter as she claws at my shoulders, bursting into tears as she tries to get closer. “I can’t even hug you properly! My belly’s too big!”

I shift my body around hers as surreptitiously as I can manage, until I’m halfway behind her, hugging her as close as possible. “Shhh. It’s okay. Your belly is perfectly sized and beautiful.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so emotional lately.”

“Oh, Ollie.” I smooth my hand over her curls. “You’re always emotional.”

“You shut your filthy mouth.”

I smile, enjoying this quiet moment between us. We rarely get these anymore. Once upon a time, Olivia was my only family here. She was all I had, and I never felt like I was going without. But as I look around her house, at how much she’s struggling to solo parent a toddler through the Vipers road trips while growing two babies, the guilt consumes me. “I’m sorry I haven’t been more present during your pregnancy. You deserve better from me.”

She pulls back, utter disgust twisting her face. “I beg your finest fucking pardon?”

“I—”

“Have been going through the most difficult time of your life, and trying to keep your head above water?” Really, it’s the cocked brow, loaded with attitude while she rips open a Crunchwrap and takes one giant bite, staring me dead in the eyes.

I cross my arms over my chest, shifting my narrowed gaze away from her. “Not what I was gonna say, but whatever.”

“Exactly what you should’ve said, though.”

“It’s still not an excuse.”

“You’re right, it’s not. It’s an explanation, and while I appreciate that you want to give me one, it’s not necessary.”

“But—”

She presses her fingers to my lips, silencing me, holding them there and making me watch as she chews another bite. “So fucking good,” she mumbles, eyes rolling. When she’s done, she takes my hands, shuffles forward, and lays her head over my chest. “Cara, I need you to let it go. There’s so much going on in your head right now; don’t let this have any of that precious, brilliant space. You’re used to giving a hundred and fifty percent, I get that. But all I’ve ever needed is for you to show up in whatever capacity you’re able to, and you do that over and over.”

“I’m always going to show up for you,” I murmur, resting my chin on her hair. “Just like you show up for me.”

“We’re good at that, huh? Showing up for each other?”

“It’s second nature.”

“Because that’s what true friends do. That’s what healthy, safe relationships look like. Showing up in whatever capacity you can without fear that you’ll be punished for it, because at the end of the day, your relationship is rooted in empathy, respect, and love.”

My eyes fall shut as I sink into Olivia. “I knew you were my soul sister the moment I saw you.”

“When you shoved a tequila shot in my hand at ten a.m. and said I was the perfect size for you to boss around?”

I smile at the memory for the second time today. “Yes.”

Olivia squeezes my hands. “I knew then too.”

“Mama! Auntie Cawa! Wook!” Ireland skids to a stop before us, pointing at the pink glitter Play-Doh hanging from both nostrils. “I gots boogies!”



“STOP LOOKING AT ME LIKE THAT.”

Olivia blinks at me from her bed, where she’s propped up against a mountain of pillows, watching me finish my nighttime skincare routine. “Like what?”

“Like you wanna marry me.”

She cracks a wide smile. “We would’ve been okay, you and me.”

“Okay? Just okay?” I smooth my overnight lip mask on before tossing it in my makeup bag, gathering up the essentials, and taking a seat beside Olivia. Twisting her away from me, I start running my fingers through her brushed-out curls, weaving them into a thick French braid. “We would’ve been a dynamic power couple. People would have trembled whenever they saw us coming.”

She sighs as I tie off her braid. “There’s still time for us.”

I move in front of her, dabbing brightening and de-puffer serum beneath her eyes, spreading my favorite softening and firming serum over her face, topping it off with my holy grail soothing sleeping mask moisturizer. “I still think one day women are going to realize that most men are too emotionally immature to satisfy them, the ones that aren’t are unicorns who are already taken, that life is just generally more fulfilling with women who are largely capable of fulfilling the emotional needs of other women. That we don’t actually need men, just their sperm, and queer women everywhere will take over the world.” I whoop a fist through the air to really drive the point home. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“I think that would solve, like, ninety percent of the world’s issues.”

“At least.” I throw my stuff back in my bag, collapsing next to Olivia with a sigh. “But we’d miss our unicorns.” I turn onto my side, trying to get comfortable. “Do you really need all these pillows?”

“I really need all these pillows, otherwise my organs will be crushed by the babies stealing all of my nutrients, energy, and willpower. That or I’ll vomit up fire.”

“Valid.” My gaze coasts to her belly like a magnet, my chest tightening as I watch those babies moving around in their cozy home. “Can I?” I ask quietly, and Olivia nods, taking my hand and guiding it to her belly.

“This is Twin A. A little bit bigger than B, and a lot more aggressive. Twin A will be born first, I just know it.” She moves my hand until it slides over something firm, and when it wiggles beneath me, I gasp and giggle. “Twin B. Docile. Gentle. But a Beckett nonetheless.”

She releases my hand, and I spend the next couple of minutes sliding it over her tummy, feeling the tiny souls below, nearly ready to come out. I marvel at the gift, the insanity of how something so miraculous is created out of something so little, and I hope that one day… that one day I get to feel it too.

When I look up at Olivia, blinking back my tears, I see hers sliding freely down her face.

“Tell me something,” she whispers. “Something you’re scared to say out loud.”

I open my mouth, but choke on the hesitation, shaking my head.

“Please, Care.”

“I would never wish what I’ve been through on anybody. Not my worst enemy and certainly not you. And yet sometimes… sometimes I wish I could give you my pain for just a minute. A single minute, not so that you hurt too, but to help you understand how much this has damaged me. I think that would make me feel less alone, and sometimes I wonder… if I felt less alone, would it make getting out of bed a little bit easier?” Shame forces my gaze down. “I want you to know that I’m happy for you. I always have been and always will be. I’m just… sad for me.”

Olivia catches my hand, squeezing it firmly until I look at her. “Every day I wish I could take your pain, help you hold it, just so that you’d feel like you had someone who understood. So you didn’t feel alone. I would do it in a heartbeat, Cara. I’d do anything for you.”

I sniffle, nodding, because truly, I know. Wanting to lighten the mood, I roll my eyes and say, “Good, because I might need your uterus.” I snicker, but Olivia doesn’t.

Olivia sits there, holding my hand and my gaze, all the love in the world loaded in those warm eyes.

“Oh, God, Liv. No! I was just… I was just joking!”

“I would,” she tells me softly. “If you decide to go that route… I would.”

A fist closes around my heart, squeezing. “Ollie…”

“We don’t have to talk about it right now. I just… I want you to know, that’s all. Wherever this road takes you and Emmett, Carter and I are here.”

I watch her carefully for a moment. “You two talked about this already.”

Pink dots her cheeks, and she nods.

I don’t know what to say. Truthfully, I’m not sure the words exist to tell her how much it means that they think about our journey on such a level that they’ve had this conversation and come to this conclusion together. That they would do something so life-changing and selfless… for us.

So instead, as we turn on the TV above the fireplace in time to catch the last two periods of the game, I snuggle next to her, her head on my shoulder, and mine on her head. When she complains about a headache that comes on so strong the lights burns her eyes, I get up to turn the lights off and rub her temples until she passes out. I know the boys will call when they get back to their hotel room, same as they always do, so I ask Emmett for a five-minute warning and start slipping out of bed when he delivers it.

Olivia stirs, groggy and yawning. “Where you going?” She lifts herself off the pillows, wincing and clutching her head. “Ah, fuck. My fucking head.”

“Here.” I hand her my glass of water. “Still bad, huh?”

“Worse, somehow.” She keeps her eyes squeezed shut as she chugs the water, one hand moving over her stomach. “Fuck, I feel nauseous.”

“Can I get you something? Tums?”

She waves me off, shifting herself higher on the pillows. “Probably just sleeping too low.” She stifles a yawn, but snaps awake when my phone rings. “Is that the boys?”

I nod. “I was going to take the call downstairs. I didn’t want to wake you.”

Olivia pats the spot next to her, so I slip back into the warmth, accepting the call as she lays her cheek on my shoulder.

“Ollie, if you guys have another baby, I need you to fucking find out the sex before it’s born,” Emmett bites out as the video connects, my man freshly showered, making me wish I was freshly fucked. He drags a hand down his tired face. “I cannot listen to your husband go on and on for months about what ‘limbs’ he may or may not see on the ultrasound pictures.” Tired blue eyes shift to me, and a grin so wide, so beautiful, splits Emmett’s face. “Hi, baby.”

“Carter, why do you not believe the ultrasound technicians when they assure you, over and over again, that the only pictures they give us are ones where you can’t see the sex?”

“Why, Ollie? Oh, I dunno. Maybe because they might be trying to pull a fast one on us. They think we don’t know enough to distinguish penis from vagina, but I know.”

Olivia rolls her eyes, head flopping so she can look at me. “Carter’s been doing a lot of research online. He thinks he’s a professional.”

“I’m just saying, I know what I saw.”

“And what did you see?” I ask, brows raised.

“Penis,” Emmett answers for him.

Carter nods. “Or penii, if you will.”

I’m afraid to ask, but: “Penii?”

“Penis, but plural. Penii.”

“Oh, for fuck’s—” Olivia claps a hand to her face, grumbling out something incoherent before glaring at him. “Carter, multiple penises are called penises, not penii!”

He crosses his arms over his chest and points his nose to the ceiling. “Some of us are more cultured than others, and it shows.”

Olivia rolls her eyes. “It certainly does.”

I make a show of looking around the room. “Is the cultured person in the room with us?”

Emmett and Olivia bark out a laugh, and Carter narrows his gaze as he twists an Oreo apart, licking the icing. “That’s it. Laugh it up. I’ll be the one laughing when I’m rocking my two boys in my arms.”

I’m not sure how long we stay on the phone. One minute Carter’s pitching us Oreo flavor ideas, and next thing I know I’m waking up at the ass crack of dawn to Ireland singing a butchered version of “Livin’ on a Prayer” at the absolute top of her lungs.

I hoot and holler when she finishes, clapping as I yell out, “Again!” and Ireland happily obliges from down the hall as I slip out of the empty bed.

“Liv? Where are you?” My arms go above my head as I yawn, and when I hit the light in the bathroom, I find her hugging the toilet. “Oh shit.”

“I think I have a migraine,” she moans. “My head hurts so bad, I can’t stop vomiting. Everything is blurry.”

“Blurry?” I frown, kneeling at her side, my hand on her back as I look her over. “Hey,” I murmur as her breath turns staggered and frantic. “Breathe. Nice and slow, Ol. Breathe with me.”

“I—I… I can’t,” she cries, chest heaving. Her eyes come to mine, wide with fear. “I feel like I can’t… like I can’t… breathe. Cara, I—I—I… I can’t breathe.”

“Okay. It’s going to be okay, all right? I promise.” I shoot off a text to Jennie and her mom, asking if either of them can come watch Ireland, and then I soak a cloth in cool water, laying it over the back of Olivia’s neck. “Is your bag packed?”

She nods. “Closet.”

I find it sitting on a chair, opened and with a note from Olivia to herself, reminding her what last-minute things need to be added when it’s time to go. I busy myself finding each one of those things, tossing them inside.

“Where are we going?” Olivia croaks as I dial Carter, sticking my phone between my ear and my shoulder so I can hoist her to her feet.

“To the hospital.”



I’VE NEVER BEEN A CATASTROPHIZER. I’ve always been exceptionally skilled at keeping my cool while everyone spirals around me. A God-given talent I’ve never had to think about.

I’m calm as I explain to Carter what’s happening, and I manage to reel him back in when he starts panicking by promising him that we’re getting an early flight home sorted for him.

I’m calm as I explain the situation to Jennie and Holly when they arrive to watch Ireland, and calm as I load Olivia in the car.

I’m calm as I relay the same details to her midwife when we meet her at the hospital, and again to the nurses and OBs who are eager to help.

I’m calm as Olivia clutches my hand while the doctors explain that she’s developed sudden and severe preeclampsia and they need to perform an emergency C-section as soon as possible.

I’m calm as I deliver the news to Carter, even as he cries over the phone, his anguish palpable when he finds out that there isn’t a flight that’s going to get him here in time to be next to Olivia, holding her hand through all of this.

I’m calm as I promise Olivia, over and over, that as scary as it is, it’s going to be okay. That we caught it in time, and she’s in the most capable hands. Her babies are going to be fine. She’s going to be fine.

But on the inside, I’m falling the fuck apart.

I’m terrified, exhausted, and barely hanging on. I’m pouring all of myself into Olivia, because she needs it so much more than I do.

And when she asks for Rosie, begs me to call her, to get her here, a strange sensation starts in my chest and flows outward. A heavy weight that sinks my heart. A voice in my head that reminds me I’m not enough. That I haven’t done enough. Give it up, it whispers, and when Rosie arrives at the hospital, a day past her own due date, and the two of them embrace, the voice grows louder.

Sure, Olivia said all she’d needed through her pregnancy was for me to show up in whatever capacity I was able to. But while I was obsessed with vitamins and cycle tracking and overhauling my entire life in an effort to magically fix my uterus, Rosie was there for her. Rosie saw it all, related to every minute of it.

I guess the one thing to come out of this is that I have no jealousy left. There’s no bitterness as I watch the two of them, how much closer they’ve gotten through their pregnancies. Just a deep-seated disappointment in myself for not being a better friend.

“Where are you going?”

I stop in the doorway, glancing over my shoulder. “I was just going to give you some space.”

Rosie tosses on her jacket before squeezing Olivia once more, stopping to hug me too. “She’s so lucky to have you,” she whispers in my ear, and then she’s gone.

“Where’s she going?”

Olivia points to the bag Rosie brought with her, sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. “Rosie’s had a C-section before. She knows all the tips and tricks. She brought me some recovery essentials, and a few words of wisdom.” Olivia looks me over, a crease between her brows as she takes in my emotional state, which may or may not be physical too. She points to a bottle of water. “Chug that.”

“What?”

“Now.” With a charming grin, “Please.”

I do as I’m told, something I am 100 percent not used to.

“Thank you. I need you well hydrated. Can’t have you passing out on me.”

“Passing out on you?”

Olivia’s midwife joins us, hand on my shoulder as she steps around me, smiling at Olivia as she checks her vitals. “Five minutes to showtime, Mama. You’re going to do so great.” She disappears into a closet, producing a set of blue scrubs, passing them to me. “Cara, let’s get you scrubbed in.”

“Scrubbed what?” My head whips back and forth between the midwife and Olivia. “What am I scrubbing?”

“Scrubbing in,” Olivia replies simply. “For surgery. If my husband can’t be here, there’s only one other person in this entire world I want holding my hand through this.”

I point at myself, my nose stinging as I shift on my feet. The two-letter word is barely a breath. “Me?”

“You. Feel like delivering a couple of babies today?”

I don’t think I ever answered the question, truthfully. I did what I seem to do best these days: burst into tears.



NOW I’M STANDING UNDER LIGHTS that are far too bright, in a sterile room that is far too white, watching Olivia throw up in a tiny pan while she’s lying on her back, except she’s missing most of the pan and throwing up all over her midwife’s hand.

“I had Taco Bell last night,” she cries, then vomits again. “I’m so sorry!” Another round. “I don’t understand how there’s even anything left!”

This feels like an inopportune moment to tell the midwife that I’m actually responsible for the Taco Bell, so I just keep squeezing Olivia’s hand, wiping her face with a wet cloth every time she vomits. My phone is set up in the corner of the room, recording everything so Carter can watch later. I turn to it, giving it a big thumbs-up and a wide grin. “She’s doing so great!”

I say that loosely, of course. Olivia was not, in fact, calm for her spinal, and as someone who’s terrified of normal-sized needles, I was no help when they pulled out that bad boy. It took less than two minutes for Olivia to no longer be able to feel her legs, and approximately thirty seconds after they laid her down—explaining that a spinal tap can sometimes cause upset stomachs—for her to vomit.

When the vomiting subsides and she’s cleaned up, the OB standing behind the curtain that blocks her torso from view looks up. “How you feeling, Olivia? Ready to welcome two more to your crew?”

“Two more,” she murmurs, as if it’s only sinking in now. Her gaze swings to me, fearful and red-rimmed as her chest heaves. “What if I’m not ready? Care, oh my God, am I ready? Two. Two. That’s… two plus one is…”

“Three,” I whisper, smoothing her hair back. “Three babies. And two adults. Well, one adult, and one adult-child.” She chokes out a laugh, and I smile. “Your family of three is growing by two today, and you? You. Are. Ready.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because you have a whole community surrounding you. And nobody does things alone here, right?”

“Never alone.” Her grip tightens around mine when the OB announces that she’s making the first cut into Olivia’s abdomen. “Tell me something,” she demands for the second time in twenty-four hours.

“The entire labor and delivery team in this room right now is women. I’m having a very proud feminist moment. Remember what I said about women taking over the world? I think this is it. This is where it begins.”

She rolls her eyes. “Something you’re scared to say out loud, Cara.”

And this time, as she lies there on the OR table, scared out of her mind and desperate for a distraction, I comply without hesitation, blurting out exactly what she’s asked for.

“There’s this little boy from Second Chance Home that Emmett and I can’t stop thinking about, and I don’t know what I’m even thinking, but-but-but… do you think we’d be horrible foster parents?”

“Foster parents?” Olivia’s gaze warms. “Horrible? Care, are you kidding me? Can you even imagine how lucky the kid who got saddled with you two for any amount of time would be? There isn’t a doubt in my mind that you’d be incredible. That you’d change lives for the better.”

“My heart hurts so much,” I admit on a whisper. “What if it’s too broken to love them the way they need?”

Olivia shakes her head, her breathing slow as the delivery team works, gently explaining each step. “We think of heartbreak like it’s the end, and I know it feels like that in the moment. But the older I get, the more I look back at all my old heartbreaks and realize they were just the beginning. Another door opening, a chance for us to know ourselves better than we ever did before. That part of you will always hurt, but maybe it’s also the foundation you build on. Maybe it’s where you honor the person you were, and where you fall in love with who you are now. So don’t you dare undermine what that heart of yours is capable of. It can bend, it can break, and still, it will do all of those things in the name of love.”

Sniffling, I look away in an attempt not to cry. At two inches shy of six feet, that means my eyes clear the curtain and accidentally land on my best friend’s open torso. “Oh, Jesus fuck.” Turning to the camera, I tell future Carter, “Your wife is in the middle of birthing two babies via major surgery, and she’s out here delivering sage wisdom. What the fuck have you been putting in her coffee?”

Olivia snorts a tired laugh. “I think you’d make an amazing foster mom.”

The doctor looks up, nodding at the midwife and me, indicating that it’s time.

I squeeze Olivia’s hand. “And I think you’re ready to welcome two more to your crew.”

Glancing over the curtain, I watch as hands reach inside Olivia’s incision, emerging slowly with a head, and I can’t help but giggle. “Carter’s going to be surrounded by all these dark curls,” I tell her softly as I brush a stray one back beneath her surgical cap.

Her chest heaves, wide eyes moving back and forth while she waits.

And when she hears that cry? The first one that pierces the air, breathes new life into the entire room? Her eyes fall shut, her chest deflates, and her body shakes as she sobs with relief.

“Auntie,” one of the nurses calls, and when I look up, she’s holding a perfect, tiny, wrinkly baby out to me.

My head whips back and forth between the nurse and Olivia. “M-me?”

Olivia smiles. “You.”

“Are you—”

“Sure. I’m sure, Cara.”

I step closer, fingers curling into my palms as my heart thuds a wild beat. Tears gather in my eyes as I take the newest Beckett carefully into my arms, and I swear my entire world spins to a stop. Never in my life have I been trusted with something so tiny, so fresh and new, so fucking precious, and that knowledge… it pushes me over the edge.

“Holy fuck,” I weep, sweeping the edge of my finger over soft, plump cheeks, brushing back thick, dark curls. “You are your mama’s twin.”

The youngest Beckett enters the world a moment later with a single cry of protest, like this whole “early birth” thing has been entirely inconvenient.

“Oh man,” I chuckle, grinning down as the second is slid into my full arms. “We are never, ever gonna hear the end of this from your daddy, are we? No, we’re most definitely not. But let’s go meet your mama, huh? Let’s go meet the most special, beautiful person in your world.”

I inch up the side of the bed at the literal pace of a snail, tears streaming down my cheeks with no sign of stopping. I can’t stop grinning, but neither can Olivia, staring up at us with so much love it’s truly staggering.

“Congratulations, Mama,” I whisper. “Two perfect boys.”



CARTER ARRIVES AN HOUR LATER, skidding into the room, eyes bloodshot and wild. He deflates the moment he finds Olivia, passed out in bed, one hand on the bassinet that houses their sleeping twins. His gaze lingers on them so long, jaw flexing, shoulders rolling, like he’s releasing years of tension.

That stare coasts to me next, and the utter appreciation that shines in it brings warmth to my cheeks.

“Congratulations, Dada,” I murmur, smiling up at him from where my chin rests on the other side of the bassinet, the older of the Beckett twins gripping my finger as he sleeps. “They’re perfect.”

Carter’s bag thuds to the floor, and he rounds the bed, hauling me to my feet and into his suffocating hold. He pulls back, hands on either side of my face, emerald eyes shining with tears. “Thank you, Cara. Thank you.”

Then, he releases me. Kneels at his wife’s bed. Takes her hand between both of his, presses it to his chest as she stirs, and he cries.

Grabbing my things, I give them their privacy as I wander the hospital, grab a bite to eat, and eventually pass out in one of the waiting rooms. I’m not sure what time it is when I’m woken by footsteps, a soft voice whispering a quiet greeting, but when a deep, all-too-familiar voice returns that greeting, I rocket up in my seat, nearly hammering the owner of that voice in the nose with my head.

“Emmett.” I scramble to my knees, launching myself into his arms. “Emmett, you should’ve… you should’ve… I—I—I… it was incredible!”

He chuckles, a soft, low sound that warms my insides, and grabs my shaking hands in his. “You were amazing, according to Carter and Ollie.” He tucks my messy hair behind my ears, inclining his head toward the door, where the midwife waits with a smile. “They want us to be the first to officially meet them.”

I’m off the chair before he finishes the sentence, yanking him to his feet.

Their room is dark and quiet, the soft lights on either side of the bed giving the space a peaceful glow. I go to Olivia first, crushing her face against mine as we cling to each other.

“You saw my insides,” she whispers.

“I saw your insides,” I confirm.

“Was it gross?”

“Beautiful. Also, gross.”

Olivia snickers, tangling her fingers with mine as she looks at me. Tears build between us as years of memories swirl, and Olivia rests her forehead against mine. “There are so many things I’m grateful for, but at the end of the day, what I wish everybody had in life is their own Cara. I am who I am because you are who you are, and because you love the way you love. Thank you, Cara.”

When I’m emotionally stable enough to hold a baby—just kidding, I’ll never be emotionally stable again after that—I make my way to the chairs below the dark window, Emmett’s hand low on my back as he follows, and we sit together.

Carter looks every bit as exhausted as you’d expect, but there’s a spark in his eyes and that smirk tugging up the corner of his mouth that tells me how alive he feels. That, and he’s decked out in his DILF gear.

“Oh! That reminds me.” Emmett reaches into his bag, producing a small gift bag. “Just something small the guys and I put together for you.”

Carter opens the bag, pulling out the clothes inside. A T-shirt each for Carter and Olivia, TROUBLEMAKER scrawled across them, a mini T-shirt perfectly sized for an almost-two-year-old princess, and two teensy onesies, the three of them with the same word: TROUBLE.

Carter drops the shirts across his hips, eyes watering. “Thanks, man. This… this means a lot. You have no idea.”

Olivia rolls her eyes, and I swallow my snort.

“Hey, don’t you guys have that family photoshoot planned in March?” Emmett waggles his brows, like he knows exactly what he’s doing.

Carter gasps. “Ollie! You said you wanted matching outfits. This is perfect!”

“Yes,” she mutters. “So perfect. I’ll have to give you a proper thank-you once I’m back on my feet, Emmett.”

Emmett’s smile drops. He leans closer to me. “Baby… Ollie just threatened me.”

“You knew what you were doing.” I shake my fists excitedly as Carter effortlessly scoops up the twins, one cradled in each arm.

“Been practicing this little move with sacks of flour for three months. Pretty sweet, huh? I’ve got another trick up my sleeve, but Ollie says—”

“Ollie says the babies are almost four weeks premature and barely five pounds,” Olivia says sternly. “And that Daddy needs to wait much, much longer before he starts showing off all his tricks.”

“Yeah, that.” Carter sighs, stopping in front of us. “You guys remember how to hold a baby? Ireland’s indestructible now, so she doesn’t count.”

My eyes narrow. “Carter, I held both of them, at the same time, when they were a minute old and covered in slime.”

“Okay, well, now they’re slime-free, so be sure to adjust for that.”

I roll my eyes, but grip Emmett’s bicep as Carter slides one of his sons into his arms. There is something about big, strong men holding teensy babies that I will simply never, ever get over.

“Hey, little buddy,” Emmett whispers, stroking his face, and I know without a doubt that it’s the younger twin, because in addition to their daddy’s dimples, which both of them have in their cheeks, this one also has his daddy’s dimple in his tiny chin. “I’m your uncle Emmett. I love you so much already.”

Carter smiles. “This is Brodie.”

Emmett stills. He looks up at Carter, Olivia. Tears well in his eyes. “Brodie?”

“Uh-huh. Named after someone special.”

“Oh, fuck.” I flap at my eyes. “How dare you guys? How dare you? I am not emotionally stable enough for you to name a baby after Emmett.”

Carter grins. “Oh, then this is really gonna wreck you.” He slips the older twin into my arms, and every noise in my head quiets as I stare down at the sweet face I held hours ago. As those teensy tiny fingers wrap around one of mine, I swear everyone can hear the way my heart thunders in my chest.

But then Carter says, “You already know her, buddy, but officially, we want you to meet your auntie Cara. Auntie Cara, meet Hunter.”

And I don’t know what it is about those words, about the fact that my best friends named one of their children after me. I can’t explain what that does to me, the pride it sends surging through me, the way it silences every damn voice in my head that wants me to second-guess everything about myself, and replaces it with two words. Two words on repeat. A gentle reminder, a firm truth.

You’re enough.



I DON’T KNOW WHAT IT is, but when we’re lying in bed two hours later, the rest of the world fast asleep, my mind at peace for the first time in so long, my heart beats a steady, powerful beat, reminding me that my strength isn’t a measure of how badly I’ve been hurt, or whether I keep trying, but rather how I keep on loving in spite of those things. That this heart can be bruised and broken and still be as beautiful as it was before this. That it still has a world to offer.

And for the first time in too long, I believe it.

“Emmett?” I whisper into the dark, his heart humming quietly below my ear.

“Firefly.”

“I’d like to talk about fostering Abel.”
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I’VE ADMIRED MY WIFE EVERY day since we met.

I’ve admired her drive and her passion, her work ethic and creativity. I’ve admired her humor and her fire, her confidence and her honesty.

But above all, I’ve spent my days admiring her heart. How it’s every bit as soft as it is steadfast. How it loves hard and loud, and gentle and quiet. A heart filled with seemingly endless compassion, finding a space for every person who’s looking for their people, a place to call home.

Because as I stand here in the doorway of a room that’s been empty since we moved in, save for the two books I added to the shelves the day I asked Cara to marry me, as I watch her move around the now-full room, readjusting things for the umpteenth time in an effort to make them more perfect than they already are—impossible—I am absolutely sure that there has never, ever existed a heart quite like hers.

“Do you think he’ll like it?” She steps back, tip of her thumbnail between her teeth as her gaze coasts the room she’s spent the last three weeks redecorating.

We didn’t decide right away to foster Abel, though I think the answer was always going to be yes. We spent days talking about how this would work. What our days would look like if we opened our home to the sweet three-and-a-half-year-old who’s struggling for connection. In a perfect world, maybe it would have been an immediate yes, and we’d have figured out the details later. But the reality is my wife’s body and mind have been through so much over the last two and a half years, and she’s just getting her footing back, giving herself the grace she deserves to rest, recharge, and learn to love herself all over again. Do I think fostering will help not only Abel, but Cara too? Without a doubt. But I’m mindful that it’ll be an adjustment—it’ll be as tough as it is worthwhile—and that the majority of it will fall on Cara’s shoulders while hockey season is ongoing.

Adam and Rosie have graciously shared so much about their experience with Lily, while Rosie recovered from her second C-section after birthing their baby girl, Iris, just four days after Hunter and Brodie were born. They were happy to walk us through how they came to the decision, and as upfront as they were about how challenging it was, their message was clear: It is every bit as worthwhile as it is tough.

We talked in-depth with Emily, learning as much about Abel’s situation and needs as we could to help inform our decision. She told us about his mother, Catharine, who had Abel when she was only sixteen. About his grandparents, Peter and Elizabeth, who uphold very rigid religious values, and wouldn’t allow their daughter to consider abortion or adoption. She told us that Abel has been raised to believe that his mother is his sister, but that he only knows his grandparents by their first names. It probably should have been unsurprising, then, when she told us how he came to be at Second Chance two months ago, how his grandparents got fed up with their daughter for being, well, a fucking teenager, and kicked them both out. Should have been unsurprising, and yet, I’m still outraged.

The goal is to help his mother get back on her feet before ultimately reuniting the two of them. That means this placement is temporary, and for me, that was my greatest hesitancy. I know that reuniting when possible is best. I know that. That doesn’t make knowing a goodbye is inevitable any easier.

We’re going to have to say goodbye, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that we’ll fall in love along the way. And I just don’t know how many more goodbyes Cara has in her.

I am proud of her, though, and ultimately, I trust her. She’s started therapy with a friend of Emily’s who specializes in fertility-related PTSD, and though she comes back emotionally drained, I see the changes in her, small mentions of the future that glimmer a little bit like hope.

So, yeah, is it going to be easy? Fuck no. But with Cara, nothing has ever felt impossible.

I step into the room, winding an arm around Cara’s waist, tucking her against my chest. “It’s perfect, Care. He’ll love it.”

“But what if he doesn’t? What if he hates it? I wanted to keep it neutral,” she explains for at least the fifth time, “so we can add things that feel like him as we get to know him, and he can… he can… I mean, he can do whatever he wants. If he wants to paint it pink, we’ll paint it pink. If he wants to replace this… this… exquisite hand-tufted wool rug with those-those-those”—her face twists with disgust—“giant puzzle-piece mats that make a road, then we’ll do it. Will it kill me inside? I mean, I’ve survived worse, but yeah.”

The sound of a car approaching has her head snapping up, and when we hear doors shut, Cara starts shaking her hands out.

“Oh my God. He’s here. Okay, he’s here. Wait. Are we sure it’s him? Maybe it’s…” She dashes to the window, nodding. “Yep, it’s him. Okay, everything’s gonna be great. It’s gonna be fine.” A high-pitched giggle as the doorbell rings, and she swats my chest as she walks by me. “It’s gonna be fine, Emmett. Stop freaking out.”

I twist, leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed and smiling, waiting.

Cara makes it to the top of the stairs before she twirls around, sprinting back to me, taking me by the shirt. She looks all kinds of wild right now, just the way I love her. “Emmett, I’m freaking out!”

“You don’t say.” Taking her face in my hands, I keep her gaze on mine. “Breathe, baby. We can do this.”

“Can we? I mean, you’ll be a natural, sure. But what about me? Can I do it?”

“What kind of a question is that? You’re Cara Brodie, and before Cara Brodie you were Cara Hunter. You have a goddamn baby named after you. You can do this, firefly. We can do this.”

“Oh, God.” Her eyes close, and she gives her head a tiny shake. “If women take over the world and we only keep the good men for reproducing, you’re gonna be such a hot commodity. Everyone will want your unicorn sperm.” I have no idea what that means, but then I don’t understand at least 50 percent of what comes out of her mouth. Still, I enjoy the way her mouth collides with mine, her tongue sweeping inside, making every nerve ending dance. “Thanks for the pep talk,” she calls over her shoulder, patting the lump in my pants as she starts down the stairs. “Oh, that reminds me. We’re gonna need to get rid of the toy drawer in the kitchen.”

I gasp, jogging down the stairs behind her. “Get rid of it? Can’t we just—I’ll just—no, but—cockblocked in my own home?” I snap my mouth shut as Cara whips open the front door, replacing my outrage with a grin. A grin that quickly dies when I spy Abel, wearing my beanie pulled all the way over his eyes, clinging to his social worker’s leg, sobbing.

“I want… to go… hooome!”

Cara and I look at each other, and I know without a doubt she feels as helpless as I do. I expected these moments, ones where I don’t know the right answer or the next move, but what I didn’t expect was the way it would have me immediately second-guessing myself.

“Oh, Abel.” Marlene, his social worker, reaches back to rub his head, a sad smile on her face, and I think back on what Emily said to us just yesterday, when she warned us that, although he loved spending time with us at the children’s home, it would likely be very different, at first, to see us outside of it. To become our own unit, separate from others.

This is why what you’re doing for him is so important, she’d said. Abel needs a steady environment, a place where he can settle in and really feel at home. Imagine having the only life you know uprooted, going from knowing where you’ll sleep each night to being on a new stranger’s couch every few days, then a big home filled with more people you don’t know, and now here, where nothing is familiar. Now imagine all that, but at three years old.

I watch my wife, the way she hesitates for only a split second before she falls to her knees, taking a seat on the floor in the entryway. “Hi, Abel,” she says softly. “Emmett and I are so excited to have you here with us, we even got a special treat for dessert.” She looks up at me, a hopeful grin spreading as Abel’s cries slow, and all I can do is stare down at her in wonder. The woman who wondered if she could do it not five minutes ago, over here doing it.

She holds her hand up to me, and I take it without hesitation, dropping to the floor beside her. I always feel more capable next to her.

“This is a little bit scary, huh?” Cara asks quietly when Abel peeks around Marlene, one green eye watching us carefully as he catches his breath. “This is a new place, and you don’t know it yet. It feels safer to be somewhere you already know sometimes, doesn’t it?” He nods, barely and so slow I almost miss it, but he nods. “We’re going to do our very best to make this as not-scary as possible for you. We want you to feel safe here.”

“Can I tell you something, Abel?” I swallow, and Cara squeezes my hand. When Abel’s gaze shifts to me, I tell him quietly, “We’re scared too.”

“Emmett?” he whispers, shifting another step, until both of those eyes are in view. “You… you scared?” When I nod, he points at me. “But you a big person. Big persons don’t get scared.”

“What? Big people don’t get scared? Psssh!” I wave my hand through the air, and he cracks a smile. “Dude, I get scared all the time!”

He looks at Cara, slipping a little farther around Marlene. “Do you gets scared?”

“Oh my gosh, yes. All the time. Emmett helps me a lot, though.”

His eyes brighten, and he drags the back of his hand across them. “He does?”

“Uh-huh. Like, I’m really scared of spiders. Every time I see one, I scream and hide. But Emmett always comes and gets it, takes it outside, and lets me know I’m safe.”

This time, Abel releases Marlene, stepping all the way out from behind her. He shifts from foot to foot, wringing his hands. “I’m not very much scared of spiders.” He shrugs, and the simple action has absolutely no right being so fucking cute. “Maybe I—I—I… maybe I could help Emmett catch ’em for you.”

Cara clasps her hands at her heart. “That’s so sweet, Abel. That would help me feel safe. Hey, I have an idea. What if you tell us something you’re afraid of, and we can come up with a plan to help you feel safe?”

“I’m scared…” His eyes move between us, and I see the hesitancy, almost like he already knows the answer. “I’m scared of the dark.”

“Well, hey, that’s an easy one to solve.” I point up the stairs. “Cara picked out some star lights for you, and I hung them up in your bedroom this morning.”

“Star lights?” He shifts on his feet, glancing at the staircase. “I gots my own… I gots my own room?”

“Sure do, buddy.” Slowly, I stand, helping Cara to her feet too. I hold out my hand to him. “Would you like to go see it?”

Abel watches us for a long moment, those hands twining at his stomach. I can’t imagine what he’s feeling right now, but I know it’s all valid. Every fear, every hesitancy. It doesn’t matter that he knows who we are, or that I gave him a hat. We’re still strangers to him, and he’s being sent to live in our home, forced to put all his trust in us—trust we haven’t earned yet. I may not know exactly what I’m doing, but one thing I do know is that I’ll do everything I can to earn that trust.

Slowly, Abel steps forward, one cautious step at a time until he’s standing in front of us. And then, he tucks one hand into mine, the other into Cara’s, and says, “I’m ready to see my room.”



OUR DAY IS ALL THE best kinds of quiet and slow.

Marlene stays for an hour, going over Abel’s schedule, his monthly visits with his mom, Catharine, appointments with Emily, and visits Marlene will be making. She makes sure he’s settled before she says goodbye, and we spend most of the afternoon exploring his room. He doesn’t talk much, except to confirm a few times that the toys are for him to play with.

His favorite space, as predicted, is the window seat. He climbs up there with Cara, face and hands pressed to the glass as he watches the world outside for nearly an hour, until he finally pulls a book off the shelves, handing it to Cara. It’s slow, the way he inches backward in the seat, closer and closer to Cara, until he’s curled up in her lap, his back against her chest while she reads to him, one book after another as he pulls them all off.

And the entire time his head is on her shoulder, and his eyes are on her.

“What do you like on your pizza?” I ask when we head downstairs.

He cocks his head. “Pizza?”

“Pizza.” I grin at him as I open the fridge, pulling out the ingredients I prepared this morning. I peek at the dough rising in the covered bowl on the counter, then pull the cloth right off it and set the oven to preheat. “We’re going to make our own pizzas for dinner.”

He shakes his head, shrugging. “I don’t know what I like on pizza.”

Cara pauses as she spreads the toppings out on the counter. “Have you had pizza before, Abel?”

He shrugs again. “I don’t know.”

“Then we picked an excellent first dinner. We need lots of help making it. Here.” She pats the kitchen island. “Come sit.”

His eyes widen. “Up there?”

“Up here. We’ll keep you safe, and you’ll be able to reach better.”

He scratches his head through the beanie he won’t take off. “E-Elizabef and Peter don’t let me climb things. And I never helped to make the dinner, because-because… I’m too messy, Elizabef says.”

I close my eyes, breathing through the tension in my shoulders that comes with memories of my own childhood. Cara touches my back, and I sigh, returning my attention to the pizza dough as I separate it into three portions.

“It sounds like our expectations might be different from Elizabeth and Peter’s,” Cara tells him gently. “And that’s okay. We’ll do our best to let you know what’s okay in this house, all right? And you know something else?” She leans closer, like she has a secret to tell, and he’s every bit as captivated by my wife as I am. “Emmett and me, we make messes all the time.”

“Really?” he asks, wide-eyed and hushed. “And you don’t get in big, big trouble?”

“Nope.”

I shake my head. “Never.”

He looks between me and the counter, then lifts his arms to me. “Can you help me?”

“Of course, buddy.” I groan loudly as I hoist him up, depositing him in the center of the island as he giggles.

“Wow! This is really high!”

“If you want down, you let me know, and I’ll help you.” I slide a pan in front of him. “This is gonna be your pizza. First, we put sauce on it.” I hand him a spoon, and he watches as Cara and I spread sauce on our dough before he does the same. He spills his second scoop, and I watch as dread fills his face. He tosses the spoon, scooting toward the edge of the counter, and I hold up a hand, stopping him quietly. “Whoa, buddy. It’s okay. All messes can be cleaned up. Plus, look at Cara.”

He glances at her, relief sliding through him when he sees the sauce she may or may not have accidentally-on-purpose sloshed over the edge of her pan and onto the counter. “Cara, look! We both make a mess!” He scoots back to the center of the counter. “What now?”

“Now we cover it with cheese.”

“Oh, I like cheese!” He grabs two fistfuls, grinning as he dumps it in the middle of his dough, shaping it into a mountain. He points to the tray of pepperoni, bacon, onion, mushrooms, peppers, olives, and pineapple. “What is those?”

“Those are toppings. You pick what you like and you put it on top of your pizza. Then it’s ready to cook in the oven.”

“I will liiike… pineapple!”

Cara snorts a laugh as I groan, the two of them loading their pizzas with pineapple. He smiles at her as she adds bacon, and then he adds it too.

“Emmett, you want some pineapple like my pizza?” he asks, holding out a fistful of fruit to me that absolutely, without a doubt, does not belong on fucking pizza.

“No thanks,” I say, which is far better than gagging, which is, coincidentally, my preferred response.

We slip the pizzas into the oven, turning the light on so Abel can watch them cook. He’s so damn mesmerized with his pizza when we take them out, not because it’s a food he hasn’t tried before, but because it’s his. His creation, something he made from start to finish, and the pride in his eyes as we sit at the kitchen table, it’s addicting. I look at Cara, the way she’s watching him with that far-off look in her eyes, that gentle smile, and when our gazes meet, I know we’re thinking the same thing: I can’t believe we had a hand in that.

I snap a picture of the two of them as they lift their slices together before they take their first bite, and as I look down at their laughter, all the simple joy in their faces, I know this will be a picture I treasure forever. Once dinner is cleaned up, Cara and Abel are making ice cream sundaes, and I’m done setting up the movie, I shoot the photo off to the group chat, knowing as cute as it is, it’s about to start a war.


Jennie: Sorry, back the fuck up. Is that… pineapple *vomit emoji* on little man’s pizza?

Olivia: Cara, what have you DONE to him?!

Carter: BLASPHEMY!

Rosie: Adam’s about to pop in here to tell you he’s not picky and anything can be good on pizza. Adam’s wrong.

Adam: *shrugging emoji* What’s not to like? Pineapple, good. Pizza, good.

Lennon: Sweet and salty? I could fuck with that in a heartbeat. And Jaxon likes anything I like.

Jaxon: Not true, wtf???? I like it, but not cuz len likes it. I’m my own person, with my own taste.

Garrett: Jesus christ, what the fuck is this? I take the dog out for a pee for two minutes and this is what I come back to??? PINEAPPLE on PIZZA?!

Carter: u know what, im willing 2 give it another try. my tastebuds have become more refined with age. ollie’s always saying im so refined, right ollie??

Olivia: Literally never, and also, Carter just wants pizza. Update: Carter is ordering pizza. Update #2: Carter is ordering two pizzas, one with pineapple, one without, just in case. Says he won’t eat both, but probably will. Update #3: Can’t stop looking at this picture. Pizza = horrible. Cara & Abel? Perfection.

Jaxon: ok, so len’s the one that got me to try pineapple on pizza in the first place, but so what?? that doesn’t mean i like whatever she likes. If anything, it means I have a wide palate.

Me: Imagine thinking liking pineapple on pizza means you have a wide palate?

Garrett: That’s fucking crazy LOL



“Emmett, look what me and Cara made.” Abel walks toward me in the living room, holding out a bowl filled with ice cream, topped with strawberries and gummy bears. “Um, it’s got—it’s got… I picked chocolate, and strawberries, and bears. Do you want some? I can share.” He scoops up a heaping spoonful, offering it to me. Those hopeful green eyes widen as the spoon wobbles, and Abel watches in horror as his scoop of ice cream falls to the cream rug.

“I—I—I’m s-s-sorry,” he sputters, taking a step back. His foot catches on the edge of the rug, and I lunge across the couch, catching him with an arm around his waist before he can hit the ground, but not before his ice cream splatters, the bowl cracking in two.

“Abel,” Cara gasps, dashing in from the kitchen.

“You okay, buddy?” I ask, setting him back on his feet, but he’s not looking at me. His stare is fixed on the ice cream, the broken bowl, as he inches backward. Frowning, I stand, starting after him. “Abel?”

He freezes when my shadow falls over him, and my gaze swings to Cara, panicked. I don’t know whether to throw my ass back to the couch or to stand perfectly still; I just don’t want to scare him any more than he already is.

“It’s okay, Abel,” Cara says as softly as I’ve ever heard. “It’s—”

“It-it-it-it was a-a-a accident. I didn’t mean to.” He shakes his head violently, backing up, chest heaving.

“Abel,” I urge quietly, but the second our gazes connect, he takes off. Dashes down the hall, tumbles his way up the stairs. Flings himself through his bedroom door, slamming it closed behind him. And while I think there’s nothing quite so heartbreaking as the sobs that carry into the hall as Cara and I pause outside his door, I’m proven wrong when she slowly pushes it open, and we find him huddled in the corner of his room, gripping his hair, shaking.

And I see me. I see my brothers. I see my parents losing their absolute shit every time we spilled something, broke something, just made a mess because we were fucking kids, and that’s what kids do. My parents loved standing over us, reminding us how big they were, how intimidating someone could be without ever laying a hand on you, and maybe that’s what Abel’s used to too, but I can say without a doubt in my mind that that’s not how things are going to go here.

So I take Cara’s face in my hands, pressing a kiss to her lips, and tell her, “I’ve got this,” before I step into his room, taking a seat on the floor opposite him as I think about all the things I would have liked to hear as a kid.

“Hey, Abel. I’m gonna stay over here, okay? You still have your space, and if you want to come closer, you can.” I blow out a sigh, resting my head against the wall as Abel hugs his knees, crying. “You worked really hard on your ice cream sundae, huh? It looked so yummy. Are you sad that you didn’t get to eat it?”

Abel shakes his head, wiping his face quickly before he buries it again.

“No? Well, we have plenty more, so if you’re feeling sad about it later, you just let us know.”

Slowly, his face lifts, brows furrowing.

“Did you feel scared when your ice cream fell?”

He watches me carefully for a moment before nodding.

“Can you tell me what made you feel scared? It was loud when the bowl fell. Sometimes loud noises make me feel scared.”

Abel sniffles, scrubbing a hand across his eyes. He looks down at his feet.

“It’s hard to talk when you’re feeling scared, huh?” When his eyes come back to mine and he nods, I smile. “I know. Cara and I want you to know that you’re safe here. When you’re scared, you can talk to us.”

“I was scared… I was scared you was gonna yell at me.” He fiddles with the edge of the rug, his cheek resting on his hand, elbow on his knee. “ ’Cause I spilled and broke and made a big, big mess.”

I nod. “I get that. Thanks for telling me. Do you remember what Cara told you about messes when we were making pizza?”

“Um…” He taps his chin. “You make lots of messes?”

I grin. “We really do. Messes happen, and so do accidents. They’re both part of life.” I glance at Cara, watching us from the doorway. “Me and Cara, we’re not going to yell at you for making a mess or having an accident. Yelling’s not a good way to communicate. It usually only makes things sound loud and scary.”

He raises two palms in a shrug. “Well, Peter and Elizabeth, they-they… they yell at me.”

“I hear you, buddy. How about we make a family pact?”

Soft green eyes light. “What’s that?”

“A promise a family makes to each other.”

He shifts onto his knees, gliding across the floor toward me. “Is we a family? Me and you and Cara?”

“We sure are. Anyone living in this house is family. So how about we promise each other to always do our best to communicate, which is a fancy word for talking. That means we tell each other when we feel sad, or angry, or scared, and we try our very best to use calm voices, so everyone feels safe and heard.”

“And-and-and…” He grips my knee, propping himself up, brows raised as he points a finger in my face. “You not allowed to call me a bad boy, okay? Okay, Emmett?” He shakes his head. “It not nice, my Catharine always tells me it not nice when… when Peter and Elizabeth say, they say”—he puts one hand on his hip, face screwing up as he shakes a finger—“ ‘You a bad boy, Abel!’ ”

“We can absolutely promise that,” I say without hesitation. “Right, Care?”

She twists away, and I hear the unmistakable sniffle of a woman who’s trying to get rid of the evidence of her tears. “Right.” She grins, a little wobbly as she enters the room, taking a seat with us, rubbing Abel’s arm. “What do you say? Family promise?”

“Family promise,” he says with a smile.

And when he climbs into my lap, snuggling into my chest, I’m suddenly painfully aware that Cara isn’t the only one who’s going to have an impossible time saying goodbye.
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27 OREO HAS ENTERED THE CHAT Emmett

WHAT DO YOU GET WHEN you take five grown men who are obsessed with their families out of Canada for a three-day road trip to the east coast of the United States over Valentine’s Day?

“This is fucking bullshit.” Garrett struggles to yank off his skate after he tosses his phone away. “I’m just saying, they shouldn’t be allowed to schedule games on Valentine’s Day, you know? It should be a holiday.” He hangs his head, running his fingers through his sweat-soaked hair. “Now Jennie’s at home, and I’m here, and she promised she’d wait for me before she played with that toy, but that… that picture…” He points at his phone, then gives up, shaking his head. “It’s not fair.”

“Oh, nooo.” Carter drops his head, cradling it between his legs before he whips upright again. He shows us the photo of Ireland, Hunter, and Brodie that fills his screen. While the boys are, without a doubt, passed the fuck out, Ireland sits in the middle, eyes closed and grinning, holding a sign covered in pink toeprints that says We toe-tally love you, Daddy! All three of them have their pink-painted feet closest to the camera, and even Dublin’s there, rocking a headband with heart antennas, tongue lolling out of his mouth as he rolls around by the kids’ feet. “I missed arts and crafts!”

“Me too,” Adam says with the saddest smile anyone’s ever smiled. He shows us his phone—a photo of baby Iris asleep in Lily’s lap, Lily and Connor grinning as they hold up a sign that says How could we be crabby when you’re our daddy? Three small crabs made of little red handprints and googly eyes dance across the sign, and I’d definitely smile if it weren’t for the picture waiting for me on my own phone.

“This is my own personal hell.” I groan so long, so loud, nearly crushing my phone in my fist as I sink down to the bench. The timestamp shows Cara sent it only a minute into the first period, ten minutes after she sent the first picture.

The first picture? Scraps of red satin and embroidered lace laid out over the bed, a small metal plug with a red heart-shaped gem next to it. Score me a goal for Valentine’s Day and I’ll show you what’ll be waiting for you when you get home.

The second picture? Well, I’m sure you can guess. I didn’t bust my ass to sink that puck in the net on my first shift for nothing.

The thing is, it’s been a while since we’ve had the kind of sex we’ve gotten used to having in our relationship. It makes sense that the fertility treatments stole the passion, not to mention our energy, but the worst thing it stole was Cara’s love for her body. Things have been slow as she works through it, lets me love her body enough for the both of us, but every day I see that confidence build a little more. And this? This is, by far, the boldest my wife has been in a long, long while. All I want to do is build on it.


Me: Look at that gorgeous cunt. Why’s it so wet, baby? Thinking about my cock stretching it out, taking what I need, filling you with my cum just so I can lick it out of you after? Or do you want me to use it as lube so I can pull out that pretty little gem and slide into your ass, fuck all that cum right back into you?



I stare at my phone. I stare for one minute, then two. Five minutes, and then I throw a fit, ripping off my skates, chucking them in my bag. “It’s been forever. Why isn’t she answering?”

Oh, by the way, the answer to my earlier question? What do you get when you take five grown men away from their valentines on Valentine’s Day? Big, big feelings.

A long, loud sigh comes from my right. I glance at Jaxon, elbows braced on his knees, head in his hands. “I want to go home.”

I know what you’re thinking: Why is Jaxon so gloomy? Lennon travels with the team. Surely they’re having sex on Valentine’s Day. And you’d be right. They showed up late to breakfast, the hem of Jaxon’s T-shirt tucked into the waistband of his underwear, which was showing on his left hip, because his pants weren’t on properly. There was also the lipstick beneath his ear, the fact that Lennon had her hair covered in a silk wrap, and that they both went to the bathroom twenty minutes into breakfast and never returned.

But still: “It’s just… fucking look at that handsome floofy marshmallow face.” He shoves his phone in my face, a picture of his huge-ass cat, Mittens, sprawled out on lush green grass, glowing beneath the sunshine in his mermaid costume. “Gran sent him a Valentine’s cardigan, and Len and I can’t even be there with him while he wears it on this special day. Jennie promised she’d put it on him and take pictures, but I dunno. Are Becketts trustworthy? My gut says no.”

Garrett tosses his glove at Jaxon’s head. “Jennie’s an Andersen now, you douchewaffle. Get it right!”

My phone vibrates as I chuckle, and I discreetly open the message from Cara, hoping for either more of my naked wife or some of her filthy mouth.

It turns out to be neither, and… I’m not upset about it.

It’s a photo of Abel, sitting at the kitchen counter in red heart pajamas that match Cara’s, a smear of pink paint on his forehead and brow, and the biggest, happiest smile I’ve ever seen as he holds up his creation. One red, one purple, one pink, three big, furry-looking monsters, topped with heart sequins, at least eight eyes each, and smiles as big as his.


Cara: I talked him through making a love monster with his handprint. He wanted to make three, one for each of us. He said “take a picture and show my Emmett” *sobbing emoji* I’m not okay.



“Abel painted us as love monsters,” I announce, showing Carter and Adam the picture while Jaxon and Garrett continue to argue with each other. “He called me his Emmett. No big deal.”

“Oh my God,” Adam murmurs, scrubbing his hands down his face, over his mouth.

I chug half a water bottle to hide my ridiculous smile. “What?”

“I just realized we’re all officially… grown up.”

Carter gasps. “No.”

Garrett tilts his head. “You think?”

“When did that happen?” Jaxon whispers.

“Fuck if I know,” I mutter.

Carter holds up a finger. “Well, if I may interject. I think I’ve always—”

“No,” we all say in unison.

Carter hangs his head. “You guys can’t be mean to me. It’s my birthday.”

“What are you gonna do?” I strip the rest of my equipment off, grabbing my toiletry bag as I head for the showers. “Tell on us?”

“Obviously not. I’m all grown up, remember?”



“LENNOOON. THE GUYS WERE BEING mean to me.”

“Oh my God,” Garrett groans, shoving Carter into our hotel room an hour later. “You said you weren’t gonna tell.”

Lennon gasps. “It’s true, then? Not the birthday boy!” She pops a fist on her hip. “Apologize, boys. Right now.”

We mumble out a string of half-assed apologies, and Lennon arches a brow, pinning her arms across her chest.

“Now I know you four can put on a better show than that. He has four-week-old twins at home, for fuck’s sake. Be nice!”

“Sorry for cutting you off before you could finish saying you’ve always been grown up,” we rumble out in unison, and Lennon makes a face.

“Oh, sor-ry for suggesting that I, the first to enter fatherhood—and therefore the wisest—have always been grown up.” Carter nabs his box of Birthday Cake Oreos and pulls from the mini fridge the random plate of treats he had room service bring up earlier today. “It’s crazy that nobody believes in me, and especially on my birthday. You’ll rue the day you ever doubted me when Oreo finally gives me my own cookie flavor.”

I have to admit, there’s a certain level of focus and dedication to Carter when he’s fine-tuning his craft. For clarity, his craft is Oreos. Whether he’s coming up with ideas for new flavors or creating an over-the-top dessert with an Oreo feature, it’s clear he puts a lot of thought into it. Honestly, it’s only slightly alarming that he thinks about Oreos this much.

“Aha!” He presents his creation to us in a clear jar, also brought by room service. “For the base, we have crushed Birthday Cake Oreos, followed by sliced banana, brownie chunks, and a mixture of chocolate pudding and whipped cream—hand-whipped, not canned, obviously.”

“Of course,” Lennon murmurs, nodding along.

“And on top…” He carefully places a whole Birthday Cake Oreo on top. “Bon appétit.”

“Looks bomb.” Garrett grabs a spoon. “Let me get a—”

“No!” Carter judo chops Garrett’s wrist, the spoon falling to the floor as Garrett screams. “I have to take a picture first.”

He does, and we sit in silence as he uploads it to his Instagram story, complete with his favorite hashtags: #oreo #sponsorme #loveme #considerme

“Well.” I clap a hand to the arm of my chair, climbing to my feet as Carter digs his spoon in, producing a massive bite that surely wouldn’t fit in any normal-sized human’s mouth.

Carter shoves it into his mouth.

“Yeah, that tracks,” I mutter, nodding. Glancing at Lennon, I check to make sure she’s recording from her phone. She is. “Anyway, as I was about to say… this seems like a good time to give you your birthday gift.”

“Birfday gif?” He struggles to swallow, licking the chocolate pudding from his lips. “You guys didn’t have to get me anything.” He sets the dessert aside, rubbing his hands together. “What is it?”

I root around in my bag, pulling out the letter that came in—finally, and just in time—last week. I don’t want to detail what we had to go through to make this happen, but this has been six months in the making.

I hand it to Carter, watching as he turns it in his hands.

“Oooh, Oreo,” he says, reading the logo on the envelope. “Oh, fuck, did you guys get me some of those custom Oreos? Did you get Oreo to say Happy Birthday?”

“You could read the letter,” Adam suggests. “But hey, what do I know?”

Carter narrows his eyes as he opens the envelope. “So grumpy when you’re away from your babies.” He clears his throat. “Dear Mr. Beckett. Ha, Mr. Beckett. So formal. Okay, let’s go again. Dear Mr. Beckett. First, we’d like to wish you a very happy birthday. Word has it you’re turning thirty-one, but if we may be so bold, you don’t look a day over twenty-five. All those Oreos must be keeping you young.” He chuckles to himself, skimming his jaw as he murmurs, “So true. We’re honored to be your favorite snack, and are impressed with all your delectable creations. We hear you have some ideas for some flavors, and we’d love to have you—holy fuck.” Carter’s jaw drops. “Holy fuck.” He looks up at me, at everyone, then back to the letter. “Holy fuck.” His eyes move as he keeps reading, and then uses the letter to flap at his face. “Holy fuck. Oreo wants me to… Oreo said… Oreo’s giving me my own flavor!”

Not just his own flavor, but a box with his name on it, his jersey number on the cookie, and a commercial too.

His eyes water, and when he blinks, a single tear runs down each cheek. He clutches his letter and empty box of cookies to his chest as he whispers, “This is the best day of my life,” and then quickly follows it up with a terrified “Don’t tell Ollie.”
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28 NOT A DINOSAUR Cara

“IS IT CWIS-MAS?”

“It’s not Christmas.”

“Oh. Is it… is it my birfday?”

I glance at Abel, standing in front of the gift boxes we just unpacked from the giant box the delivery driver left on the front porch during breakfast. Mémère spared no expense, but then she never has. She’s been thoroughly enjoying her weekly video chats with us over tea for the last month, and I’ve only had to remind her of his name and who he was once. A week and a half ago, though, she called me while she was out shopping with her personal support worker, demanding Abel’s measurements, because she’d found the most darling of outfits.

I expected a small package, not seven individually wrapped gift boxes stuffed inside a massive box.

“Your birthday is in the summer, in July. Mémère saw some clothes that made her think of you, so she sent them over, just because.”

“Just ’cause?” He scratches his head, soft auburn waves that remind me of autumn falling over his forehead. It was eight days before he stopped wearing Emmett’s hat inside, and being on the receiving end of that smile when I’m running my fingers through his hair as I pass him by has become one of the things I look forward to most each day. “Are we gonna talk to Ma-bear today?”

Grinning at his attempt, I grab my phone and start the kettle. “How about we call her now, and you can open your boxes while we talk?”

“Okay, and remember.” He holds up a very matter-of-fact finger. “If I don’t say thank you, then Santa will come and take all my presents away, and I will never get one ever again.”

There’s that ache again, right between my ribs. I work to swallow, giving Abel a soft smile. “Saying thank you when somebody does something thoughtful for you is kind, but Santa is not going to take your presents away if you forget. Sometimes we say thank you without words, like with a hug, or by doing something nice for someone.” And sometimes we’re only three years old and still mastering social norms and expectations, and it’s not bad manners, it’s just child development. But hey, what the fuck do I know? Certainly not more than Peter and Elizabeth, who seem to be behind all of Abel’s skewed thoughts and fears.

“Oh, mon cœur.” Mémère answers the video call, fluffing her white hair. “Is it Wednesday already? I’m so sorry, Cara. It must have slipped my mind.”

“Only Tuesday, Mémère. Your gifts were just delivered, though, so we thought we’d call you now.”

“Gifts?”

“For Abel,” I remind her gently, watching in real time as she sifts through her memories. “You saw an outfit last week while you were shopping. You wanted to send it for him.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” She claps a hand to her forehead, then winks. “It was a lot more than an outfit.”

“You don’t say,” I murmur, propping my phone up so she can see Abel and his pile of boxes.

He dashes over, waving with both hands. “Hi, Ma-bear! Do you m’member me today?” The sweet boy takes a step back, patting his chest as he tells her softly, “I’m Abel, m’member?”

Mémère laughs, loud and so bright, and I cherish every laugh line around those brilliant blue eyes. “Yes, sweet boy, I remember you today. You are Abel, not quite four years old, and when you grow up, you want to be a… a… merde, what’s the one with the plates on its—Oh! A stegosaurus!”

“You m’member!” He gives her two thumbs-up, and when he tells her with every ounce of sincerity, “Good job, Ma-bear,” I fall a little more in love with him. “Yeah, I used to wanna be a… a T. rex, but I think I will not like to eat other dinosaurs.” He shrugs, sinking to the floor, pulling a box between his legs. “Stegosaurus, they gots spikes on their back to protect ’em, so that’s why I choose stegosaurus.”

“Ah, so that’s why. And what about Cara? What kind of dinosaur would she be?”

“A T. rex, surely,” I offer, popping a strawberry in my mouth as Abel starts unwrapping his gift. “I’d eat other dinosaurs for dinner.”

But Abel shakes his head. “Cara is not a dinosaur.” Before I can sulk and ask why, his eyes light up. A raincoat emerges, followed by splash pants, rain boots, and an umbrella, all with the same dinosaur pattern. “Cara, look!” He climbs to his feet, jumping up and down, hugging his coat to his chest. “I put it on now,” he says, immediately tugging the splash pants on, stepping into the boots, giving Mémère a close-up when he’s done. “Look, Ma-bear! Look at me!”

“I am looking at you, happy boy. You shine just like the sun. The rain clouds won’t stand a chance against you.”

“Thank you, Ma-bear.” He wraps his arms around himself. “I love it!”

We watch as Abel busies himself with opening each box, humoring Mémère by showing off each new outfit, just like I used to on all our shopping trips. Honestly, I can’t tell who enjoys it more; my little buddy might just be built for shopping.

“How are you feeling this week?” I ask Mémère quietly as I glance at my phone, heart squeezing when I find her watching me with the kind of smile that looks exactly the way love is meant to feel—warm, easy, and everlasting. “What?”

“He reminds me of you. All that light, the joy, the love of life. Appreciation for fine fashion,” she adds with a pump of her brows.

Snorting, I watch Abel put his rainsuit back on, tucking his brand-new stuffed stegosaurus beneath his arm. The finishing touch? The blue T. rex sunglasses he fixes on his face.

“He’s got a pure heart, that one,” she murmurs. “Plain as day to see.”

“Ma-bear.” Abel hops his way over, crashing into my side, hiding his shy smile behind my hip. “Did you get all this for me?”

“I did.”

“And-and-and… you got them for me just ’cause?”

Mémère’s smile is every bit as soft as the gaze she watches him with. “Just ’cause, my darling.”

His nose scrunches, cheeks flushing. He tugs at my arm, beckoning me closer, like he has a secret. “Cara, can I make a painting for Ma-bear? Just ’cause?”

“That’s a great idea.” I pull out the paint supplies, spreading them over the kitchen table. “Mémère loves art. We can put it in an envelope and walk to the mailbox to send it to her so she can hang it up in her room.”

“Because she lives far, far away?”

“Too far,” she answers with a sigh.

Abel crawls onto a chair, brush in hand as he examines the paints. “Ma-bear, what’s your favorite… what’s your favorite color? Is it… pink?”

She gasps. “How on earth did you guess?”

He grins, shrugging. “I don’t know! I just guessed it! Maybe ’cause my brain is learned-ing new things every day. Did you know that? Cara says so.”

“What do we say at bedtime?” I ask as he spreads pink paint over his paper.

“I am smart. I am kind. I am important. And I can do anything!” He pumps his fist through the air, just like we do every night, and his paintbrush falls from his hand, pink splattering on the edge of the table on its way to the floor. I see the panic flare in his eyes as they ping to me, the tremble in his hands before he curls them into fists. “It w-w-was a accident,” he sputters, pushing away from the table. “I—I—I didn’t mean to. I—”

“Abel,” I murmur, staying where I am but crouching to his level. “Pause. Breathe. It’s just p—”

“Oh no! No, not my—” He tosses his head back, fists curled at his sides, and stomps a foot as tears storm down his cheeks. “Not my dinosaur boots!”

“Oh, shit,” I mutter, grabbing a couple cloths, holding them up like white flags as I approach him. “Hey, sweet pea. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

He looks up at me through flooded eyes, swiping at his tear-stained cheeks. “Cara!” Small arms come around my neck, tiny hands fisting in my hair as he flings himself into my arms. “I got p-p-paint on my new boots! She’s gonna be so-so-so mad at me!”

“Hey, hey. Shhh, Abel, it’s okay. You’re safe.” I push his hair off his face. “Who’s going to be mad at you?”

“Ma-bear!”

“Oh, Abel,” Mémère calls softly from my phone. “I could never be angry with you for spilling some paint.”

“B-b-but… my boots!”

“Hey, look.” I wipe his boot with my cloth, and the pink paint disappears. “See? Comes right off.”

“And you know what rain boots are for, don’t you?” Mémère winks at him. “Mud puddles. A little paint isn’t going to hurt those boots. We’re supposed to get dirty.”

Abel sniffles, dragging his hand across his nose. “We is? Peter and ’Liz-beth never told me that before.” Another sniffle, and he blinks away the remaining tears. “I had a-a-accident, Cara.”

“Accidents happen. What should we do?”

“Clean it up? I could wipe the floor, and maybe you could wipe the table.”

“Working together to clean it up is a great idea,” Mémère says. “It’s much faster that way. Teamwork makes the dream work.”

Abel cocks his head. “Teamwork is the dream word?”

I tap his nose, cleaning the paint off the table. “Teamwork makes the dream work.” I gesture between us as he wipes at the floor. “You and me, we’re a team.”

“And Emmett too?”

“And Emmett too.”

Abel thinks for a moment, then looks over at my phone. “You can be on our team too, okay, Ma-bear?”

“I would be honored, my darling.” She smiles at me as Abel goes back to painting. “The love, mon cœur. The love between you… magnifique.” She taps her heart. “I feel it, all the way over here. You were meant to find each other.”

My gaze drops to my mug, warm between my hands as I think back on the last month, the late nights spent clinging to us, begging us not to leave, the wildly early mornings, the big, big feelings, the constant readjustments as we try to get things just right. And still, despite all the challenges, every day I get to watch him step a little more into himself. Watch the fear slowly dwindle, the trust build right along with our connection, and I know Adam and Rosie were right: It is every bit as worthwhile as it is difficult.

I can’t bring myself to say the words on the tip of my tongue, not when I knew what we were getting into. So as my throat squeezes around a pain I’ll have to deal with one day, I swallow it down and murmur a different truth. “The only time I’ve fallen so hard, so fast, was with Emmett.”

I don’t know how I’ll ever say goodbye.

And like she hears it all, Mémère nods, the compassion in her gaze heavy, weighted with sorrow she knows all too well. “The only peace goodbye has ever brought me is the certainty that there is so, so much love between that first hello and the final farewell. If only it made the word any easier to say.”

If only.

“Ma-bear! Cara! Look!” Abel comes bounding back over, beaming with pride as he shows off his painting, swirls of pink, purple, blue, and orange, big round faces, long legs, smiles you can’t miss as he names each person. Ma-bear. Abel. Emmett. Cara.

“Our team,” he exclaims proudly and with all the certainty in the world. “It’s our team.”

If only.



THERE IS SOMETHING SO INHERENTLY peaceful about bedtime stories. Something soft and warm, like the little body tucked into my side, his cheek pressed to my shoulder, one teensy hand resting gently on mine as we hold the book open. Something bright and hopeful, like the stars and the moon that shine above us as we sit curled up in the window. Something wondrous and reverent, like the whispered words spilled from the pages of the book and into the quiet night, like a secret for only us to share.

When I was a little girl, bedtime stories reminded me that everything was going to be okay. That even the toughest days drew to a close, and there was always a tomorrow. I found comfort in the dark, the way I could always find at least one star in the sky, no matter the weather. One star that fought its way through to shine.

Bedtime stories beneath the sky have always been where I’ve found peace at the end of the day, but here with Abel… there’s something more. Something bigger, something palpable. Something that feels a little like healing and a lot like a miracle.

“All done,” I whisper, lips pressed to his hair as I finish reading,

“Wait,” he murmurs, groggy and quiet as he stops me from closing the book. He flips through the pages, all the way to the inside of the front cover, running his fingers over Emmett’s handwriting, same as he does every night. He pats the words, looking up at me with bleary eyes, stars twinkling in a sea of green. “Don’t forget this.”

I stare down at the words Emmett wrote over three years ago now, the ones that were meant for the baby we were supposed to have. The passage is smudged now, once-perfect handwriting stained with the splatter of teardrops from nights spent curled up right here in this very window, reading this book, wishing on a star for a miracle.

And I gaze at the boy in my lap, the one who spends his days at my side, asking me questions, learning and teaching in equal amounts, stepping a little further into himself each and every day as he places his hands in ours, takes more of our hearts and gives us more of his trust. But each time he finds a new piece of himself, I find an old piece of me, nearly the same, only the dullness has been wiped away.


One day, you’ll be snuggled up in this window, staring up at the stars above.

Mama will hold you, singing to you about the way they shine like diamonds in the sky.

And I’ll stand back and watch you together, knowing with absolute certainty…

If you and your mama were the only stars in my sky,

That would be all I needed.



By the time I’ve finished the passage, Abel is asleep in my lap. I steal another handful of minutes, treasuring the way it feels to have my arms so full, before I carefully tuck him into bed. His eyes open as I step back, slow blinks ready to drag him back under.

I press a kiss to my fingers and blow it his way. “Put it in your pocket for later.”

He grins, sending the kiss and the words right back to me before I head for the door. When I get there, his quiet voice stops me.

“Cara?”

“Yeah, buddy?”

“Dinosaurs don’t protect other dinosaurs.”

“They don’t?”

“No. They only protect themselves. They don’t think about anybody else.” He turns over, a quiet sigh and the ruffle of his blankets filling the air. Right before I shut the door, he whispers, “That’s why my Cara is not a dinosaur.”



THERE’S A PATTERING IN MY CHEST, fast and fluttering, a feeling that dips like unease to my stomach.

I stare out the car window at the park down the road, and that unease works its way into my fingers as they tap against my thighs, into my feet, which I couldn’t keep still right now if my life depended on it.

A broad hand lands on my thigh, a gentle squeeze that reminds me to pause, to breathe.

While I’m not exactly sure why anxiety chooses this moment to surface, moments before we meet Catharine, Abel’s mom, or sister, as he knows her, I’d guess it’s because Abel’s been talking about this visit for a week now. Marlene, his social worker, told us Catharine’s canceled every in-person visit since attending the first one after Abel was taken to Second Chance Home, always the morning of and after confirming she’d be there the night before. Though Marlene hasn’t heard from her today, I’m not sure I’m prepared to handle Abel’s disappointment if Catharine doesn’t show.

“Is my Catharine here?” Abel asks as Emmett pulls him from the car seat, fists shaking with excitement. His head whips left, then right, and he turns himself in a full circle. “Where is she?”

“Not here just yet, bud.” Emmett flips him up onto his shoulders, and Abel squeals with delight, clutching his head. “Should we go on the swing while we wait? Or do you want to go on the climbing wall?”

“I waaant… um…” He taps a finger against his tiny, adorable chin, then holds it up. “Oh! I know! Let’s go up on the… the climber, and then you will put me on your back again, and-and-and I will be so tall, I will be able to see anything! Then I can see… I can see my Catharine when she gets here, right, Emmett?”

“Right on, dude. Let’s get you up super high so you can be on the lookout.”

It’s a mild spring day, the warm breeze moving through my hair as I watch my two favorite boys. Emmett looks comically large on the pirate ship climber, given that it’s made specifically for kids five and under. Still, there’s something so wildly attractive about a six-foot-three wall of a man slapping a hand over his eye and pretending to be a one-eyed pirate, complete with lots of ahoy theres and arr mateys, just to get the little boy on his shoulders laughing.

Five minutes turns into ten, and I sigh when a quick glance at my phone shows nothing from Marlene. “Please,” I whisper, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. “Please, show up.”

A shriek of laughter brings my gaze back to Abel, and I smile as he rolls around on his back on the climber, having the time of his life while Emmett appears to be fighting for his. My man has his right hand hiding in the sleeve of his sweater as he hollers, falling so theatrically, it’s an Oscar-worthy performance.

“Ah! My hand! The crocodile! He got my hand!” Emmett reaches toward Abel with his other hand. “Help me, captain! Before he gets my other hand!”

The sight eases the tension in my shoulders, and I pull in a deep breath, letting it go as I check my phone again. No message from Marlene, and Catharine is fifteen minutes late, the same amount of time we were told to wait before leaving.

“Five more minutes,” I murmur. “I’m giving you five more minutes.”

There’s movement from the corner of my eye, and I catch a glimpse of deep auburn before it disappears behind a tree. Unfortunately for her, she forgets to make her shoes disappear.

The pounding in my ears quiets, and my chest slowly deflates with relief. I wait a minute, just long enough for her to gather her courage, it seems, because slowly but surely, the young woman steps out from behind the tree, and there isn’t a doubt in my mind who she is.

From the copper hair, the high cheekbones splashed with the same freckles, and those eyes, a stunning, cool sage, I know with certainty that this is the woman who brought Abel into this world.

I watch her stand there, eyes fixed on Abel as he runs and screams and laughs, and when tears fill her eyes, they fill mine too.

“Catharine! Emmett, Cara, look! It’s my-my-my Catharine!”

She quickly swipes those tears away as Abel races toward her, and when she grins, huge and beautiful, right before they collide, I see that dimple in her right cheek, just like his.

“I made you somethin’,” Abel tells her, dashing over to me. “Cara, can I show my Catharine what I made for her?”

“You sure can.” I take a seat on the bench, rooting through the dinosaur backpack Abel and I picked out for him the week he moved in with us. I pull out the bulky envelope and hand it to Abel, smiling at Catharine as she approaches slowly. “Hi, Catharine. I’m Cara.”

“Hi,” she says softly, pulling at the sleeves of her sweater before she tentatively offers me her hand. I think I forgot just how young nineteen is, because as I shake her hand, I’m painfully aware that she’s barely more than a child herself. Nails chewed to the quick, friendship bracelets stacked on both wrists, a baggy hoodie with holes in the cuffs, unzipped and showing off her old-school Spice Girls T-shirt below. There’s a softness to her face, a fullness to her cheeks that makes her look eons too innocent to have gone through everything she’s experienced. Because beyond everything, I see the utter exhaustion in her eyes, the dull sparkle that tells me she’s been through it, and she’s having trouble hanging on to hope. A feeling I know all too well.

Emmett jogs over, holding out his hand. “Hey, Catharine. Abel talks about you all the time. I’m—”

“Hot.” Her eyes widen, and she clamps a hand over her mouth as I snort a laugh. “I’m so sorry.” She drags her hands down her red face. “I Googled you guys. I thought you were hot online, but in person, you’re… wow. And you.” She gestures at me. “I thought maybe it was all just angles, but—”

“I really am that pretty.” I toss my hair over my shoulder for effect, but then wave myself off. “Just kidding. Kinda. Not really.”

“She’s not kidding,” Emmett confirms.

“Oh, shoot, Abe. Lemme see what you made.” She pulls out the stack of papers, chin quivering as she unfolds the first one. “You painted.”

“I gots paints at Cara and Emmett’s.” He thumbs proudly at his chest. “I painted this for you. And guess what? I spilled and make a mess, and”—he waves his hands around—“Cara and Emmett didn’t even yell at me.”

Her eyes flicker, and she drops to her knees, taking Abel’s hands in hers. “I’m so happy you get to paint and make messes at Cara and Emmett’s house. Can you tell me about your paintings?”

Abel sits with Catharine, labeling each and every paint stroke on the page. Then she pushes him on the swing, and he tells her all about what it’s like living with us. She asks him what his favorite thing to do at our house is. Making pizza with Emmett, watching hockey with me, reading under the stars with both of us, and being a team. That’s what he says.

When Abel requests his one-handed pirate help save him from the crocodile, Emmett and Catharine swap places. We sit on the small bench in silence as we watch them play, and I can hear the gears in her head turning as much as mine are as we each search for the right thing to say.

“How are things—”

“It seems like—”

“Oh, sorry.” I wave her on. “Go ahead.”

“No, I was just gonna say, um…” She pulls her sleeves over her hands, looking at her knees. “Abel seems like he’s doing really well.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, I mean, his stutter has improved so much.”

“Yeah? I thought so as well, but it’s hard for me to gauge in such a short time without knowing what his speech was like before.”

Catharine looks up at Abel, swallowing hard. “It started about a year ago, out of the blue. His speech has always been really good, maybe because he’s always been around adults or older kids. But Peter and Elizabeth—uh, my parents,” she clarifies, “they just started getting really irritated with him for everything. Stupid crap, like spilling milk at the dinner table. One time, he colored off the paper with a marker, and they threw all his markers and crayons out. I got him more from the dollar store and hid them in my bedroom, and when they found one of his drawings, they ripped it up and made me throw out the markers in front of him. ‘He needs to learn,’ they said,” she mutters. “The only thing he learned was how to stutter, because he was so damn anxious every time they looked in his direction.”

Clenching my jaw, I look up to the sky, praying for some form of restraint. When I don’t find it, I say, “Your parents sound like fucking donkey dicks. No disrespect.”

Catharine barks out a laugh. “All the disrespect.”

I give her a half smile, nudging her with my elbow. “How are you?”

“I…” She frowns. “Nobody ever asks me that.”

“Nobody? What about your friends?”

She shakes her head. “They don’t understand. They thought all this meant more time for partying. I had a breakdown, after the first and only time I visited Abel when he was still in the group home. I couldn’t… I couldn’t see him like that. They told me he wasn’t talking, that he was sitting by himself in a chair by the window all day. But when the visit was over and I had to leave…” Tears drip down her cheeks, and she swats them away angrily. “He screamed. He yelled my name, over and over. He begged for me to take him with me. He begged me not to leave him. Again.” She hangs her head, fiddling with the sleeves. “It took two workers to restrain him. When I got back to my friend’s place, she said, ‘I don’t understand. You got what you wanted.’ ” A bitter laugh falls from her mouth as she looks to the sky. “I didn’t want to be a mom in the first place, not ever, and definitely not at sixteen. But to act like I should be happy my three-year-old’s in the foster system so I can have more freedom to drink and party? Yeah, they just don’t get it.”

Hesitantly, I lay my hand over hers, feeling the way it stills beneath mine. “I’m sorry, Catharine. I’m sure it’s a maturity thing that will come with age, but respectfully, your friends sound like trash.” I bet they’re all named Courtney.

Another snort of laughter. “You can stop saying that. Respectfully, or no disrespect.”

“It makes me feel better when I’m being blunt about how shitty some people are.”

“I like you,” she says with a sad smile. “I hoped I would and thought I wouldn’t at the same time. I hoped I’d like you because you were taking care of Abel and he was happy. And that’s all true. But I thought I wouldn’t because, well, no disrespect”—she pauses to grin when I laugh—“you’re rich. You’re beautiful. Your husband is hot. You have a perfect life. I thought I’d see you doing this so easily, so perfectly, and I’d feel like… shit. I’d be bitter. Jealous. But I just feel grateful, and I can’t tell you how relieving that is.”

“I think I have a pretty good idea. And for what it’s worth, it’s a beautiful life, filled with beautiful people, but as far as perfection goes? Nothing is ever exactly as it seems.”

“I dreamed of getting out of that house as soon as I could. And when Abel was born, I knew I wouldn’t be leaving for a long time. They held it over my head, always. Wouldn’t let me be his mom, even though they forced me into going through with the pregnancy and keeping him, and every time I got fed up with them, said I would take him and leave, they’d laugh and ask me where I’d go. What I’d do with a baby as a teen mom with no high school diploma and no job. They told me I needed them. Just for them to turn around and kick us both out because I came home drunk on my nineteenth birthday. And they were right, I had nowhere to go. My friends were too scared to tell their parents that Abel was actually mine, that they’d been lying to them. One friend told her mom, and she let us stay that first night, but the second night, when her dad found out…” She swallows hard, looking away. “She hasn’t been allowed to see me since then. Her dad said he didn’t want his daughter hanging around with someone who had no morals.” Her voice drops just as my rage bubbles. “Gave me fifty dollars before he closed the door in my face.”

A bitter laugh croaks in my throat. I place my hand over hers. “This isn’t the right time, but I’m going to need a list of names. You don’t need to worry about what I’m going to do with the list; you just need to make sure I have first and last names, and it’s written as clearly as possible.”

Catharine barks out a laugh before her shoulders slump. “It’s hard losing all those people, all at once.”

I nod. “Absolutely. It hurts, and it’s allowed to. It might hurt for a while, and maybe forever. But one day you’ll look back and realize those were never your people. Not the right ones. The right ones don’t hurt you in unforgivable ways.”

She grips the edge of the bench, the ghost of a sad smile on her lips as she watches Abel. “I wonder what it’s like to have parents you can rely on, not just to take care of you and keep you safe, but to love you too, through all your stages. I wonder how my life would’ve been different if I’d had that. Instead, mine called my social worker and told them I was no longer living with them, that I was couch surfing, and without permanent housing…”

“They took your son,” I finish for her quietly, following her gaze to the innocent boy whose bright smile rivals the sun as he soars through the air on the swings.

“Maybe it was a blessing in disguise for Abel. I might not be his mom the way I’m supposed to be, but I would never want to raise him the way they raised me. I don’t think I ever even realized how damaging it was, all the yelling, the slamming doors, the shame… I knew I hated it, but when it started happening to him, when I saw how it was affecting him, how anxious he was becoming…” She shakes her head, sniffling. “That’s not the childhood I want for him. And today, with you guys… he’s not looking over his shoulder, anticipating the worst. He’s just… he’s just a kid. And that’s enough. Finally.”

My heart aches as I watch Abel and Emmett, two boys with more in common than I’d realized. Two boys that needed to cross paths at one point in time. Because as I watch Emmett, I see him being the parent he didn’t get. And Abel… I see a boy who’s not as scared as he was just weeks ago to be exactly who he is. Maybe… maybe they needed each other.

“I love him, you know,” Catharine says, drawing my attention back to her as she sniffles, wiping her nose on her sleeve at the same time I realize quiet tears are sliding down my cheeks. “That’s never been a question, and maybe it’s the only thing I’ve ever been sure of in this life. Maybe I never wanted to be a mom, but he’s a part of me, and when I look at him… all I see is innocence. His heart is so pure, so kind, and he… he deserves a better shot at life.”

“What about you? What about your better shot at life?”

“Do I get one?” She chuckles, unsure. “I mean, I finally completed my GED, which is cool. And I managed to get a job at the library. It’s only part-time, but I’m saving everything I can. Hopefully I’ll be able to get a little two-bedroom apartment soon, but everything is so expensive.”

There’s a niggling thought in the back of my mind when she says soon, a reminder that this time with Abel is temporary, that I have no idea how long he’ll be with us, or when we’ll have to say goodbye. It hurts the way I knew it would, but in this moment, it’s the shame that eats at me. We’re here to be his home and his safe place until Catharine gets on her feet. I want her to get on her feet; she deserves that and a million other things. And yet I don’t want to say goodbye.

I still the slight tremor in my hands and bat my tears away, smiling. “That’s great, Catharine. What are you doing at the library?”

“Just stocking shelves. Nothing fancy, but it means I get to be around books all day.”

“You’re a big reader?”

“Huge. Spent most of my spare time at the library before Abel. My parents didn’t let me read things like romance and fantasy, so I’d spend full weekends there, finding a quiet spot to get lost in them. I needed that escape, I think. It gave me hope for something more, something better. But poetry is where I really found myself. I even… um…” She trails off, cheeks flushed ruby red as she waves her words away. “Ah, forget it. It’s stupid. Just a dream.”

“Hey, nothing is stupid. Except maybe your parents. And your friend. And most of my friends’ exes. But your dreams? Never.”

She giggles softly. “I always dreamed of writing a book. When I wasn’t at the library, I’d spend hours on my bed journaling, and journaling eventually turned to silly poems. I stopped when I was fourteen, after my mom found my notebook. She said it was a sin to covet a life that wasn’t yours, and threw my poems in the trash.”

“Jesus, your mom really knows how to crush a girl’s spirit, doesn’t she?”

“Her specialty, I think. Anyway, I started writing again when I was pregnant with Abel. The words just… they just came to me. I don’t know how to explain it. I couldn’t stop, but after he was born… I just lost it. All of it. The motivation, the creativity. I had Abel, and I knew I loved him, I could feel it so deeply, and yet I felt… dead inside. Like I couldn’t breathe, no matter how hard I tried.”

“It sounds like you might’ve had postpartum depression,” I suggest gently.

“Oh, definitely. I know that now after researching about it, but when I suggested it back then, my mom said that I was just being lazy, that I needed to get over it and keep going like every other mom.”

My mouth opens before I can stop myself, but I manage to contain the rage-filled words that want to pour out, instead running the pads of my thumb and forefinger over my lips. “Mhmm,” I manage to hum, nodding. “For sure. Yeah. That makes total sense. Hey, listen.” I twist toward her, propping my elbow up on the back of the bench so she can feel the full force of my words. “I don’t need much,” I whisper, brows raised as I give her a knowing look. “Just an address. I’ve never done it before, but honestly, I think I could get away with it. Nobody would ever know.”

Catharine laughs, loud and unexpected, that single dimple shining as she throws her head back. “See? Why couldn’t I have had a mom like you? That’s what every kid deserves: someone willing to fight for them.”

I giggle quietly, an all-too-familiar ache stretching between my shoulder blades.

“Anyway, I started writing again after I finished my GED. Without Abel, and without school, the words just built up inside me. I sat in the library one day during a thunderstorm, and the words just… came. They came out of nowhere, and they didn’t stop. I sat there for hours, lost in the mounds of scrap paper I’d taken from the craft table in the kids’ section, until the librarian told me the library was closing. She started gathering up the papers before I could stop her, and I was so embarrassed, I took off. She stopped me at the door, holding one of my poems, and she was… she was crying. She asked me if I needed a job, and I started two days later. Now I stock books all day and make my boss cry with whatever I manage to write in between.” She bites back her smile, equal parts shy and proud. “It makes me feel good knowing someone likes it, but really it just… it just makes me feel good, period. And it’s been so long since anything’s made me feel good.” The slightest lift of her shoulder. “Feels good to have a dream again too.”

“Have you thought about college? UBC has an amazing creative writing program.”

She barks out a laugh. “Are you suggesting I apply? I could never. Plus, wasn’t the deadline to apply in, like, January? It’s nearly April.”

“Pffft.” I wave her off. “A lot of schools still take late admissions.”

“But won’t most of the spots be filled? I’ll never get in.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“And even if, by some miracle, I got in, I could never afford it.” She shakes her head, adamant, but I see the war waging in those eyes. “No. I can’t.”

“Catharine.” I touch her shoulder, bringing her gaze to mine. “It’s worth a shot. Chasing your dreams always is. If there’s one person you should never, ever give up on, it’s yourself.”

“I guess I’m not really sure how to root for myself when nobody else has ever shown me how,” she admits.

“For what it’s worth, I’m rooting for you. And I think you’re off to a fabulous start. You finished high school and got a job. You’re feeding your soul by doing something that makes you happy. Those are huge steps, even if they don’t seem like it.”

Even if she hadn’t told me as much, I’d be able to tell by the furrow in her brow and the slump in her shoulders that she’s lived a life where something was always expected of her, where what she was doing was never enough. She clasps her hands together, staring at them in her lap. “How come I couldn’t do those things before? When I still had Abel?”

“I think you’re making it a personal failure, when what it really boils down to is not having the right support system in place. It’s amazing what we can accomplish when we have the right people by our side, the ones that remind us how capable we are, how loved, even when we fail. The ones who step in and help us carry our load so that we can prioritize ourselves. Because that’s what you deserve, Catharine. You deserve to be able to prioritize yourself, and you deserve to have someone on your team who helps make that possible. It’s not your fault that you didn’t.”

I look out across the park at the man I’m so blessed to have built this life with, the little boy who’s currently the center of our world. And I know I worked my ass off to get here. That I deserve all the good, because I’ve poured myself into chasing it. Chasing better. It got easier when I found Emmett, yes, because the way he cheered me on rivaled the roar of a hometown Vipers crowd on game seven in the final round of the playoffs. But before him, I had me. And I had to be enough for myself.

My gaze coasts back to Catharine, still a child in so many ways, and I know that the most important thing for her will be believing she’s enough, that she’s capable. That she can conquer all of this and be who she wants to be, the person she’d given up so long ago.

“If Abel deserves a better shot at life, so do you. Love yourself enough to chase it. Love yourself enough to know that the only person who determines your worth is you. Love yourself enough, value yourself so much, that giving up? It’s no longer an option. Sometimes the only voice cheering you on is your own, so it should always be the loudest.”
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29 MY ABEL Emmett

THERE ARE FEW THINGS I’VE always been certain of in this life. The first is Cara, and second is that sometimes families are forged. The third?

Hockey.

Hockey has always, always been my escape. My safe place. My freedom.

When I was younger, it was the one thing my dad and I connected on. He let me stay up late so I could catch the third period of the game, we spent endless Saturday mornings skating at the local rink until I was old enough for hockey to be taking up my whole weekend, and eventually, most of my weekdays too. I lived for the post-game car ride, where he’d shower me with praise the entire drive home, and if I’d scored, he’d take me through the Wendy’s drive-through for fries and a Frosty to dip them in.

At some point before my tenth birthday, I realized that our shared love of hockey no longer trumped the screaming, the intimidation, the shame. That living with those things day in and day out didn’t make the praise worth it, or the fries taste any better.

At some point before my tenth birthday, those car rides became lectures about what I was doing wrong, everything I could be doing better. How to make him happy, rather than how to make myself happy.

And then every practice, every game, every minute spent on the ice or training for the ice was time away from him. An escape from his constant irritation with whatever I was doing, from words he hurled without care, from a shitty day at work that turned into a shitty mood that lasted for weeks on end, that my brothers and I were forced to bear the brunt of.

I remember the day I decided I was going to do whatever it took to make it to the NHL, just so I could get the fuck out of that house and away from a man I couldn’t stand to look at. So I wouldn’t turn out exactly like him one day. Because as I stood at the foot of my bed at thirteen, two hours after my team lost the championship game, my dad yelling in my face, asking me what the fuck was wrong with me, why I couldn’t do anything right, that was the only thought in my mind: I don’t want to be anything like him.

So I poured everything I had into hockey, until I walked out that door at eighteen after Vancouver drafted me and never, ever looked back.

As I look at Abel, the way he thinks the sun shines out of my ass just because of a game, I know I want a connection that goes so much deeper than a stick and a puck ever could.

“Emmett?” He lays one hand over his chest, his mini blue Vipers jersey with my name and number on his back, the dinosaur stuffy tucked under his arm wearing a matching jersey, crocheted by Jaxon’s gran. “My Cara, um, my Cara said that we is gonna go to your hockey tonight. Did you know? I—I… I gonna be there, so if you get scared while you is skating, you can come to give me a hug, and then you will feel better, right?”

I smile down at the plate as I cut the edges off his grilled cheese and turkey sandwich, arrange the strawberry slices like spikes along the top of the sandwich, and slice the banana in half lengthwise, arranging it around his sandwich so one looks like a long neck and the other a tail. I finish his dino off with a single chocolate-chip eye on the banana, and slide his brunch over to him. He’s going through a growth spurt, I think, because for the last two weeks he’s required a second full meal between breakfast and lunch. “I always feel better when you’re around. You make me feel extra brave.”

He gasps, hoisting himself up on a stool. “A dinosaur? Emmett, you made me a dinosaur for brunch?”

“I tried my best.”

He hops right back off the stool, disappearing behind the island. He reappears a moment later, wrapped around my legs as he hugs me tight. With his chin on my thigh and a devastating grin just for me, he tells me, “I’m so lucky you’re my Emmett,” and I hope to God that if there’s only one thing in this world I can do right other than loving Cara, it’s loving Abel.

I scoop him into my arms, hugging him tight. “I’m so lucky you’re my Abel.”

“Can we go for a walk after brunch?”

“Ah, buddy, I’m not sure.” I glance out the kitchen window at the gray sky, the rain that’s been falling since yesterday. It’s not doing a whole lot for my motivation, which isn’t great ahead of tonight’s game in the first round of the playoffs. “It’s raining today.”

“Yeah, but I got my splash suit Ma-bear got me, m’member? And plus”—he lifts his palms in a shrug—“don’t you know what comes out in the rain?”

“What comes out in the rain?”

He shows me his wiggling fingers. “Squirmy wormies! My Catharine told me—she told me squirmy wormies come out in the rain, and-and-and sometimes, we would go hunt for ’em!” He looks up at me, giving me what I’ve dubbed as the eyes. Cara taught him how to make them extra wide when he wants something extra special. He uses them every night when we’re on the way out of his bedroom, right before the door closes, to ask for just one more good-night kiss.

I wrap my hand around the back of his head, dropping a kiss to his forehead. “Let’s go worm hunting.”

We recruit Carter and Ireland, and Adam, Lily, and Connor along the way, splashing our way through the neighborhood and up the trail behind it, disappearing into lush green pines and the freshest air you’ve ever breathed, until we’re covered in mud, and each of the kids has a plastic bug catcher full of findings, from worms and grasshoppers to twigs and pinecones.

“Look at this one!” I shout, and Adam and Carter rush over, our heads bending together to examine my newest find. “It’s still green, and it’s soft.”

“Oh yeah,” Carter mutters, feeling my acorn.

“Must be a fresh one,” Adam says. “Look what I found.” He opens his palm, showing us his rock. “It’s so smooth. I can’t believe how smooth it is. I don’t think I’ve ever felt a rock this smooth. Here, feel it.”

“Look what I got. I found so many cool ones, I couldn’t decide which ones to put back, so I just kept them all.” Carter reaches into the pockets of his coat, handfuls of rocks and acorns spilling to his feet. “No! My collection!” He falls to the wet forest floor, scrambling to scoop up his findings while Adam and I watch. “Ireland, can I put my rocks in your—”

“No tanks.”

“But, Ireland, baby, Dada’s pockets are full, and—”

“No! No wock! No wock, Dada!” She yanks her bug catcher out of reach, brows pulled all the way down as she glares at him. Those green eyes flick to the rocks in his hands, and she reaches out, nabbing what she can fit in her tiny fists before snatching them back against her chest. “My wock!”

Carter gasps, then narrows his gaze. Ireland sticks out her tongue at him. He sticks his out right back. She turns to Abel, grabbing his hand.

“Come, A-bow. No wock fo’ Dada.”

“She’s got her mother’s attitude, that one,” Carter mutters as we head back down the trail.

Adam snorts, lifting Connor onto his shoulders.

“Yeah, her mother’s,” I murmur. “For sure.”

Lily falls into step beside me, slipping her hand in mine. “Uncle Emmett? Can I ask you something?”

“ ’Course, Lil. You can ask me anything.”

“Did Auntie Cara’s Band-Aid come off?”

“Her Band-Aid?”

“Yeah, for her booboo. She got hurt, and it made her really sad. But lately, she smiles so much. And she laughs a lot. I thought maybe she took her Band-Aid off.”

My gaze coasts up ahead to Abel, being bossed around by a girl half his size, and the feeling in my chest, the way my heart swells and thumps a steady, firm beat, it’s instantaneous. And I think of Cara. The renewed energy, the light that dances in her gaze, the easy smile that follows Abel wherever he goes, the laughter that bounces off the walls.

“I’m not sure her booboo will ever heal all the way,” I tell Lily. “That’s just the way some people work. Some heal quick and disappear, and others form a scar. Sometimes it hurts a little less, but the scar never goes away.”

Lily nods thoughtfully. “Like Mama’s scar on her belly from where Iris and Connor came from. Mama says sometimes she looks at it and it reminds her of how much she went through.”

“Exactly like that. I think Cara will always have a scar, but… I think she’s slowly peeling off her Band-Aid.”

“One day at a time?”

“One day at a time.”



I’VE WAITED A LONG TIME for this moment.

Cool air on my cheeks as I zip around the ice, an arena full of blue and green chanting my name, a third Stanley Cup within reach as we get ready to sweep Dallas in four games and propel ourselves to the second round of the playoffs. It’s all nice, incredible even, but it’s those two sets of eyes, one the brightest blue, the other the softest sage, the way they follow every stride, scream for me louder than anyone, show up just for me… that’s the moment I’ve waited for my whole life.

The sign Abel has pressed against the glass is a close runner-up, though I suspect he didn’t make it.

HEY #88! YOUR WIFE SAYS ONE GOAL = ONE SPECIAL PRESENT.

“If only we knew your wife promising you a blow job for every goal you scored was such good incentive, we’d have had her make it at the beginning of the season.”

I huff a laugh, elbowing Jaxon in the side as we gather by the boards, waiting for Dallas to finish their line change. “She’s not promising me a blow job.” She’s definitely promising me a blow job. At least three of the two hundred times I’ve looked at her throughout the fifty-nine minutes and twenty-two seconds of gametime tonight has resulted in her thrusting her tongue against the inside of her cheek while tossing a pointed look at the sign.

Like right now, as our eyes connect while I line up for the faceoff. Except this time, she takes a drink, letting a little dribble out, and then drags that fucking tongue, so damn slowly, across her lower lip, all without taking her eyes off me.

I’m gonna ruin that fucking pussy tonight. Why do you think I’m one goal shy of a hat trick? I’m cashing in.

“Emmett! Emmett!” Abel jumps up and down, smacking the glass as Lennon snaps a picture of him, my favorite fan, my name on his back, and my hat on his head. “That’s my Emmett! I love you, Emmett!”

And that’s about all the encouragement I need. Carter steals the puck the second it’s dropped, flinging it back to Jaxon, who passes it across the ice to Garrett. He flings the puck off the boards, dodging Dallas’s left-winger, and when he scoops it up on the other side, he sends it back to Carter.

I rush past a defenseman, hovering at the side of the net, a step behind it as Carter’s eyes ping around the offensive zone, logging each player’s location.

He winds up, stick all the way back before he rips it forward, and the goalie dives to his left in anticipation, his defenseman moving too. But Carter doesn’t follow through. He stops his stick right before it can make contact with the puck and changes direction, lobbing it over to where I’m waiting by the side of the net and all that empty space where the goalie was, just a moment ago.

“Fuck!” the goalie shouts, diving back over.

But the puck’s already on the blade of my stick, and a split second later, it’s in the net, my arms in the air, moments before my body hits the ice, my teammates piling on top of me as the arena explodes with screams.

Abel’s too busy jumping in a group hug with Lily, Ireland, and Connor to see when I skate by, so Cara gets my undivided attention when I hold up three fingers and mouth, You owe me.



“EVERYONE’S GOT BABYSITTERS SORTED?” CARTER asks forty minutes later as we’re hurrying back into our suits.

I pull my boxer briefs up and step into my pants, my hair still wet from the shower as I do up my belt. “Emily’s already at our place, waiting for us to get home. Abel’s excited to show her the stars from his window.”

“Archie and Marco are watching the kids. It’s Rosie’s first time away from Iris, so she’s a bit nervous.”

“Ollie too.” Carter shoves his phone in his back pocket and straightens his tie. “My mom and Axel are staying the night. Ollie said she’s either gonna cry or get drunk. I said, knowing her, it’ll be both.” He frowns. “She didn’t like that very much.” He grins, a far-off look in his eye. “It ended with me fucking her in the shower.”

“Nobody’s watching Mitts,” Jaxon says as we head for the hallway. “In case anyone was wondering. Poor guy’s just fending for himself all evening and night, wondering where Mommy and Daddy are, and if anyone loves him at all.”

“Your cat has nearly a hundred thousand followers on Instagram,” I remind him. “He’s not wondering if anyone loves him.”

“Oh my fuck, yes, Lennon,” Garrett squeals. “I’ve been waiting for this one! Do me, do me!”

Lennon snickers from where she’s waiting outside the dressing room, her phone recording from a tripod while she snaps pictures with her camera. She asks a question before and after every game, using the usually ridiculous video footage for social media content. It’s incredible how many times we’ve gone viral—Garrett for fumbling his way through almost every video, Jaxon for his cat daddy content, and Carter, well, for him it’s a fifty-fifty split. Sometimes it’s the ridiculously high levels of sexual innuendo he sprinkles into the answers for Olivia to see, and other times it’s his dedication to being a dad. Adam and I just keep going viral because Lennon loves making montages of us smiling at the camera.

Anyway, she always has her question written on a little whiteboard she props up next to her phone, that way we can prepare an answer before we get there. Today, though, there’s no real way to prepare for this question. It just is what it is.

“Mr. Andersen, Vancouver’s favorite awkward boy, what’s on your lock screen?”

Garrett’s already snickering, phone ready in his hand. “Carter. Carter, are you watching?” He flashes his phone screen: a photo of Jennie’s reflection in the mirror of her dance studio.

“Wow, a photo of my beautiful sister,” Carter mutters, rolling his eyes.

“Yeah, it’s my-my”—he squeezes his eyes shut, and very real tears drip out of them as he shakes with laughter—“my pregame meal!”

“You motherfucker!” Carter hollers, taking off down the hall after a squealing Garrett.

“Sisterfucker,” Lennon corrects under her breath, high-fiving Jaxon. “Riley, what’s on your lockscreen?”

Jaxon grins, showing off a photo of Lennon and Mittens. “My gorgeous wife and our shining star.”

“Correct answer. You’re getting laid tonight. Lockwood, I think we already know the answer, but give it to us anyway.”

Adam proudly shows off a photo of Lily, Connor, and Iris, as well as their dogs, Bear and Piglet, and their cat, Dinosaur. “My kids.”

“Stunning. And Mr. Brodie, what have you got for us?”

“You’re lucky you didn’t ask this a week ago,” I murmur as I pull my phone out.

Lennon squints at me. “Why…? Actually, you know what? Don’t answer that. I know you. I know your wife. I know it’s not PG.”

I grin, looking at the photo of Cara, Abel, and me on a boat, seals lounging on an oversized rock in the water behind us. It’s from last Saturday, after we’d asked Abel what he wanted to do that weekend. He said he wanted to “see some fishies.” Naturally, we got up a bit early, hit up our favorite café for breakfast and cookies, and took him whale watching. He loved the whales, but it was the seals he really fell head over heels for. He said it was the best day of his life, but it felt like it was the best of mine and Cara’s too. I think that’s why I made it my lockscreen as soon as we tucked him into bed that night, because smiles as brilliant as these ones deserve to be seen.

“My family” is the answer I finally give, right as they step into view with the rest of them, Abel’s hand tucked into Cara’s, baby Hunter strapped to her chest.

Abel’s face shines like the sun when he spots me, dashing down the hall, hat spun backward, stuffed dinosaur tucked under his arm. “Emmett!”

I open my arms, letting us collide with an oomph before I scoop him up, toss him into the air, and catch him against my chest, my favorite giggle buried in my neck. “Did you have fun at your first hockey game?”

He lays one hand on my cheek, resting his forehead against mine, a tender smile that won’t quit as he whispers, “I’m so lucky you’re my Emmett.”

My eyes fall shut at the feeling that sweeps through me, a slow-moving river quietly demanding more, carving a new path through unfamiliar terrain, a gentle voice that promises in no uncertain terms that I’ll never be the same again, not after knowing a love like this. “And I’m so lucky you’re my Abel.”


OceanofPDF.com




30 OFFICER DADDY Cara

EVERY RESPECTABLE CANADIAN KNOWS two things about the May Two-Four long weekend. First, rarely does it ever actually land on May 24th, and second, it always. Fucking. Rains.

That’s why this year’s long weekend kicks off on only the 17th of May, and the weather—

“You don’t even like the sun,” Rosie reminds me. “You always say the sun is only here to—”

“Burn us and age us, yes, and I stand by that. But, number one, Abel’s so excited to see his first fireworks, he’s been preparing by livestreaming the nightly fireworks at Disney World for the last four days, and he’s really nailing all his oohs and aahs. Number two—and jot this one down, ’cause it’s real important—ensuring that I get pinned to the wall and/or tied spread-eagle on the mattress and fucked so hard I forget my own name depends entirely on Emmett seeing me in the bathing suit I bought two days ago.”

“You act as if Emmett wouldn’t fuck you while you were wearing a paper bag,” Lennon murmurs from the driver’s seat as we head home from our overnight spa getaway.

“So true, Lennon. Yes, he thinks I’m gorgeous always, and he would always, always, always fuck me. Thank you for pointing that out.” I reach forward to squeeze her shoulder, smiling at her in the rearview mirror. “But I don’t just want to be fucked, I want to be destroyed. Annihilated. I want to forget how to walk, how to speak, and honestly? I want to call him Daddy and see how he reacts.”

“I do that by acting really bratty and pretending I don’t need Garrett, just my toys and my own fingers.” Jennie traces the shape of her lips, a far-off look in her eyes. “I really do enjoy the moment just before he flips his switch, though, when he stands there with his jaw dangling, unable to speak full sentences. It’s like watching him short-circuit in real time.”

“Carter loves when I call him Daddy,” Olivia murmurs.

“Ew.” Jennie spins in her seat, trying to swat at Olivia. “Can you not?”

“Sorry,” Olivia says, but her grin says there ain’t an ounce of remorse behind those pretty brown eyes.

Rosie looks away, cheeks flushed pink. I cock a brow, poking her. “Spill it, sister. Adam’s got a daddy kink, doesn’t he?”

“No,” she lies, her entire face and the tips of her ears now a furious shade of red as she shakes her head. “Okay, well, maybe. Yes. Yes, he has a daddy kink. But it’s not like a weird… it’s just, he loves being a dad so much, and he’s so proud of himself, and there is absolutely nothing in this world more attractive to me than watching him be such an amazing dad, and so one night, I maybe-kinda-sorta said ‘You’re such a good daddy’ when he came into the bedroom after getting the kids down, and I maybe-kinda-sorta said it in a low voice, and I maybe-kinda-sorta had just stepped out of the shower and dropped my towel right after I said it, and he definitely short-circuited for a solid ten seconds before pushing me against the wall and… well…” She clears her throat, scratching her nose. “That might have been the night Iris was conceived.”

The car explodes with cheers as Rosie buries her flaming face, and I wind an arm around her, hugging her to my side. “That’s our fucking girl!”

“I was so demure before you guys,” she rumbles when I release her.

Olivia snorts a laugh. “Please.”

“You were bored out of your mind and desperate for the spice we brought to your life,” Jennie says.

“I was so demure,” I mimic. “Says the girl who fucked her way through seven condoms the first night she slept with Adam.”

Lennon gasps, slamming her hand against the steering wheel. “Seven? Rosie! How could you even… I mean, I heard about the Christmas dicksicles incident two years ago. I’ve seen the pictures of the imprints. I know Adam’s packing some serious heat. How could you even stand the next day?”

It shouldn’t be possible, but Rosie’s face burns an even deeper shade of red. “That’s neither here nor… Let’s not… It’s… He’s…” She sighs, hanging her head. “Massive. I couldn’t walk properly for days.”

I nod solemnly, patting her hand. “Dickmatized. No need to be embarrassed. We’ve all been there. That’s all I want tonight.”

“You might be in luck,” Jennie says, eyes out the window as we round Cypress Mountain, heading for North Vancouver. “Looks like the clouds are clearing out this way.”

I stick my head between the front seats, gasping as I point out the windshield. “Look! Sunshine!” Settling back in my seat with a satisfied smile and a sigh of relief, I murmur, “I’m ready for you, Pussy Pounder Five Thousand.”

“I just have this sick feeling in my stomach,” Olivia says a half hour later as Lennon turns into the neighborhood, heading toward Adam and Rosie’s street. “Like, it’s not that I don’t trust them to keep the kids alive. They’re so capable, I know that. Plus, we video-called with them this morning. I just… don’t trust them to keep themselves alive, you know? They’re always getting up to something. Every time they’re left to their own devices, I’m like, what’s it gonna be this time, ya know?” She laughs, a nervous, forced sound as she shifts in her seat, rubbing her forehead.

Rosie reaches across me to pat Olivia’s knees. “I think—and I say this gently—that maybe you’re overthinking. We have to remind ourselves that the boys are mature, fully grown—”

“What. The. Fuuuck.”

“Oh, Jesus fuck.”

“Are those… Halloween costumes?”

“Well, they’re certainly not regulation length.”

“Who thought any of them were going to be able to get their asses all the way inside those shorts?”

“Not a shot in hell, not for any of them.”

“Rosie.” Olivia crosses her arms over her chest, fingers tapping, brows raised. “I’m waiting.”

Rosie blinks. Once, then twice. Three times, then four, seemingly unable to tear her gaze away from the… the… whatever the fuck is going on in her driveway. Finally, she drops her head. “I’m sorry, Ollie. My faith was a touch misplaced.”

Jennie offers her an empathetic smile from the front seat. “Your husband is the most grown up; your misplaced faith makes sense.”

Lennon parks at the end of the long driveway, and we step out of the car, observing the scene before us. Hunter, Brodie, and Iris are on their tummies on a blanket spread out on the front lawn, a collection of pillows encircling them, even though all any of them can do is roll front to back, and that’s a five-minute endeavor, at least.

Abel, Connor, Ireland, and Lily are each behind the wheel of ride-on BMWs, each one a different color, shiny and new.

And the boys… fuck, the boys.

Carter comes roaring up the side of the driveway in a ride-on police SUV, sirens blaring, lights flashing, sunglasses on, left leg propped up on the door, right knee jammed behind the steering wheel. The car skids to a stop next to Ireland, who leads the kids, which is absolutely no surprise even though she’s the youngest of the bunch.

Carter climbs out of the car, or attempts to, yanking his knee free, tripping over on his way out. He hops on one foot as he regains his balance, glancing back at the car as he says, “Good thing nobody saw that.”

“Jesus Christ,” Olivia mutters.

Turning back to the kids, Carter places his hands on his hips, slowly swaggering over to them. “Well, well, well,” he mutters. “Look what we have here. Do you know how fast you were going, little lady?”

Ireland snickers into her hand, the rest of the kids folding over their steering wheels in fits of giggles.

Carter tears off his sunglasses, gripping the side of her car as he bends over. “Something funny?”

She sticks her finger in his face. “Yo’ face funny!”

“All right, I’ve heard enough.” Carter fiddles with his utility belt—oh, did I forget to mention that he’s clearly taking his role as a police officer very seriously, and is fully decked out in a cop costume?—and brings a walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Come in, puck bunnies. Officer Daddy to puck bunnies, do you read me?”

“Did he just say Officer Daddy?” Lennon whispers.

“He just said Officer Daddy,” Rosie confirms.

“I’m gonna vomit,” Jennie whispers.

Olivia’s gaze falls down his body before slowly coming back up. “I’m so into it. I want to be ashamed to say that, but I’m not.”

“We read you,” Emmett’s voice sounds over the walkie-talkie. “But please don’t ever call yourself Officer Daddy again.”

“Negative, Officer Buzzkill.” Carter grabs his belt loop, hiking up his shorts, and I promise you this: If there’s one thing those shorts do not need, it’s to be hiked up. “Pulled over a couple of no-good criminals going a mile an hour in a residential area. They’re giving me attitude. I’m gonna need some backup over here, ASAP.”

“Affirmative, Captain. We’ll be right there. Hold tight.”

Carter tucks his walkie-talkie away, flicking his brows up at the kids. “You hear that? This little joyride of yours is over. Your days of fun? Numbered.”

Sirens cut through the air, and the kids snap to attention, shrieking with laughter as, one by fucking one, Emmett, Adam, Garrett, and Jaxon roll out from the side of the house, each stuffed in their own police car. They park their rides next to Carter, each struggling exactly the way he did as they climb out, lining up beside him, pulling off their sunglasses, placing their hands on their hips, like this whole thing is a choreographed routine they’ve been practicing for weeks.

“Well, well, well,” Emmett murmurs, swinging a set of handcuffs around his finger, and I am so certain we’ll be using those tonight. “Where are you four heading in such a rush?”

Adam tips his sunglasses down. “Now I know you’re not trying to skip town on us, are you?”

Garrett swipes a finger along the side mirror on Abel’s BMW. “These cars look familiar to you, officers? Like the ones that were, oh, I dunno… stolen from the dealership last night?”

Lily erupts into a fit of giggles, shaking her head. “No! We didn’t!”

“Hear that, officers? Seems we got ourselves a giggler.” Jaxon rounds her car slowly, peeling off his sunglasses, placing the tip in his mouth as he crouches into a squat at her door. “I’m gonna ask you this once and only once, little lady. Where’d you get the car?”

“Oh my fucking God,” Lennon mutters into her hand.

Yeah. Oh my fucking God. The worst part, though? The matching outfits.

But what’s wrong with matching outfits, you ask?

It could be that they’re at least two sizes too small for each of these big men. Or it could be the fact that they look exactly like strippers, seeing as how—

“You couldn’t get full-sized cop costumes, at the very least?”

Every head whips in our direction at Olivia’s voice as we start the hike up the long driveway. The kids scream with excitement, exiting their cars with a grace these men could never possess, flying toward us. I try not to notice the way Abel stops himself, instead taking a seat on the porch steps, head in his hands, like he doesn’t want to see me.

Carter’s eyes brighten. “Ollie girl! You’re home!” His eyes narrow suddenly, like he’s just registered her comment, and he scoffs. “We were gonna, I swear! All they had left was sexy cop!”

“Please. You expect me to buy that? You’re always looking for an opportunity to show off your thighs!”

“Oh, here we go.” He tosses his arms over his head in true Beckett theatrics. “Sorry I was cursed with sexy, luscious thighs, Ollie!”

Adam clears his throat. “It pains me to say this, but it’s, uh, true.”

Carter sniffs, sticking his nose in the air. He turns slightly, just enough to flex the muscles in his bare thighs, not an inch of them covered by his booty shorts. “Thank you.”

Adam rolls his eyes. “About the sexy cop costumes being the only ones left. Not Carter’s luscious thighs.”

Garrett snickers, elbowing Jaxon in the side. “Adam called Carter’s thighs luscious.”

“The girl at the store said they always stock up on sexy cops due to the popularity,” Emmett explains, touching a finger to my chin, dropping his lips to mine as my fingers tangle in the collar of his too-tight shirt. “Her next shipment of regular cop wasn’t coming until August, but—”

“We came up with the idea yesterday,” Jaxon interjects. “And we, as a whole, have been—in the past—accused of being a bit—”

“Ollie says I’m impulsive,” Carter says, hands up in defense. “And, look, I know this looks impulsive, but when you have a brilliant idea, you just have to run with it, you know?”

“Mhmm.” I look at the driveway full of ride-on cars. “And the cars? Did you really need nine of them?”

Carter’s eyes widen, looking back at the cars, then to me. His face twists with outrage. “Did we really—”

Garrett pinches the bridge of his nose. “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”

“Oh, and let me guess.” Jaxon spreads his arms wide. “The kids should get the cars, but we shouldn’t?”

Adam scuffs at the ground with his shoe. “I wanna have fun too.”

Emmett frowns at me. “We’re tending to our inner children.”

“Okay, I’m done.” I wave them off, striding toward Abel, who still isn’t looking at me. “Keep your cars, you bunch of babies.” I stop in front of my little guy, sifting my fingers through his hair. “Hey, stranger.”

He sighs. “Hi.”

“Everything okay?”

Another sigh. “Yeah.” Another, this one extra dramatic, long and loud, shoulders heaving. “I guess.”

I crouch in front of him as the girls move around us, babies in their arms, kids on their heels as they head through the front door. “Do you wanna go inside and talk about it?”

“No,” he says, but goes inside anyway, kicking off his shoes. His eyes come to mine, finally, loaded with sadness, but it’s the trust, the safety swimming in them, that has me smiling despite all of this. “I’m sad, and I think I will like some space right now,” he murmurs, then hangs his head, starting a trek up the staircase. He stops halfway, taking a seat on the step, dropping his chin to his hands, huffing another award-winning sigh. He sits there for all of thirty seconds before he lifts his head and shouts, “Cara? Wanna come have space with me?”

Swallowing my snicker, I climb the stairs, taking a seat beside him. “Of course, my darling. Do you want quiet space, or would you like to talk about what’s bothering you?”

“I just missed you,” he says softly, palms raised in a shrug. “I was too sad to sleep in my own bed last night.”

“What? You were?”

He nods, bashful. “I cried a lot, and I said, I miss my Cara. Why did she leave me?”

“Oh, baby.” I take his hands in mine, squeezing gently. “I’m not surprised Emmett failed to mention that. I would have jumped in the car and driven straight back. I’m sorry you went through that last night. I missed you too, so much that I stayed up way, way too late thinking about you.”

“You missed me too? Maybe you could hear me talking to you.”

I tilt my head. “Talking to me?”

“Emmett let me snuggle with him in bed. We looked at pictures of you, because he missed you too. He said sometimes when he’s at hockey and he misses us too much, he looks at pictures of us and says what he wants to say to us.”

I brush his auburn waves from his forehead. “What did you say to me?”

“I said… I said three things.” He holds up four fingers, then second-guesses, counting them out and laying one back down. “I said I miss you, I love you, and can we have ice cream when you get home.” The look he hits me with is so hopeful, I feel it bloom in my own chest. “Did you hear me?”

I wrap an arm around him, pulling him into my side. It’s overwhelming, the way my heartbeat slows the second I have him in my arms, the sense of peace that spreads through me, settling every thought in my head, like my body was searching for its calm every minute we were apart. “I think I always hear you, Abel.”

“Yeah,” he says on another sigh, but this one is quiet, content. “I think you do.”

I run my fingers through his hair, drifting the pad of my thumb over his cheekbone, guiding his gaze back to mine. He beams up at me, and I know this moment was always meant to exist.

“I love you too, Abel.”



THE BATHING SUIT TRICK IS working, in case you were wondering. I slipped out of my cover-up slow as molasses while looking Emmett dead in the eye from across the yard, basking in the way he missed his mouth with his drink when his gaze rolled down my body, beer dribbling down his chin. The way he tripped so hard over his words when I asked him to sunscreen my backside that he simply gave up, choosing instead to nod, over and over. The way his hands found my back, quivering at first before settling into a drag so possessive and slow until they found my hips, wrapping around them hard enough to leave fingerprints as he pulled me down to the spot between his thighs, hauling me back against him so I could feel the way his cock hardened against my ass as he drizzled sunscreen over my shoulders, down my spine, all while he whispered a single word in my ear, a promise I still feel a half hour later.

Mine.

So, yeah, the bikini is working. I knew it would. And yet it’s not working nearly as well as Emmett’s tactic.

“I don’t think it’s a tactic, Care,” Jennie tells me from the floatie she’s lounging on.

“Oh, he knows exactly what he’s doing,” I mutter, glaring at him from beneath my sunglasses. He smirks at me as he peels his shirt off, tossing it over his shoulder before he goes back to what he was doing. “Cunning fucker.”

Rosie snorts a laugh. “The daddy kink really is strong in this group.”

“Oh, so you admit it.” I whip my head in her direction, shifting my sunglasses down to give her a pointed look, brows raised. “You have a daddy kink.”

“I—you—ugh.” She splashes water at my face from her spot on the steps, halfway submerged, and when I stick my tongue out at her, she sticks hers out right back.

“Guys,” Olivia whispers, looking down at the three sleeping babies tucked beneath the cabana. “It’s really happening. They’re all sleeping at the same time.” Her eyes light, and she grabs the pitcher of strawberry daiquiri off the table, filling a glass to the brim. “Ohhh, yes. Come to mama, baby.”

“Hey, Ollie girl,” Carter calls from across the yard, hair wet and slapping against his forehead as he tosses his head and hikes one leg up in a lunge. “You like what you see? Does it make you think about having a fourth b—”

“No.” She brings the glass to her lips, and I watch as her throat works as she promptly—and impressively—drains the entire drink in under five seconds. Wiping the slushy red residue off her mouth, she shakes her head. “Not a chance in hell, Carter.”

“Imagine you had no backbone,” I murmur when I’m done cackling at Carter’s dejected expression. I wrap my arms around Olivia’s shoulders as she wades into the pool and over to me, letting me float on her back. “You’d be popping out babies for the next ten years, at least.”

“You shut your filthy mouth,” she mutters, but I feel the way she softens as she turns toward the boys, my chin resting on her shoulder. “Why do they have to make it so hard, though?”

My gaze drifts back to Emmett, and the flutter in my chest returns, just like the one between my legs, as I watch him. Watch the way he fills cups with the lemonade he made with Lily and Abel ten minutes ago. The way he tops each one with one of those loopy straws and a little umbrella, places them carefully on a platter before sweeping across the yard with them held effortlessly above his head. He stops at the mini lounge chair where Ireland is spread out beneath the sun, oversized sunglasses on, and says, “Lemonade, madam?”

Her head tilts just slightly, and I imagine the way her big green eyes move over him before she answers him with only the pop of her mouth. I snicker as he complies, nodding and placing the tip of a straw in her mouth, holding her lemonade for her while she sips it, until she decides she’s done, dismissing him with the simple flick of her wrist. He moves on, distributing a glass to each of the kids, and when he’s done, he turns on the bubble machine as Adam turns up the music, and those four boys scoop up the kids, twirling them through bubbles as they sing at the top of their lungs, and I swear the sound of all those never-ending giggles is the secret to happiness.

This is Emmett’s tactic. The effortless way he loves these tiny humans, makes them feel special and worthy, lives for their laughter. He’s a good uncle, a good foster parent, a good friend.

He’s a good man.

My good man.

And there is nothing in this world more attractive to me than that.

“This is dangerous for my ovaries,” Lennon mutters from behind her phone. She switches to her camera, taking a few photos of the boys and the kids before picking her phone up again. She flashes me the video she just took, and my heart warms all over again as I watch it. “Abe’s face is covered by the bubbles. Good to post?”

I nod as I climb off Olivia’s back, winking at Emmett as I climb the pool steps and his eyes roll down my dripping body. “Thanks, Len.”

She has this theory that it messes with the other team’s heads every time she posts a video of the boys being carefree the day before a big playoff game, instead of locking themselves down like robots. While other teams eat, sleep, and breathe hockey during playoffs, these boys use their off days to unwind, reconnect, and have fun. They always come back fresher and better for it.

“Oh. My. God.”

I look to Lennon as I grab a towel off my chair, her stare frozen on her phone. “What?”

Her eyes flick to mine, widening just slightly as I approach. She flips her phone down, slipping her sunglasses on, which does nothing to hide the deep flush that works its way into her bronzed cheeks. “Nothing.”

“Lennon.”

She keeps staring straight ahead, arms crossed over her chest, one leg slung over the other, feet bouncing.

“Lennon.”

“Oh, fine. Fuck.” She tears her sunglasses off. “How do you do that? How do you say only my name and get me to fold?”

“It’s a talent I’ve spent many, many years perfecting. Also, it’s hard to say no to extremely beautiful people such as myself.”

She chuckles, but it’s replaced with a sad smile. “You’re talented and extremely beautiful, you just said so. Remember that, okay?”

“Always,” I reply easily, but there’s a hitch in my voice reminding me there was a time not so long ago when I couldn’t find a single kind thing to say about myself. Still, I take her phone without hesitation, my intrigue too strong to pause as the rest of the girls climb from the pool, gathering at my side to read the post on a popular trash hockey podcast’s Instagram page. My jaw clenches, shoulders pulling taut as I look at the pictures. One is Emmett and Abel, taken by Lennon after Abel’s first time watching a game in person, his face covered by a dinosaur emoji she’d placed on it before posting. The second picture is me, head down and arms wrapped around myself as I leave the fertility clinic, and the two pictures are separated like the page has been ripped in half. It’s the heading, though, that makes my stomach drop.

Marriage in crisis? Hockey’s golden couple and their last-ditch attempt to save their marriage.

Jennie scoffs, and Rosie grips my elbow.

“Put that shit down,” Olivia demands, but I twist away from her as she tries to grab the phone, gaze moving over the caption below the photo.

Vancouver Vipers’ star left-winger Emmett Brodie, seen here with unnamed foster child, says his marriage with event planner Cara Brodie is hanging on by a thread. A source that used to be close to the family told us in an exclusive interview that things had been tense in the Brodie household long before the couple turned to fertility treatments. “They’ve been trying basically forever to have a baby,” our source said. “It’s become, like, Cara’s entire personality, and she’s already high-maintenance as it is. The entire process—because she can’t have one, so they’re doing fertility treatments—sucked the joy out of Emmett. Anyway, it was so uncomfortable. I had to remove myself from their lives after he basically propositioned me, suggesting I could give him what she couldn’t.” Click the link in our bio to listen to the episode where we go over our exclusive interview with our source and try to answer everyone’s burning question: Are they only fostering as a last-ditch attempt to save their marriage?

“I said…” Olivia seethes, tugging the phone free from my grasp. “Put. That. Shit. Down.”

“I… I…” I don’t know. I don’t know what I want to say. I don’t know what I’m feeling. There’s a rise to my chest and a pit in my stomach that says not good, but there’s the steady beat of my heart too, the way it doesn’t waver but instead keeps doing its job exactly the way it’s supposed to, the way it quietly whispers, It’s okay, you’re okay, we’re okay.

Am I?

“I need a minute” is what I settle on, and I put a hand out, stopping the four of them the second they take a step in my direction. “Alone. I’m fine, I promise. Just a minute to process this… this…”

“Fuckery,” Lennon whispers.

“Fuckery. Just a minute. Please.” I wait for them to nod before I amble through the patio door so I can pace the kitchen in privacy, the cool air a kiss of relief against my hot skin. Still, I fan at my face, battling the wave of self-doubt, the sharp pinch of anger, until finally, I ground myself. Bare feet flat on the cool floor, hands on my hips, eyes closed, and face up as I breathe. And then: “What the fuuuck? Genuinely, what the fuck? Unnamed source, my ass. Natasha, you don’t have a subtle bone in your body,” I mutter about my ex-housekeeper. “And as fucking if Emmett would stray. Unbelievable.”

A throat clears, and my eyes fly open, landing on Carter, halfway buried in the fridge. He closes the door slowly, eyes wide as if he’s been caught, because, well, he has been. He’s got a chocolate Oreo cupcake in one hand, and the smear on his lower lip tells me he’s already had at least one.

“Give me that,” I growl, snatching the cupcake and shoving half of it in my mouth. “No mo’ fo’ you.” I jab him in the chest before I devour the rest of the cupcake. “Dey fo’ afta dinna.”

He grins all too proudly, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, well, well. Someone’s eating her feelings.”

I roll my eyes, wiping my mouth clean. “I’m not eating my—” I sigh, not interested in continuing this fight, but definitely not because I’m eating my feelings. Instead, I hold my hand out. “Phone?”

He fishes it out of his shorts pocket, unlocking it and handing it over without hesitation like I knew he would. These men have nothing to hide. I open Instagram, rolling my eyes when the app refreshes and the first post on his feed is from a page called @DadSaysJokes.

“They’re hilarious,” he tells me.

“I’m so sure,” I lie.

Navigating to the post I read just minutes ago, I show it to Carter, watching his smile dim and his jaw set as he reads through it.

“This is bullshit, Care.”

“I know it is, really, I do. I’m just—” I sigh, rubbing my temples. “Listen, I’m all for women supporting women. In fact, it’s pretty much my mission. We shouldn’t be tearing each other down. But what in the absolute fuck is going on over here?” I spread my arms wide, making a show of looking around. “Is there something in the goddamn water? Why is there always someone lurking in the shadows, trying to break up happy couples? I didn’t sign up for this goddamn other woman trope bullshit. It’s like someone is writing all our stories and thought Haha you know what would be so fun? Throwing in a woman every once in a while whose main purpose is just to get everyone’s blood boiling and piss us off. And you know what?” I jab Carter’s shoulder, punctuating my next words. “I’m. Fucking. Sick. Of. It.” I throw my arms in the air. “Haven’t we been through enough?”

Carter’s brows jump as he watches my little performance, and the humor returns to his face. “All right,” he says on a sigh, taking me by the elbow. “Come here.” He tows me to the living room, taking a seat on the couch and patting the space beside him. I take it with a huff, arms crossed over my chest, one leg slung over the other, bouncing away.

“In times of deep, deep trouble, I like to ask myself: WWCBD?”

My brow lifts, my leg stilling. “What the actual fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Carter clears his throat, leaning forward to brace his elbows on his knees, hands clasped. With all the seriousness in the world, he murmurs, “What would Carter Beckett do?”

I sigh, so deep, so long, I fear my soul may actually leave my body as I run a hand down my exhausted face. “Oh, dear God.”

Carter nods. “Deep, I know.”

“Philosophical, even.”

His eyes light. “Yes, exactly! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell Ollie, but she—” He pauses, waving himself off. “Never mind. I’ll just have you repeat yourself to her later. The point is—”

“What would you do?”

“No, but also, yes.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. We’re gonna be here a while.

“What I mean is, when shit goes wrong, I ask myself what I’d do, yes, but I ask myself what I’d do if it were my friend going through it. It’s too easy to get caught up in your thoughts and second-guess everything, but when it’s your friend, the decision is—”

“Easy,” I finish for him on a whisper. “The decision is easy when it’s a friend.”

“Exactly. Because we love our friends and want the best for them, but when it’s us?” Carter shakes his head. “We’re harder on ourselves than anyone else. I think, deep down, we wonder if we really deserve the best, the love, the good things.”

I hang my head, wringing my hands in my lap. “I never used to question those things before.”

“But it’s normal to, you realize that? It’s human, and it’s okay. We’re not invincible every day, but if you surround yourself with good friends, the right support system that refuses to let you forget all the best parts of you… you’ll be invincible when you need to be.”

I scrunch my nose, sniffing as I try to ward off the tears stinging my eyeballs. Those poor, magnificent blues have cried enough for one lifetime. “Damn it,” I mutter as one sneaks out. “I hate when you make sense.”

“No one makes more sense than me,” he says far too confidently as he pulls me to my feet and into a hug.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Basically. And by the way, Care? ‘High-maintenance’ is just a label people with too many opinions use to describe women who know their worth and refuse to accept anything less. People like you.” He throws open the patio door. “Ollie! Cara said I’m philosophical!”

“Cara, for shit’s sake.” A baby cries, and then another. Olivia throws her arms in the air in one of her signature tantrums, but I see every ounce of humor shining in her eyes as she struts by me, nudging me in the side. “Oh, great! Cara calls Carter philosophical and the babies wake up! I hope you’re happy with yourself, Care!”

It’s nothing more than a silly comment, but it has me wondering… Am I? Am I happy with myself?

I mull it over in my head, that single word that holds so much weight. What does it even mean to be happy with yourself? It used to feel so simple, so obvious, but the more I look back on it, the more I wonder if I’d been confusing happiness with pride. It had always been easy to be proud of myself, proud of the life I’d built, proud of my accomplishments, and when that pride was wiped away, when uncertainty took over, when I was plagued with self-doubt and, in the worst moments, self-hatred, every ounce of happiness slowly vanished too.

But happiness is more than a list of accomplishments to be proud of, isn’t it?

Maybe happiness is having a group of friends whose gazes all connect with mine, a silent check-in that says they’re ready to go to battle for me if I need them to, that they’ll stand by my side today and every day.

Maybe happiness is the laughter that dances around us, the way it forbids the light from vanishing in its entirety, making sure there’s always just enough for me to find my way out. Maybe it’s the way the problems don’t disappear, but ease enough to let me breathe, a reminder that I’m never carrying anything all on my own. Maybe it’s the gentlest of touches, a passing hand on my shoulder. Maybe it’s a loaned sweater when the sun goes down, or a marshmallow toasted over the fire exactly the way I like. Maybe it’s the comfort, the safety that comes from existing in a place where my people know me, see me, where I can be every version of myself—brave, bold, broken—without fear of rejection.

Maybe happiness is the love that surrounds me, the one that seems to amplify, radiating through this small village we’ve created, same as the brilliant way the sun sets in the sky as we gather beneath it, the fireworks that paint it with vivid colors while a small boy climbs into my lap, lays his head over my heart, and tangles his fingers with mine.

Maybe it’s realizing that the accusations, the lies one person tells and the ones I’ve told myself, the war of self-doubt that sometimes wages in my head, none of that noise comes close to the peaceful sigh of a child who’s taken all of his trust and placed it in your hands, or the I love you, firefly that the man who stole my heart presses against my ear.

Maybe it’s realizing that these people, this family, they chose me. But only because, at one point in my life, I chose myself first. Decided I was worth it, that I deserved these kinds of people, this kind of love, and vowed to accept nothing less.

Happiness wasn’t the fall from grace headfirst into a grief so deep, so mind-altering, I thought I’d never return, and it wasn’t the treacherous climb back up. But maybe happiness is the view from the top of the mountain, the gasp of fresh air when I finally open my eyes, because every step I’ve taken, no matter how small or how slow, has led me here. Maybe happiness is understanding I’ll never be the same person I was before, thanking her for everything she did for me, saying goodbye, and welcoming the woman I was always meant to be.

My thoughts stay here for what feels like hours, through the fireworks and long after we’re home, settling in for the night.

“Cara? Why you cwyin’?”

I blink away the tears until the stars outside the window are clear again, like crystals in an endless sea of black, and I look down at the boy in my lap, the one who’s been snuggled up there since the moment we got home and put his pajamas on.

Abel twists in the window seat, cupping my damp cheeks in his hands. As his green eyes search mine, I am acutely aware that I would not be here with him had it not been for the too-many negative tests, the yearning to fill the hole in my heart.

“My heart is feeling a lot of things right now,” I tell him quietly, sniffing as I place my hands over his on my face.

“My heart is funny like that too, sometimes. Sometimes my heart wants to cry for my Catharine, but it’s happy because I have my Cara, and my Emmett.” He places his small hand over my heart and rests his forehead against mine. “It’s okay, though. Hearts are big, so we can feel anything we want to feel.”

And what an odd feeling it is, as his gentle fingers brush my tears away, to feel both the heaviness of the wave of grief that crashes into me headfirst, and the warmth of the love that sifts like the finest sand into every single crack and crevice of a heart that continues to ache but is no longer shattered.

Because maybe happiness is understanding that it can still hurt, that it can burn and bleed, that I can cry, scream, struggle, and still, I can heal. I can love, and I can be loved. Maybe it’s making peace with every broken fragment, every wound that’s turned into a scar, letting them serve not as a reminder of my failures or shortcomings, but that I was stronger than what tried to destroy me. That I survived, even when I was so sure I couldn’t. Maybe it’s understanding that there is so, so much love despite it all. Love to give, to receive, to build. Love that doesn’t require you to be fully healed, to be whole, in order to be worthy of it.

And so the truth?

The truth is I am happy. With myself, with this life.

But more than that? I’m full of love and gratitude for the life I’ve lived, and the one I haven’t lived yet, and the body, the heart that sees me through all of it.

After all, it’s the fissures in my heart that made space for the light to shine through.
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31 WORTHY Emmett

“THIS IS FUCKING BULLSHIT!”

“I’m an adult! We’re all adults! You can’t do this to us!”

“I don’t need a babysitter!”

“Okay, so we fucked up, like, one time, and popped a bouncy castle. It’s not like we’re gonna do it again!”

“What could I possibly do in the petting zoo? Huh? Tell me!”

“The foam pit too? Why can’t I go in the foam pit? I wanna go in the foam pit!”

My gorgeous wife drags her gaze away from the shiny pink fingernails she’s been examining for the last five-ish minutes, roughly the same amount of time as the temper tantrum she’s been ignoring. Sky-blue eyes flick up, doing a slow coast down the line of men in front of her. “Are you done?” she asks, as if we didn’t just arrive at the grand opening of Adam’s camp to find out that not only are we explicitly not allowed on the bouncy castle, in the foam party pit, or in the petting zoo, but that she also assigned us babysitters to “keep us in check.” Pfft, keep us in check? What does that even mean? Who needs to be kept in check? Certainly not us.

“I’m glad you asked,” Carter says, eyes ablaze. “No, I’m not done. First, you tell me there’s no karaoke, even though I explicitly asked for there to be, and then—” His eyes widen theatrically as he gestures at the massive bouncy castle across the expansive property. It’s three levels, complete with a maze, three climbing walls, six slides, all leading to a gigantic ball pit, and a tunnel that leads to a bubble balloon house. When I asked Cara how much it cost, she pointed her nose to the sky and said, It would be inappropriate for me to disclose business expenses to outsiders. “This! You tell me I can’t go on this!” He stomps a foot, as any sane, adult man would do in this scenario. “If somebody doesn’t let me on that bouncy castle, I swear to God—”

“I’m the one who suggested the ball pit!” Garrett shouts, arms wide. “I should get to go in there!”

“It wasn’t me who popped it,” Carter insists. “It was my fork! Please, Care, I promise, I’ve learned my lesson. No forks on the bouncy castle!”

Jaxon steps in front of her, pointing at the humongous gated-off area, overflowing with mounds of foamy bubbles. “If I don’t get to do the Slip ’N Slide into that foam, Cara, I. Will. Cry. Do you hear me? Do you want to be responsible for that? For breaking a grown man’s heart?”

“Grown man?” she murmurs, eyes back on her nails. “Where?”

“Speaking of grown man.” I toss my arms over my head and huff before gesturing at myself. “Right here. I’m a grown man. It’s insulting that you think we need to be babysat at a party for children!”

Cara lets out one of those sighs, the kind where her eyes roll all the way to the sky and her whole body sags. “I knew Adam was the only one I could count on to react like an ad—”

“I… can’t… get in!” Adam pulls at the wooden gate housing the rescued farm animals. He grunts, heaving at the gate with all his might. When it doesn’t budge, he turns back to us, sweat beading on his forehead, face twisted in distress. “Care, I can’t get into the petting area. I can’t get in. How am I gonna pet the animals?” He takes her by the shoulders, eyes wide. “How am I gonna pet the animals?”

All hell breaks loose, arms flying in the air, loud, whiny protests, and Carter screeching for help from Olivia, until a whistle cuts through the noise, silencing us immediately.

“Enough!” Cara shouts. She snaps her fingers, then points aggressively at her wild, terrifying gaze. “Eyes up here. Now. I love you. Each and every one of you, I love you, but do I trust you? At an event this big, this important?” She shakes her head, patronizing smile in place.

Adam opens his mouth, but Cara silences him with a single finger pressed to his shocked lips.

“Yes, Adam, even you, at your own event. I’m sorry, but these boys hold too much power over you. Your willpower is weak and pliable.”

His expression falls, his shoulders slumped.

“You are free to walk around the grounds and explore—”

“Can we at least do cat yoga?” Jaxon begs. “Please, don’t take that from me.”

“Yes, of course.” Cara nods, smiling as Jaxon whoops a fist through the air. “But it’s goat yoga, not cat yoga.”

“Aw, man. Guess that explains why you said no when I asked if I could bring Mitts.”

“Yes… that explains it…” Cara shifts her wide-eyed gaze back to us. “Anyway. This event is for the kids. We’re here to celebrate the addition of a wonderful camp program to this community, one that helps kids who can’t otherwise afford to get involved with sports, to give them a sense of belonging, and help out some animals who need a new place to call home. If you’re good, I’ll let you play after the event is done.”

My eyes light, and I think everyone else’s do too. “Really?” We look at each other, breaking out into cheers, high-fiving. “Yeah! Fuck yeah!”

“And in the meantime, Dozer and Jaws here will be keeping a watchful eye on you.”

Carter pins his arms over his chest, scuffing at the dirt. “Pfft. Whatever.”

Garrett looks up at the two security guards flanking Cara’s side. They tower over all six-foot-three of him, and he gulps. “So, uh… why do they call you Dozer and Jaws?”

Dozer cracks his knuckles, muscles popping in his too-small T-shirt. “I can put anyone to sleep in thirteen seconds or less.”

“O-oh.” Garrett slowly steps behind Jaxon, who slowly disappears behind Adam. He peeks at Jaws. “A-and you?”

Jaws doesn’t answer. Not with words, anyway. Instead, he grins, so broad, so proud, so fucking menacing, revealing a mouthful of silver teeth.

Garrett definitely doesn’t squeak, and Jaxon does not look like he might vomit. Adam doesn’t sweep his arms out and back, as if protecting the men cowering behind him. Carter isn’t slowly backing away, and I certainly do not grip Cara’s elbow, sliding behind her to use her as a human shield.

No, of course we don’t do any of that. We’re adults.

Jaws leans toward us without a word. The silence crackles in the air between us, like the threat of a looming thunderstorm when you hear a rumble far off in the distance. He seems to sniff the air, like he can smell the fear, and his grin broadens. “Boo,” he whispers, and one shriek melts into another as all five of us leap into the air, spin around, and dash away, Cara’s cackles trailing behind us.

Two hours later, long after the girls arrived with the kids and the event began, I finally manage to escape my sitters while they’re preoccupied with Carter’s third attempt to sneak into the bouncy castle. It’s a gorgeous, early June day, and all five acres of this glorious camp are filled with laughter and smiling faces. I’m proud of Adam, of all the ways he continuously devotes himself to helping kids who aren’t so fortunate, and this camp is just the latest in all his endeavors.

But I’m proud of Cara too. For stepping back from work to focus on herself, taking the time she needed and not rushing back until she was truly ready. As I find her in the sprawling modern barn, helping a group of laughing kids and adults navigate goat yoga, I’m sure there isn’t a sight more beautiful than her smile, the confidence that she exudes only when she’s sure of herself.

There’s no doubt that this period of our lives has been the most challenging, even more so for her. But Cara is still herself. The woman I fell in love with. My best friend. She’s changed, transformed, but it’s a privilege to know every version of her—to love them.

I watch as her eyes move over the crowd, and I know before they stop that she’s looking for Abel. I know she’s found him the second that smile turns into a cheek-splitting, detonating grin. Every version of Cara shines in its own way, but there’s no doubt about it: She glows from the inside out as a mother.

I follow her gaze to Abel, and my heart does that thing it does every time I see him: floods with warmth, thuds a fast, happy beat, and I wonder if I glow too. I feel like I do.

As I watch him, though, trying to balance upside down on a yoga mat with Catharine, the two of them nothing more than a pile of giggles, my heart does something else. It stutters, trips over itself before picking up speed, racing faster and faster, and I struggle to keep up. Grief creeps in, wrapping itself around my heart, squeezing like an angry fist until I have no choice but to turn away from the reminder that Abel won’t be with us forever, that any day now could be the day we have to say goodbye.

I don’t want to say goodbye to him.

“Emmett!”

I pause in the doorway of the opened barn, glancing back at him over my shoulder. His palms flat on the mat, butt in the air, his sweet face grins up at me upside down and from between his legs.

“Look! I’m doin’ down dog! Do you see me? I’m doin’ it!”

“I see you, buddy.” I always do. I see the way his eyes follow Cara everywhere we go, so bright and full of love, like he can’t believe she exists. I see the way he looks to us when he meets new people or tries new things, how he places all his trust in us to keep him safe. I see how he’s grown into himself, found his passions and given himself permission to explore them without fear of making mistakes. I see the grace he’s learned to give himself when mistakes happen, the kind and encouraging words he uses to speak to himself, the way he’s begun to forgive himself for the messes, the accidents, and how he’s no longer frozen with fear. I see him, nearly four years old and working every single day to be who he wants to be, growing unapologetically. And I’m so damn proud of him. I smile at him, giving him a thumbs-up that he returns eagerly, falling to the mat in the process. “You’re doing it.”

He beams at me, and I swear it hits me like sunshine, straight to my chest with enough force to knock me on my ass. He presses a loud kiss to his palm, then blows it at me. “Put it in your pocket for later.”

I catch his air kiss, stuffing it in my pocket before I blow one back that he catches enthusiastically. “Put it in your pocket for later.”

I spend the next half hour wandering the camp, ignoring the messages from the boys who want to know how I managed to escape Dozer and Jaws. Apparently, Dozer will give me a hundred bucks for my return. Turns out the big man’s terrified of my wife. I don’t blame him. By the time I make it back around, I’m ready to turn myself in. I pull out my phone, typing out a text that tells the boys they can find me near the petting area, but before I can send it, I spot Catharine sitting on a bench by herself, tucked away from the noise but with her gaze fixed on a spot ahead of her.

I follow her stare behind the gates of the petting area, to where Abel is on his knees in the dirt, scratching the chin of a woolly sheep, his other hand tucked into Cara’s.

I can’t quite decipher the look on Catharine’s face, same as I couldn’t when she showed up here, hesitating just outside the gates like she wasn’t sure turning up to this was the right idea, even though Abel had asked her to. Now, the corner of her mouth is curved in an easy smile as she watches Abel and Care, and though there’s an ungodly amount of love stacked in her gaze, there’s a sadness too. She looks a little lost, like she’s searching for an answer but hasn’t quite figured out the question yet. But beyond that, she looks… different. She sits taller, shoulders back, head held high with the kind of confidence that comes from connecting with yourself. She looks relieved, recharged.

Happy, I realize. She looks happy.

We haven’t spent much time with her, only the two hours every three weeks when we meet up with her, but as Cara’s slowly cracked her open the way she does, we’ve learned a lot about her. Our childhoods looked a lot alike, and though this situation isn’t ideal, cutting contact with her parents after they kicked her out was clearly the right choice for her. Sometimes I wish I’d made the same choice when I left home.

Tucking my phone away, I amble over. “Can I join you?”

She shifts over, looking at the space she’s made before giving me a smile. “This is such an incredible event,” she murmurs as I take a seat beside her. “I can’t believe Cara did all this.”

“She’s a superstar. She consistently outdoes herself.”

She hums, mouth hooking in a smile as Abel clutches his stomach in a fit of laughter while Cara attempts to escape the tongue of a cow who seems to have deemed her as delicious as I know her to be. “I can’t tell if he’s more enthralled by the animals or by Cara.” Before I can respond, Catharine shakes her head. “It’s Cara. He’s definitely more enthralled by Cara.”

I huff a laugh. “She has that effect on people.”

“I can’t believe he’s almost four. Are you guys planning anything for his birthday?”

“Cara and I wanted to talk with you about that, actually. We weren’t sure if you had something specific in mind, or if you’d like to plan with us.” There’s also the fact that we don’t know if he’ll still be with us in July.

“Surely Cara’s got something up her sleeve.”

“Oh, she’s got something up her sleeve,” I say with a chuckle. “Or seventeen somethings up her sleeve, and a Pinterest board for every one of those seventeen somethings.”

Catharine twists toward me with a smile. “Stop it. Really? Like what?”

“Fuck, lemme see.” I blow out a sigh, listing a handful of the themes Cara’s been obsessing over while trying simultaneously not to get too attached, in case Abel’s not with us come his birthday. “There’s Reach Four the Stars, Four-ever Wild, Four-nado, Need Four Speed, Roar I’m Four, which is the most ideal, since it’s dino themed, and, well…”

“He’s obsessed with dinos,” she finishes with a smile that fades too fast. I watch her throat work with her swallow, and she grips the edge of the bench, looking down at her lap. “He’s never had a real birthday party. When he turned one, I took him for his first ice cream cone. We sat on the Dairy Queen patio and I sang ‘Happy Birthday’ while he smashed his ice cream cone into his face, and then the table. That’s kind of been our tradition ever since. He’ll love having a party.”

“There’s nothing like a dipped cone from DQ. I bet he’d love to continue that tradition with you. We’d be happy to meet you at Dairy Queen so you can keep it going.”

“I’d really appreciate that. And he always tells me about reading books with you guys under the stars, so maybe Cara could find a way to combine Reach Four the Stars with dinosaurs too.” Her gaze goes back to Abel, all kinds of soft as she watches him in silence. When she speaks again, her words are heavy and hoarse.

“I loved him the moment I saw him. I knew I would; that was never the issue. But I still begged my parents to reconsider. To let me give him to a loving family. To let me be a kid.” She swipes a tear from her eye. “They told me I should have thought about that before I had sex. That actions have consequences.”

“You were fifteen,” I remind her gently. “Your brain’s not fully developed at fifteen.”

She chokes out a laugh. “My brain’s not fully developed now at nineteen.”

“Society loves the consequences line because it’s easier to blame someone than to step back and look at how they’ve failed to properly educate kids.”

“Right? And then you go home, where your parents act like sex doesn’t even exist, and somehow you’re expected to figure it all out and know better.” Catharine shakes her head. “I’m not saying the choices I made weren’t mine; I’m just saying, maybe it’s irresponsible of parents to insist on cookie and peepee instead of vagina and penis because sex is so damn taboo, heaven forbid we use the anatomically correct names for our body parts.”

She sighs, scrubbing a hand down her face. “You know, it wasn’t even their treatment of me that upset me. It was that they called Abel a consequence. Like he was nothing more than a lifelong punishment they could hang over my head. He wasn’t their grandson. Not the sweet little boy who begged for the Ghostbusters theme song fifteen times a day so he could dance to it, who was obsessed with running circles around the kitchen table with oven mitts on both arms, who walked up to complete strangers at the grocery store and asked them for hugs. He was a consequence, and sometimes… sometimes I think they wanted me to hate him as much as they hate me. At the very least, they wanted me to hate my life as much as they hate theirs. But I could never, ever hate Abel. And I think… I think I’m slowly learning to love my life.”

“You seem different,” I tell her. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but thinking back on the person we met two months ago… you’re different.”

She looks up at me, her gaze a mix of hope and hesitancy. “Good different?”

I nod. “Good different.”

Her shoulders deflate with a sigh of relief. “I feel different. Like I’m finally in control of my life, maybe. Making my own decisions, choosing my own path. I feel kind of… unstoppable. I know that’s silly,” she adds quickly. “Like, how can I call myself unstoppable when I’ve been couch surfing for six months? It’s just, it feels like I’ve lived these nineteen years thinking I wasn’t capable of anything, even being a good daughter, or my parents’ version of a good daughter, at least. They expected me to fail when they kicked me out; I know they did. I think I did too. But instead… instead, I’m doing it. Things I never thought I’d do, and I’m doing it on my own. I got my high school diploma, I got a job, and I just passed my freaking driving exam, even though I don’t know when I’ll be able to afford a car. I walk every day, read in the morning, and write whenever the mood strikes, which is, like, all the time lately. It’s like I finally gave myself the time of day, recentered, and now… now I wake up every morning and I’m excited. I’m happy. I’m… capable. I’m capable,” she whispers, like she’s only just truly realized it. She clears her throat, looking down at her knees as she grips the bench, the revelation sinking in. When her head lifts, her gaze goes right to Abel. “Can I tell you something, Emmett?”

“You can tell me anything.”

She gnaws on her lip, knee bouncing. Looks down, then back up. Takes a breath, and finally, spills her secret out into the space between us. “I got into the creative writing program at UBC.”

“What?” I leap to my feet, tugging Catharine to hers, wrapping her in a hug so tight I lift her straight off the ground as she erupts with giggles. “Cat, that’s amazing! Congratulations!” I set her back down, and she plops back to the bench, fanning her face and trying to catch her breath.

“Thanks. It was all Cara. She’s the one who told me about it. Practically forced me to apply. I never would have without her.”

“Nah.” I shake my head. “She can put the idea in your head, but you getting accepted? That’s all you. Don’t take that accomplishment from yourself.”

She grins at her lap, cheeks pink. “Yeah, I guess.”

“All right, what’s the plan?” I clap my hands together. “We should celebrate. Have you already celebrated? Let’s celebrate again. What’s your favorite food? Cara’s got a list of restaurants prepared for every craving. Pick a day, and we’ll—”

“No celebration,” she says quietly, her smile there still, but… different. Wistful, maybe.

“No.” I shake my head. “No.” I point my finger in her face. “If you tell me you’re not going—no, if you tell Cara you’re not going—”

She swats my finger away, giggling softly. “I can’t go.”

“You certainly can,” I argue, because how can she not? Dream school, dream program? You don’t miss a chance like that.

“How? The Okanagan campus is in Kelowna. It’s five hours away. I’d have to quit my job at the library, and I know I can get another job there, but… it’s so expensive. Like…” She rubs the distress right off her forehead. “So expensive. I made a spreadsheet, and even with student loans it feels unmanageable. And the payments start right away. There’s a five-hundred-dollar deposit to confirm my acceptance, and then another deposit for off-campus housing, since I applied late, and then—” She breaks off, shaking out her hands. “I don’t know what to do. I’d have to pour every dollar I’ve saved into this. Maybe I work for a year or two, save up, and then reapply and see if I get in again. Or”—she shrugs, like this is as simple as deciding what to eat for lunch—“maybe I don’t go. Maybe just knowing I was good enough to be accepted, maybe that’s enough.”

My heart thuds as I look at Catharine, a girl who’s never been allowed to choose herself, but instead been forced to accept whatever breadcrumbs someone else has left out for her. And I’m angry for her. I want to fight for her. I want her to fight for herself too. “Only you can decide what’s enough for you,” I tell her quietly. “You’re not used to it, I get it, but you’re in charge. You’re your own boss. You get to decide which path you take. You decide how worthy you are of the life you want to live. You’re the only person who can go after it. You’re the only one who can choose you, over and over.”

She grips the bench, releasing a shaky breath. “I’ve never had that kind of control. Getting to choose my own ending?” She shakes her head. “No way, that’s not how life has ever worked for me.”

“How has life worked for you?”

“However my parents decided.”

“And where are your parents?”

“They’re…” She frowns, but it’s not all grief. There’s a realization, a slow dawning that comes to life in her eyes. “Not here,” she finally finishes on a murmur. “They’re not here. This isn’t their life.”

“Sure as shit isn’t.”

Excitement brews, so palpable, bubbling up inside her until it threatens to spill out. “This is my life. I get to choose my own ending.”

“Yeah you do!” I hold my hand up, and when she claps hers against mine, I grip it, shaking it. “Fuck yeah, Cat!”

“Oh, Emmett.” Cara throws one arm up from across the yard, the other clutching two ducklings to her chest. “An event filled with children. Can you not have the mouth of an angel for one day? You should be more like me.”

Catharine and I snort a simultaneous laugh. Even Abel looks at Cara like she has three heads. She introduced a swear jar at home in an attempt to control her language around Abel, and it’s going spectacularly. Whoever swears less at the end of each week gets morning-shower oral every day of the following week. Three weeks in, and it’s clear my cock is more committed to the game than her pussy.

“If she had a mouth like an angel, I’d call her angel,” I mutter, “not firefly.”

Catharine giggles, then sinks against the bench with a heavy sigh, shoulders dropping. Her smile is all kinds of easier as she watches Cara and Abel dance their way toward the bouncy mansion. “I wish I’d had that.”

“Had what?”

“That. That type of mother, that type of woman on my side.” Her eyes flicker. “I wonder how my life would be different if I’d had a mother like Cara. I wonder who I’d be.” She looks away, clearing her throat. “Do you guys want kids of your own someday?”

“Oh, uh… Well, we… um…” My heart patters a fast, uneven beat, a familiar ache stretching across my chest. I press my palm to it, trying to rub away the pain that always seems to sneak up when I’m least expecting it. “We wanted to.” I close my eyes, shaking my head. “We still want to. But we… it’s not that…” Sighing, I rub the sudden exhaustion from the nape of my neck. “Sometimes things don’t work out exactly how you planned.”

Catharine’s brows tug together, head cocked as she looks me over. Her gaze finds Cara, then me, the way I wring my hands, my bouncing knees, settling on my eyes, and fuck knows what she sees there. Sometimes I swear I see every tortured thought in Cara’s head just by looking at her eyes.

“Oh my God,” she murmurs. “You’re kidding me.” She drops her face to her hands, slowly dragging them down as she buries a disbelieving chuckle in them. “I’m sorry. This isn’t funny. It’s just one of those situations, you know, where if you don’t laugh you’ll cry. Like”—she lifts her face from her hands, arms out wide as she chokes out another disbelieving laugh—“how fucked-up is that? I was fifteen and never wanted to be a mom. And then there are…” She sighs, gesturing at me, at Cara across the property. “There are people like you two, two adults in love, in a healthy relationship, who want it more than anything, and…”

“Can’t get it to work,” I finish for her, nodding. “I’ve admittedly had my fair share of grievances about that. Not about you, but just… why not us? I just…” I palm my neck, shrugging. “I dunno. I think we’d be pretty good at it.”

Catharine’s eyes soften. “You are good at it. You’re amazing with Abel. I know he’s growing, but it’s so much more than age. He’s confident. He’s adventurous. He’s… he’s not afraid to exist exactly as he is. You guys did that.”

I swallow the tightness in my throat, looking down at my hands in my lap. “I think… I think I just wanted to do right by someone. I see what I missed out on, what I needed as a kid that I didn’t get. What I did get that I really, really could’ve done without. It’s not easy, but… you know what I do when it feels really hard? When he’s having a tough time and all I can think about is how my parents used to treat me when I was having a tough time? When what I know feels easier than trying to change a pattern? I take his hand in mine. It’s just so… so fucking small. It reminds me that he’s just a kid. That he’s still growing and learning. That I’m the adult, I’m the one who’s supposed to know how to manage all the heavy, hard emotions, and he looks to me. He learns from me.” The tightness in my chest eases finally, a whoosh of breath that seems to take all the aches with it, giving them to the wind. “I wanted to do right by him. I thought we could. But I realize now that it’s him who’s done right by us. Healed us a little each day, and all he did was trust us.”

I sniff, blinking away the sting in my eyes as Catharine lets her tears fall freely, silently.

“I grew up questioning my worth. Left home so I could find it, and I did. Found a family who loves me for me. But that kid right there, putting all his trust in me? That’s gotta be the most powerful feeling in the world, because nothing has ever, ever made me feel so worthy.”


OceanofPDF.com




32 CARTER BECKETT’S DOUBLE CREAM PIE Cara

ONE THING ABOUT ME? I know exactly who I am, and I own it proudly.

Sometimes—especially at this time of year, during the Stanley Cup Finals—they call us WAGs. Wives and girlfriends. But we know that’s not the official title. That WAGs is too simple to fully encompass all that we are, all that we’ve fought for, all that we strive to be.

Every day of the year, I’m proud of the woman who went from knowing nothing about a sport played on frozen water with knives strapped to hideous, smelly boots of some sort, to the woman slapping her hands against the plexiglass, shouting obscenities at the other team, at the refs when they forget what sport they’re officiating, all while wearing my husband’s number on my back, and, if I’m lucky, his handprint on my ass.

My name is Cara Nicole Brodie, and I am proud to be a puck slut.

“Hey, ref! You wanna screw my boys, you better take them for dinner first!” I point aggressively at my eyes, then jab them toward the referee in question, the one who keeps conveniently missing every important infraction Tampa’s intent on making. This one happens to be a missed offside, a play that should’ve been blown dead as soon as their left-winger crossed the blue line into our end an entire five feet ahead of the centerman with the puck.

“Yeah!” Abel screams, jumping up and down at my side. He’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen in his custom embroidered denim jacket, Brodie on his back above Emmett’s number. “And my Emmett, he-he… he likes steak and mashed taters!”

“You tell him!” I ruffle his hair, watching the way Emmett grins, dropping his shaking head as he glides to the bench when the play is finally stopped after Adam catches the puck and decides to hold on to it, giving his team a well-deserved break. They’re playing incredibly, all but standing on their heads for game six of the Stanley Cup Finals, but one of the officials has decided, apparently, that he wants to cry on TV today, video evidence that will never, ever be deleted from the internet. I assume so, anyway, because he’s either got a clear preference for Tampa, or all his money riding on them, based on the number of calls against them he’s apparently “not seen,” and he’s willing to risk me handing him his ass over his inability to do his job properly.

We’re in the final two minutes of the second period, and we’re up by one, a single goal scored by Jaxon just moments after he jumped out of the penalty box, finished serving a two-minute penalty for a bullshit roughing call, even though he wasn’t the one doing the roughing.

The thing is, we can take this tonight. Bring home the Stanley Cup for the third time in the last four years. It’s a best-of-seven series, and we’re leading it 3–2. If we win tonight, the Cup is ours. But if we lose? If we lose, we have one more chance to take it, two days from now in Tampa. Tonight isn’t the be-all and end-all, but these boys of ours love to play like it is. So summer vacation with my two favorite people can start two days earlier, is what Emmett said to the newscaster who asked him, before he stepped on the ice, why it was important for them to take charge tonight. I swear to fuck, the man knows just what to say to ensure I’ll be dropping to my knees for him tonight.

Emmett hops back onto the ice with forty seconds left in the period. Garrett steals the puck off a defenseman before passing it up the ice to Carter, who soars toward Tampa’s end.

“Right here, baby!” Emmett shouts, and Carter sends the puck right through the legs of a defenseman. Before Emmett can grab it, Tampa’s right-winger lifts his stick, hooks it around Emmett’s waist, and tugs, yanking him backward, sending him sprawling across the ice on his belly.

Olivia leaps to her feet, slapping her hands against the glass. “Hooking! That’s fucking hooking!” She tosses a feral, wide-eyed look over her shoulder at the kids, and covers baby Brodie’s ears, even though he’s fast asleep on her chest. “Sorry! Earmuffs!”

Ireland crushes a handful of popcorn in each of her teensy, powerful fists, baring her teeth. “He huwt my unca Em!”

“Hey, ref! Wanna borrow my phone?” I scream as Emmett pulls himself to his feet, flying after Carter and Garrett, the three of them soaring down the ice to protect Adam as the defensemen are caught in the middle of a line change. “Maybe then you’ll finally make a f—”

“Phone call!” Abel finishes for me, slapping his teensy hands on the plexiglass, grinning up at me.

“So close, buddy. So close. Just a call.” Fucking call was what I was gonna say, but it is what it is.

“Oh. Hey, ref! Wanna borrow my Cara’s phone? You can finally make a call!”

I grin, holding my fist up to Abel, winking when he knocks it with his. “Nailed it.”

Hank jabs the end of his cane against the plexiglass. “I could call this game better than you are!”

Jennie cups her hands around her mouth. “The unemployment office can help you with your resume! You’re gonna be looking for a new job after tonight!”

“Your mother would be very disappointed in you right now!”

We all pause, turning slowly to look at Rosie, cheeks flushed, covering up Iris’s ears as she bounces her on her chest, like she doesn’t want her four-month-old baby to think those words were directed at her.

“I’ve never been very good at insults,” she explains softly.

“Oh, honey.” I reach out, squeezing her hand gently. “We know.”

“I wanted to be involved.”

I smile. “Of course.”

She opens her mouth to speak, but her eyes widen over my shoulder. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”

I follow her gaze back to the ice. Jaxon is hopping off the bench and over the boards, his partner right behind him. The boys are just a step too far behind Tampa after their head start, and Adam is surrounded.

The arena isn’t silent. It’s filled with the angry screams of outraged fans who want justice, who want these Tampa players serving penalties for their actions, officials who are going to call the game fairly.

And when Tampa manages to slip the puck past Adam, just beneath his arm, three seconds before the period ends, it’s Jaxon’s gran of all people who starts the chant that has every fan climbing to their feet, uniting some fifteen thousand people in blue and green.

“Refs, you suck! Refs, you suck! Refs, you suck!”

I stare down the row, taking in these people I’m here with, surrounded by. Olivia, Brodie strapped to her chest. Jennie, with Ireland on her shoulders. Holly, bouncing Hunter. Rosie, who’s handed off Iris to Bev, and Connor, who rides on Deacon’s shoulders, Adam’s parents. Hank, his hand tucked into Lily’s, Jaxon’s gran on his other side, the two of them in crocheted hockey vests for their favorite players. Lennon, snapping pictures, enjoying every moment and getting paid to do so, her family in the row behind us, with more of Jaxon’s family, Olivia’s, Garrett’s.

Maybe that’s why, as the boys file off the ice for a break before the last period, they don’t look as dejected as one might expect. Maybe that’s why they all pause at the door, the five of them looking up at us with a smile, like they’re taking it all in. Because they’re surrounded. With endless love, support, no matter what.

And I imagine that kind of feeling makes a person feel pretty unstoppable.

We make our way upstairs to use the suite bathrooms, because bypassing the overflowing lines is a privilege I’ll always humbly accept. The halls up here are filled with press, trying to find a celebrity or family member of a player to run a quick interview with between periods. They zone in on Deacon, always happy when he makes it to a game, because he’s not just Adam’s dad, but a retired NFL quarterback.

“Cara.” Abel releases my hand, stepping in front of the bathroom door. He looks up at me, brows raised. “I can go potty by myself, okay? Because I’m a big boy, okay?”

“Oh, really?” I cross my arms over my chest, smiling. “Is that so?”

“Yeah, because I’m almost four.” He holds up four fingers, then shrugs. “I guess I will not need you to take me potty anymore when I is four.” He steps forward, hand on my arm. “But don’t be sad, ’kay? I still need you for other stuff. I just need some privacy, ’cause I is a big boy now. That’s all.”

“Okay, big boy.” I push the door open, taking a quick peek around the bathroom to make sure it’s all clear before I gesture him inside. “I’ll wait right here. Holler if you need me.”

I pull out my phone while I wait, shooting off a text to Emmett first. It’s a video of me with the audio removed. I’m naked, but largely blurred by the water from the shower raining down on the glass. It’s hard to see, but if you’ve got a keen eye for details like my man does, you won’t miss me, one hand playing with my clit, the other with my boobs, while I’m bouncing on the suction cup dildo Emmett had made for me as part of our wedding gift. It’s a replica of his own cock.


Me: Bring that Cup home tonight and I’ll send you the version with sound so you can hear whose name I was moaning when I fucked myself.



Cackling to myself, I navigate to the team’s Instagram page. Lennon does the most amazing job with it. I’m not even just saying that because the most recent video, uploaded only five minutes ago, is a montage of me pounding on the glass while hurling insults at the other team and the refs, and perhaps a smidge of inappropriate gestures directed at my husband, like when I was eating my hot dog and took too big a bite, then licked the mayo off my lips in slow motion, while winking. And the title scrawled across that video?


Stanley Cup Finals

Game 6 vs Vancouver’s Fiercest WAG

2nd Period



She’s been making these for every home game this round, and apparently the internet really likes me. I mean, I knew that, but it’s nice that everyone else knows too, ya know?

I scroll through my feed, 99 percent of it game-related from various sports news outlets, and anything else Lennon catches on camera and graces the world with. I laugh at a video of the boys pregame, playing keep-up with a soccer ball. Garrett hoofs the ball into the rafters, which turns into Jaxon on Emmett’s shoulders with a hockey stick, trying to poke it free, which turns into Garrett on Carter’s shoulders doing the same because we can do it better, which turns into a chicken fight, sans the required pool, meanwhile Adam is setting up a ladder in the background, quietly scaling the rafters, and dislodging the soccer ball, which he then uses to bounce off Jaxon’s head in such a strategic way, it ricochets off and hits Garrett’s too.

10/10, I comment on the video. Give your social media manager a raise. She never misses.

My phone pings, and I switch back to my messages, grinning as Emmett’s start piling up.


Emmett (sports, huge dick, exquisite taste in women, *tongue emoji*): Baby, we all know whose name you moan when you come. You’re sending me the audio even if we lose. Baby, send me the video, plz. Now. Firefly, the audio. Please??? *prayer emoji* Nah, that’s cool. For sure. Quick question though: you ever had a boner while wearing a jock? Guess what, it’s not fucking fun. You know what? I don’t need the audio. Gonna fuck you so hard tonight you’ll be singing in my ear for hours. That’ll be enough for me. Cara, baby, please. The audio. Now.

Me: Sorry babe. Gotta go!



Snickering to myself, I knock on the bathroom door. “You okay in there, Abes?”

“Yeah!” my sweet guy hollers back as I hear the toilet flush. “I was just poopin’!”

“Right on, dude.” I head back to Instagram, flipping mindlessly through more posts while I wait. There are a handful of pictures I’ve been tagged in today, with Abel always by my side, and I untag myself as I go. I get that as long as he’s with us at events like these, there will be pictures, but it bothers me to no end that people can’t respect that he’s a little boy, that they have no idea what the circumstances of his care are, and feel so comfortable posting his face online.

I move past another picture, then quickly flip back to it. Abel’s standing off to the side in it, on the verge of tears, while I have my hand over my stomach, looking a little like I’m going to vomit. He’d dropped his ice cream cone, hence the tears, and I’d told him he couldn’t have it despite Uncle Carter’s five-second rule, because he’d dropped it straight onto the ground, and somebody’s hair was smooshed into the blue and green ice cream, hence my extremely justified I’m gonna puke reaction. But the picture doesn’t show the ice cream. And the caption?


Are Emmett and Cara Brodie finally expecting? Cara arrived to the game tonight looking to be proudly sporting a visible baby bump, and it looks like their foster child is already getting shafted as the mom-to-be keeps him at arm’s length.



It’s a horrible caption for an equally horrible post. Sure, I’m pissed that a girl can’t have a fucking tummy these days without somebody feeling like they have the right or authority to comment on it, but insinuating that a baby could or would replace Abel is what disgusts me right down to my bones. It’s true that, beyond wanting to give Abel a place he felt safe, a place to call home during this time of his life, I longed to fill a space in my heart. It’s true that it might not have happened, that we might not have connected the way we did, if it weren’t for years of negative pregnancy tests. But it did happen. The negative tests, and bringing him home. Connections forged as we built a relationship, a new and healing kind of love formed when I wasn’t sure I deserved it, all because we found one more piece of our family.

Truthfully, though? It’s the comments. Comments from thoughtless, inconsiderate keyboard warriors.


She’s sooo pregnant. Look at that tummy!!!

Oh she’s got that first trimester morning sickness!!!

Wow she got big fast *surprised emoji*

I’m surprised they didn’t just pay someone to have the baby for them. Then she wouldn’t have to ruin her body. It was perfect before, now it’s gonna be saggy and gross. *sick emoji*

How long you think until they send the kid back??? Lol everyone’s thinking it!!!

I’d put her at 25 weeks. That’s a prominent belly!

She’s def prego, but probably only 10ish weeks. She’s tiny!

Baby where?? She’s so skinny, it’s gross. Gain some weight, please!

I feel like they only fostered him for publicity anyways.



There are those comments, and if I’ve learned anything in my years with Emmett, it’s that there always will be, because those types of people will always exist. But you know who else will always exist?


@oliviabeckett: FAKE NEWS!!!!! GET A LIFE.

@jennieandersen: @oliviabeckett I think you mean GET FUCKED

@oliviabeckett: @jennieandersen, thank you, autocorrect got me. GET FUCKED.

@jennieandersen: imagine being this unhappy with yourself lol embarrassing

@lennonriley: oh no :( someone’s mommy didn’t hug them enough and it shows

@marvelousmittens: meow hiss scratch!

@rosielockwood: I hope you find peace and healing from whatever hurt you.

@rosielockwood: And therapy. Because you clearly need it.

@rosielockwood: Also, your parents/guardians/friends/loved ones would be incredibly disappointed with all of you.



“Cara! Guess what!” My head snaps up as the bathroom door opens, Abel adjusting his pants as he emerges. He wipes his wet hands on his pants and then holds them up, jazz fingers on full display as he wears the brightest, broadest grin. “I wiped my bum all by myself!”

“What? You did?” I grab him around the waist, hauling him up into my arms and spinning around. “You did it!” Hugging him to my chest, I close my eyes, breathing out the negative words, the people who mean nothing to me. That’s the only way to give space to all the right. The right words, the right people, the right support, the right kind of love. And as Abel clings to me and I to him, I breathe it in.

This is right.

Him in my arms is right.

This life… it’s all right.

“I’m so lucky to be your Cara,” I whisper in his ear, hugging him tight.

“And I’m so lucky to be your Abel,” he whispers back.



WE MAKE IT BACK TO our seats with seven minutes to spare before the start of the third period, only because Carter has been telling us for the last three days that something iconic and groundbreaking is happening at the five-minute mark. One look at the mini packs of Oreos everyone has in their hands, the blue-and-green packages with Carter’s face on them, tells me what I already knew: that Cart and I have different definitions of iconic.

I grab a pack of his limited-edition double-decker Oreo—chocolate banana cream pie—off the teenager stationed at the end of the row as we walk by, and Abel manages to snag himself four packages and a T-shirt with a picture of Carter holding up an Oreo on it. I’m happy to see they didn’t take his suggestion for the T-shirt slogan. The rest of us told him Oreo would never put CREAMPIED BY CARTER BECKETT on a T-shirt, the same way we told him they’d never allow him to name the flavor Carter’s Double Cream Pie. As usual, he had to ask anyway.

“Commercial?” I ask Olivia as I find my seat next to her, taking baby Hunter into my arms. “Hi, little man,” I coo, rubbing the tip of my nose against his as he giggles, slapping his hands all around. “Is your silly dada debuting his big Oreo commercial today?”

Olivia doesn’t have a chance to answer me before my phone pings, right along with the rest of the girls’. I shift Hunter to my side, fishing my phone out of my pocket.


Carter: Everyone ready???

Me: Shouldn’t we be asking you that?

Adam: *sigh* he’s not talking about the game

Jaxon: Somebody PLEASE shut him up already I can’t TAKE THIS ANYMORE!!!

Emmett: Literally if nobody could entertain him, that’d be great.

Garrett: The last time I EVER get ANYONE a thoughtful gift.

Carter: ya, it’s my big day. my big debut. carter beckett, NHL captain, DILF extraordinaire, Oreo connoisseur, two-time Stanley cup champ, about to be three, and after today? actor.



Olivia sighs the sigh of all sighs, rubbing what I assume is stress or sheer exhaustion—probably both—from the spot between her brows. “I can’t wait for them to finally air this Oreo commercial. He hasn’t let anyone see it, even me, meanwhile I catch him watching it on his phone at least three times a day, chuckling at it, whispering nailed it to himself.”

“I’ve seen it,” Hank offers, waggling his brows right along with his smug smile. “Guess I’m special.”

Olivia gives him a look, all parts unimpressed. It softens when her eyes drift over him, the baseball hat that says CARTER BECKETT’S #1 FAN, the crocheted vest Jaxon’s gran made for him with Carter’s number on the back and a patch that says HOCKEY’S FAVORITE GRANDPA. She smiles, rolling her eyes. “Whatever. Do you know what I caught him searching last night? The night before the game, what could be the Stanley Cup Final, when the captain of the team should be hyperfocused, my husband was asking Google when Oscar nominees would be chosen and notified.” She looks at us with wide eyes, and I think it’s adorable she manages to still be surprised by him after all this time. “I said, ‘Carter, baby, there are no Oscars for commercials.’ Do you know what he said? Do you?” She leans closer, as if saying these next words aloud is criminal. “He looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘After they see this performance, there will be.’ ”

I don’t even attempt to swallow my snort, and neither does anyone else.

Hank shrugs, palms up. “He’s a natural, I’m telling you. It’s a cinematic masterpiece.”

“Hank is single-handedly fueling Carter’s chaos,” Lennon says as she snaps a picture of him holding up his Oreo packet.

“He’s his hype man,” Rosie offers.

“He’s enabling him,” Jennie corrects. “And one thing Carter does not need to be?”

“Enabled.” Olivia points at Jennie. “You always have my back. I married the wrong Beckett sibling.”

Before we can all confirm this, the players from both teams quietly file onto their benches, all except Carter.

Emmett catches my eye from behind the plexiglass, winking at me. He points at Abel. “Want me to score you a goal, big man?”

Abel grins. “But it’s okay if you don’t too. You can’t score every time. I will always love you, no matter what.”

I watch Emmett melt in real time, his smile all kinds of soft, like the gooey puddle of my heart. “I’ll always love you too. No matter what.”

Abel gives him two thumbs up. “Hey, Emmett, guess what?” he whisper-yells. He cups his hands around his mouth and presses himself into the glass. “I went poop all by myself!”

Emmett throws his arms in the air. “Ehhh! My man!”

The flash of a camera lights our bubble, and Lennon sniffles. “Who would’ve thought a conversation about poop could be such a magical moment?”

Suddenly, the lights in the arena dim. Spotlights swirl slowly over the ice, smoke billowing from the machines tucked in each corner of the rink. The crowd is reduced to silence, eerie and palpable, anticipation sizzling in the air like electricity.

The four-sided jumbotron that hangs over center ice continues counting down to the beginning of the third period, but as it crawls closer and closer to the five-minute mark, it appears to start short-circuiting, the power cutting in and out. Then, the timer hits five, and it stops.

“Oh, God,” Olivia mumbles.

“The drama,” I whisper.

“The fucking drama.”

Holly leans toward us. “He didn’t get it from me.” But I don’t need Maury Povich and a lie detector test to determine that that was a lie—the giddy excitement on her face says it all.

The speakers and screen fill with static, the picture cutting in and out. Suddenly, a video clip fills the jumbotron, one of those old home videos with the date in the corner. This one says it was filmed twenty-seven years ago. Which puts the little boy on the screen at four years old.

“Carter. Carter, look at Mama.”

The little boy sitting at the old wooden table looks up from what he’s doing. He grins at the camera, pulling in a set of deep, heart-stopping dimples that earn an aww from this massive crowd. “What, Mama? I’m twistin’ my Oreos.”

A young Holly Beckett snickers from behind the video camera, and the present-day mama chokes out a sob from my left. “It’s a special day today. You’re four years old.”

“I know,” he says simply. “And it’s Valentine’s Day. You’re my Valentine, right, Mama?”

“Always,” she says softly, and I am not fucking crying. Nobody is. That’s ridiculous. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

A deep laugh booms from off camera, and then a large man who looks strikingly like Carter today steps up behind the little boy and his cookies. He dips his mouth to Carter’s ear. “Your mama’s afraid you’re growing up too fast.”

“He is, Theo,” Holly cries.

“He is not.” Theo, Carter and Jennie’s late father, nabs one of Carter’s cookies. “He’s still learning how to twist his Oreos apart.”

Carter shakes his head, grabbing his cookie back. “Am not, Dada! I know how to twist my Oreos!” He smiles up at his mom. “And besides, that’s an easy question. I know what I wanna be when I get big.”

“Oh yeah?” Theo ruffles his hair. “What’s that, buddy?”

“The best big brother ever,” he says, and Jennie chokes out a laugh as the camera flips down to show Holly’s bump. “And I wanna be kind. And brave. And I wanna… I wanna make people laugh. And, oh! A hockey player. Yeah, I’m gonna be a hockey player, and I’m gonna be so big, and so fast, and I’ll score more goals than Wayne Gretzky.”

Holly laughs. “I think you could do all that if you set your mind to it. I think you can do anything.”

His eyes light, vibrant and green and full of mischief. “Anything?”

Holly nods. “Anything.”

He twists an Oreo apart, dunking the icing-free half in milk while he licks the icing on the other half, humming like he’s deep in thought. “If I can do anything… then I think, one day… I’ll make my own Oreo cookies.”

The video goes black, and I’m still not crying, and I can tell, easily, from the sounds around me, that everyone else is also definitely not crying.

A picture fills the screen next, a screenshot of a post from Carter’s Instagram, one of his Oreo creations and a simple plea for Oreo to sponsor him. Another post comes next, then another, each one faster than the last, until the screen is filled with one grown man’s unhinged love for a simple cookie.

The feed cuts again, and I really have to hand it to Hank—or maybe Oreo’s marketing team—because he was right. The static really adds to the cinematic spectacle of it all.

A new video fills the screen, Carter soaring down the ice in the middle of a game, a voiceover from a sportscaster pouring out the speakers.

“Carter Beckett, Vancouver’s hometown hockey hero, making his NHL debut, hoping he can put one in the net tonight. I gotta say, he’s fast, he’s big, but does he have what it—oh, there he goes! Steals the puck with ease, and he shoots, he—”

“Scooores!” The video changes promptly to Carter, sitting at a kitchen table, a glass of milk and a stack of Oreos at his side as he drops an entire cookie in his mouth.

The arena erupts with laughter as the video switches back to footage of Carter on the ice.

“And here comes Beckett, flying out of the penalty box. Oh, did you see that! Hammered number nine into the boards, shakes it right off, and now he’s… yes, he’s on a breakaway. He’s got it, a clear path. He winds up, and where’s that puck going? Going, going…”

“Gone!” Another cookie disappears as Carter tosses his head back, chomping it out of midair, and then the video is right back to him on the ice, a game I remember, only a week before Emmett and I got married.

“He’s got his good luck charm in the audience tonight, folks. Beckett is unstoppable with that woman of his in the stands, isn’t he? If he can put one more in the net tonight, just one more… okay, here we go. Here we go, folks. Is this history in the making? If Beckett can do this, if he can sink this puck, then he’s bringing home the—”

“Stanley Cup!” Carter dunks an Oreo into the very real, very large Stanley Cup, the one sitting on the table in front of him, filled to the brim with milk. Ireland is at his side now, wearing his jersey, inciting another aww from tonight’s crowd as the little lady herself jumps up and down, slapping the plexiglass.

“Dat me! Dat me and Daddy!”

“Like this, baby,” Carter tells her on the video, dunking another cookie before eating it, all while Ireland watches carefully.

“Like dis?” She dunks her cookie—and her entire fist, and up to her elbow—in the vat of milk, before shoving the sopping mess in her mouth.

Carter chuckles. “Just like that, baby. You’re a natural.”

The video flashes to Carter standing next to a giant Oreo, Ireland in his arms, and I’m sure the only time I’ve ever seen this man smile quite like this was the day Olivia said I do.

“My name is Carter Beckett—”

“And me is I-land Bucket—”

“And we’re Oreo’s biggest fans.”

The jumbotron goes black, the announcer’s request for everyone to get on their feet for the Vancouver Vipers captain lost to the chaos as the crowd goes wild, hollering for Carter.

Holly’s shrieking, whipping around one of the T-shirts with Carter’s face on it. “That’s my son! That’s my boy!”

“That’s my brother!” Jennie shouts as Carter glides onto the ice, stick in the air, proud grin plastered to his face as he takes his praise, knocking fists with his teammates and even the other team while they bang their sticks on the boards for him.

“Goddammit.” I sniffle, swatting at a stupid, stray tear. “That was…”

“A cinematic masterpiece,” Olivia breathes out, tears streaming down her face. She leaps to her feet, slapping her palms against the glass. “Somebody get my man an Oscar! You did it, baby!”

I choke out a laugh, my heart all kinds of warm as the boys embrace Carter, as he tells them, with all the gratitude in the world, thank you and I love you.

These boys are a rare breed. Nobody can convince me otherwise.

As the chaos winds down and the players take the ice, Emmett pauses and circles back to the boards, tapping the glass in front of Abel. He presses his gloved hand to his lips and blows him a kiss. “Put it in your pocket for later.”

Abel grins, catching the kiss and putting it in his pocket before he blows one right back. “Put it in your pocket for later.”

I don’t know what it is. Maybe there’s some sort of renewed energy in the air after that video. Maybe pigs can fly and the main official has decided he finally remembers how to do his job. I’m not sure, but the final period is the kind of hockey not a single person could possibly hate. It’s lightning fast and rough in all the best ways. It’s fair and heated, the kind of excitement that has you on the edge of your seat, pulling your hair, and two minutes after Carter puts us in the lead, Tampa ties it right back up. Before I know it, Tampa’s up 3–2, and the Vipers pile on top of Garrett when he manages to sink the puck in the net with three seconds to go, sending us into overtime.

“When do hockey players retire?” I drop my head to my damp hands, dragging them over my face as my knees bounce, six minutes down in overtime, and Emmett’s just finished his third shift. I don’t consider myself to be wound tight, but overtime when the Stanley Cup is on the line? I mean, I’m beautiful, smart, and strong, yes, but I’m only human. “I don’t know how much longer I can take this kind of stress. I found a gray hair this morning! Can you believe it? Gray! At my age!” I down my wine cooler before finding the M&M’s and Skittles I’ve been too stressed to eat, shoving a fistful in my mouth. “I’m not aging prematurely for a sport.”

Rosie gnaws on the tip of her nail. “They’re all in agreement, right? When one retires, they all retire?” She pulls her nail from her mouth just to shove it back in there when the play starts again.

“You guys are a bunch of babies.” Jennie whips a Twizzler around. “This is fun. Getting your heart racing is good. Don’t—Oh, Jesus fuck, Garrett!” She leaps to her feet, eyes wild as she watches Garrett climb to his feet after being checked into the boards by a defenseman. Hand over her heart, she heaves a sigh. “Scared the shit out of me.”

“Fuck yeah!” Lennon shrieks from behind her camera, snapping away as Jaxon pummels the same defenseman into the boards. “That’s my baby! Taking care of business!”

“Oh my God, this is so bad. This is so bad.” Olivia grips her distressed face, pulling her lower eyelids down. “Watching him play like this, when he’s so confident and in control and being a leader, it… it does things to me. Scary, scary things.”

I arch my brow. “Like what?”

“It gives the thoughts in my head a voice. And do you know what they say?” She leans closer, brown eyes wild with terror as she whispers, “You could do it. You could handle one more baby.”

I bark out a laugh, slapping a hand across her eyes and pulling her into my chest. “Shhh, Ollie. Don’t let the voices win.” But then Emmett leaps over the boards, rejoining the game, and I shove Olivia away as he pokes the puck free from Tampa, tossing it backward to Garrett. I grab Abel, standing him in front of me, clinging to him while he wraps his fingers around my forearms. “Oh God. Oh God. Ohhhh God.”

“He’s gonna score,” Abel says quietly, and I can hear the certainty in his voice, right there along with the anticipation. “My Emmett’s gonna score.”

My heart lodges itself in my throat as Garrett races up the right wing with the puck on the tip of his stick blade. His eyes move, cataloguing his options, and then he sends the puck across the ice to Carter, who soars up the middle, passing the puck back and forth with his stick before he spins around one defenseman, coming face-to-face with another before Tampa’s goalie. He pulls his stick back as if he’s going to shoot, and when he brings it forward, the goalie dives.

But he doesn’t shoot.

He cradles the puck against his stick, tosses it to Emmett, wide open on his left, and my man doesn’t hesitate.

His eyes zero in on that puck as it glides toward him.

He pulls his stick back.

Winds up.

And lets it fly.

Over the goalie’s shoulder.

Right into the net.

His arms go above his head, his stick tossed in the air behind him as he shrieks, and the team empties the bench, tackling him to the ice when they pile on top of him.

I think I’ve never in my life been more in love with him than when he finally drags himself to his feet, making his way over to us, pulling his gloves off so he can make a heart with his hands.

But two hours later, when he’s helping Abel brush his teeth before bed, and I’m sitting in the window in Abel’s room, watching an interview with Emmett on the ice, I find a way to fall a little bit harder.

“How does it feel, Emmett, to be a three-time Stanley Cup champ?” the interviewer asks him. “Does it start to lose its shine after the first or second?”

Emmett chuckles, one hand on his hip as he uses the other to push his sweat-soaked hair off his forehead. “Does it lose its shine? Nah, definitely not. Of course it never feels quite the same as the first time, but this time… man, I gotta tell ya. I don’t think anything in my life has prepared me for how this, winning here today, with the two people I love most here supporting me, would feel.” His gaze drifts off screen, and he smiles a lopsided, lovesick smile before he looks back at the camera. “The Stanley Cup is nice. But me? I’ve already won at life.”

“Why you crying, Cara?” Abel’s footsteps patter against the floor as he dashes over to me, and I swipe my tears away, turning my phone off. “Is you hurt? Is you sad?”

I shake my head, rubbing my hands up and down his arms, smiling. “I’m not hurt or sad. I feel so much happiness it’s overflowing, I think. I feel… lucky. So lucky.”

“Me too,” he whispers, crawling into my lap. He lays his head on my shoulder and points to the space left in the window seat. “Emmett, can you sit with us?”

I look over my shoulder as Emmett shifts himself off the doorway, ambling toward us. He tips my chin, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek before he takes a seat with us.

“I’m tired,” Abel says on a yawn. “Too tired for books tonight.”

“We can just look at the stars for a few minutes,” I suggest, stroking his hair.

“And make wishes?”

“Mhmm.”

“What will you wish for?” he asks me quietly, looking up at me with hopeful eyes as he fidgets with the buttons on my pajama top. “I won’t tell no one, and if you say it quiet, I don’t think anyone else will hear.”

I smile softly, cupping his cheek as my thumb moves over the flush of his skin. “This moment right here, over and over.”

Abel grins, settling back against my chest. “That’s a nice wish. What would you wish for, Emmett?”

Emmett looks up at the stars for a moment before his gaze coasts down to me and Abel. “If you and Cara were the only stars in my sky, that would be enough for me.”

Abel yawns, fist curled under his chin as his eyes flutter closed. “I like that one too. I’ll always be one of your stars.”

He’s out just moments later, but Emmett and I sit there beneath the stars for another thirty minutes, soaking up the quiet, warm love, one we’ve been so lucky to find. Emmett takes him carefully from my arms, laying him down in bed where we kiss his forehead before turning for the door.

“Emmett? Cara?” his sleepy voice calls, stopping us. “How come Lily’s jacket said Daddy? And Ireland’s, and Connor’s. Mine didn’t say Daddy.”

I pause, looking up at Emmett beneath the glow of the stars outside. “Well… Lily’s jacket said Daddy because Adam is her daddy. And Connor’s too. And Carter—”

“—is Ireland’s daddy?”

I nod. “Exactly.”

“Oh.” He’s quiet for so long, I think he’s fallen back to sleep. But then he speaks again, his words soft and raw, vulnerable. “Do I have a daddy?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” I move to his bed, sitting on the edge as Emmett crouches before him. “You have an Emmett.”

Abel gazes at Emmett with hooded eyes, reaching out to brush the stubble on his jaw. “My Emmett,” he murmurs. “And do I have a mommy?”

My throat squeezes as I take his hand, pressing a kiss to it. “You have your Catharine.”

“And I have my Cara?”

I smile, tears stinging my eyes. “You have your Cara.”

“Does anybody call you Mommy and Daddy?”

Emmett meets my gaze before shaking his head. “No.”

“If I called you that, would it make you feel special?”

“Oh, honey. You don’t need to call us Mommy or Daddy to make us feel special.”

Emmett cups his cheek, tilting Abel’s gaze to his. “You make us feel special every single day.”

“But what if I wanted to? One day?”

I think back on the training we did, the one that feels so long ago. A child calling their foster parents Mom or Dad should be the child’s choice only, and should never be forced on them. “If one day you wanted to.”

Abel thinks for a moment, then nods. “Okay,” he murmurs as his eyes close again, as he snuggles beneath the blankets.

Emmett twines his fingers through mine, and we tiptoe across the room. For the second time tonight, a little voice stops us in our tracks, right before we can close the door.

“I wished for you. When I wished on the stars tonight, I wished for you. Good night, Mommy. Good night, Daddy. I love you.”

And wow, what a fucking wild, wild thing it is to hear those words. Not because of the name, the single label I’ve spent so long yearning for. No.

Because of the boy who spoke them. Because of the trust he’s placed in us, the love he’s given to us so freely. Because there is nothing in this world that I want to be more than I want to be the safe space this little boy calls home. The arms he crawls into, the ear he lends his sleepy ramblings to, the star he wishes on.

He’s given me everything, a love I could never have dreamed of, a strength so different from the one I’d known, a version of myself I’m proud of, always, because I’ve learned, finally, how to give myself grace when I need it most. Patience, because things don’t always happen when you want them to, and trust that things will work out exactly as planned.

And if I could give him one thing, just one, it would be loving him just right. Because when done right, oh, man, love is such a powerful, crazy thing. When someone loves you right, they show you how to love yourself. They show you how to let other people love you, how to value yourself enough that you accept nothing less. The just right kind of love has the power to erase all the negative thoughts one by one, the labels we’ve slowly given meaning to. There’s no room for those thoughts to hold any real weight, because the just right kind of love whispers louder, until it’s impossible to ignore.

That’s what I want to give Abel, what I promise him every night beneath the stars over the next three days, while Mommy and Daddy become his new favorite words, and those stars above us wrap us in their glow, protecting us from the world outside.

But you can’t see the stars every night, and sometimes on those extra dark nights, that’s when you’re reminded that there’s no real protection from the world outside. That without the glow you’re used to, it’s easy to feel a little lost. That something so small, something so seemingly insignificant… it can knock your world off its axis in the blink of an eye.



I TRIP OVER THE EDGE of the rug in the dark, catching myself on the edge of our bed. “Ow, fuck.” Clutching my injured foot, I roll onto the bed, wiggling into Emmett’s lap. “Help me,” I pout up at him.

He drops his smile to my mouth. “Not a star out there tonight. Can’t believe how dark it makes the sky. Hopefully the storm blows over soon.” He scoops me against his chest, carrying me into the bathroom, where he deposits me on the counter and readies my toothbrush for me. I spin toward the mirror, crossing my legs so I can brush my teeth while watching Emmett draw on the mirror. He starts with the stars, scattering them across the top of the mirror. Then, he adds the mountain, tall and vast. Next, he draws Abel, standing right there on the top, with me and Emmett flanking his sides, our hands linked. My favorite team, he scrawls beneath the picture, before he wraps one arm around my waist and drops his chin to my shoulder. “I love you, firefly.”

When we make it back to bed, I plug my phone into the charger, taking a moment to check my email. I scroll past most of them, but pause when I see one from Abel and Catharine’s social worker. Something like dread settles low in my belly, but I swallow down the irrational fear and open the email.

It’s short and to the point, and it never ceases to amaze how few words it takes to shatter someone’s world. Because after the pleasantries and the congratulations on Emmett’s recent win, comes just a small handful of words that manage to knock the air clean from my lungs.

Catharine is ready to meet to discuss the next steps in Abel’s placement plan.

And suddenly our future looks as dark and scary as this starless sky.
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I’VE LEARNED MORE ABOUT MYSELF in the last year than I have in all of the twenty-seven years before that.

I’ve learned that even the strongest people are capable of breaking. That bad things happen, that things don’t always make sense, and trying to understand the why behind them will tear you apart. That searching for an answer when there isn’t one, when some things just are, will create space for doubt to seed and grow and eventually spread like wildfire. I’ve learned that it’s eons easier to let the doubt win. That putting yourself first, loving yourself despite the doubts, can feel impossible to even the most confident of people.

I’ve learned that loving myself looks different at every stage. It means giving myself grace, seeing my worth at my best, and finding it at my worst too. It means reminding myself that I’m enough. That I was enough yesterday, am enough today, and will be enough tomorrow, no matter what happens. I’ve learned that loving myself doesn’t require perfection, but it does require me to show up for myself every damn day, and celebrate all my efforts, no matter the outcome. Loving myself means understanding that I can’t do it alone. It means asking for help, letting people in, letting them love me extra on the days the love escapes me.

I’ve learned what it means to be a mother. That it’s the single hardest thing I’ll ever do. That being a mother means loving someone so much you’d give up everything for them. I’ve learned that being a mother is full of quiet sacrifices, not just because of the sleepless nights and the plans you cancel, but because of the life you rearrange. The person you say goodbye to, the pieces of yourself you let go of as your heart and soul are gently reshaped, molded into a version of you that somebody else needs, and maybe one you needed too. I’ve learned that being a mother means healing the parts inside you that still bleed, the hurt you’ve held so tightly, and bravely watching as that hurt peeks out for the first time in so long, desperate for someone to shine some light on it.

I’ve learned that it’s okay to take up space exactly as I am. I am no less worthy on the days I struggle, on the days I can’t stand on my own, when the voices in my head try to convince me that anything less than the best version of me isn’t good enough. I am allowed to exist, happy and full of life. I am allowed to exist, lost and afraid. I don’t need to apologize for being here, for having a hard week, or an impossible year. There is room for every good day, and every bad one too. Room for the laughter, the smiles, the tears, and the anger. There is room for all of it, and there is nothing, not one single thing in this world, that makes me any less worthy of being here.

But maybe most important of all? I’ve learned that the most important person in the world to convince of my worth… it’s me. All the love in the world will never make up for the love I need most: my own.

I gaze at the rearview mirror, watching Abel’s reflection as we drive along the coast, trying to beat the sunset. He’s carefree, smiling as he watches the world pass by outside, while I try to feel like mine isn’t ending.

Emmett reaches over the console, laying his palm up. I slide my hand into his, closing my eyes as he sweeps a feather-soft kiss across my knuckles. It’s no secret that I found my way out through to the other side with both Emmett and Abel’s hands tucked into mine, but watching Emmett and Abel heal their childhood hurt at the same time has been a beautiful experience I’ve been endlessly lucky to experience firsthand. My husband is what “breaking the cycle” means. He is every single deep breath, every step forward when your body demands you freeze instead. He’s the patience he was never granted, the cheerleader he never had, the love that shouldn’t have ever come with conditions. And Abel… he’s a kid. That’s all he has to be, all he should be. There is no greater joy than being able to provide him that opportunity.

“Is Ireland coming?” Abel asks when Emmett parks the truck off a dirt road hidden among the trees, tucked just high enough that we can gaze out at the water below, the ships in the harbor, the city off in the distance. “Connor? Lily? Is Uncle Carter coming, and Auntie Ollie?”

“I don’t think so, honey,” I tell him gently, holding his door while he unbuckles the straps of his car seat. It was Emmett’s and my anniversary yesterday, which also means today is Canada Day. There’s no other way I’d prefer to spend tonight, except perhaps without the crushing weight of what tomorrow might hold sitting on my chest. Because tomorrow morning, right after breakfast, we head in for our meeting with Abel’s social worker, and we learn what Catharine’s next steps are.

I don’t know how to describe it, the war that wages inside me. All of me is so proud of Catharine, of every accomplishment and the incredible woman she is, of the life she’s chasing. I want her to win. I see how hard she’s been working to change her destiny.

And yet the thought of the window seat in that bedroom being empty, of wishes on stars left unsaid, of paints left in their pots instead of on my table, and rain boots without mud on them… it’s unbearable.

I close my eyes to the gut-wrenching pain, glancing away from Abel as I help him jump down from the truck.

He looks up at me with a frown so wounded, so dejected, my heart aches. “Because it’s Canada Day? That’s why they can’t come?”

Last night, we told Abel we’d spend the day doing whatever he wanted. We said it was to celebrate his birthday month arriving, not that we were terrified it was our last night together. And what did he choose for his day?

Making pancakes for breakfast with Daddy and eating in the backyard with Mommy. Painting on FaceTime with Mémère, and playing hockey with Daddy in the driveway while Mommy cheers for him. Making homemade pizzas for dinner, and watching the fireworks with his family.

“I’m sorry, Abel. It’s tough to get everyone together on a holiday.” I crouch in front of him, smoothing his hair off his forehead. “They really wanted to be here, though. I promise.”

He hangs his head. “Okay.”

Abel wanders around the trail while Emmett takes out the blankets and pillows we packed earlier, spreading them out and setting up a comfy spot for us to watch the sunset and the fireworks.

“Mommy.” Abel tugs on my shorts, looking up at me with wide eyes. “I’m sorry. I is just sad that my whole big family isn’t here, but I is still happy that my little family is here.”

“You don’t ever have to apologize for feeling sad, Abel. You feel however you need to feel, and we’ll help you through it. Okay?”

He nods, wrapping his arms around me, pressing his cheek into my hip. When Emmett and I take a seat on the blankets, he climbs in the middle, snuggling up between us. “This is my favorite,” he says with a happy sigh.

“Fireworks?” Emmett asks.

“You,” Abel answers.

Before we can dwell on the single word, an engine rumbles in the near distance. Headlights illuminate the quickly dimming light, and Abel leaps to his feet as one car pulls into the space, followed by another, then another.

“They’re here!” Abel shouts as Carter and Olivia jump out of the first truck, unloading the kids from the back. Adam and Rosie and the kids come next, and Jaxon, Lennon, Garrett, and Jennie climb out of the last truck. “They’re here!”

Adam dumps a pile of blankets out next to us, Garrett and Jaxon following with heaps of pillows. Carter drops a large cooler to the ground, popping it open and rooting through its contents. He tosses a container of jelly-filled donuts at Emmett, a package each of M&M’s and Skittles to me, and a dinosaur-shaped popsicle to Abel.

“ ’Course we’re here,” he says, ruffling Abel’s hair. “Family fireworks under the stars. Where else would we be?”

I don’t try to stop my tears. Not a single, half-assed attempt. I let them slide proudly down my cheeks, owning every single one of them as they drip off my chin.

Emmett wipes his away with the neck of his T-shirt, sniffling as our family climbs in around us, one tangled pile of warm, giggling bodies. “Thank you,” he whispers.

Olivia smiles. “In this family, we show up for each other, plain and simple. No thanks needed.”

And maybe that’s the truth, but as the sun paints the sky in hues of pink and purple, streaks of orange and red, as the colors fade and the stars begin to twinkle, and as the black sky is lit up with fireworks, I can’t help but sit here and bask in the gratitude I feel for a life so good, a life I’m so lucky to be living with people like this, a family who just shows up, plain and simple.

Thank you.



I DIDN’T SLEEP LAST NIGHT. Not a single wink, and neither did Emmett. Every minute of it spent staring at the boy snuggled between us, the one so at peace, marveling at the progress he’s made in only a handful of months, the amount of space he takes up in my heart and in my soul. Some days, it feels like it’s all him.

“Hey, you. Can we talk to you for a minute, before we go in there?”

Abel pauses on the steps outside the social worker’s office. He skips back to Emmett and me, grinning. I open my mouth to say something, though I don’t know what. I’m not sure there’s anything I can say that would suffice. But before I can try, Abel wraps his arms around us, squeezing us tight.

Emmett blinks. “What was that for?”

“Just because I love you, and you’re my bestest friends in the whole wide stinkin’ world. I’m so lucky to be your Abel.”

And I think… I think that’s how I know. That if today is our ending, if today we say goodbye, I would do it all over again.

I would go through it all over again, accept the same fate, a permanent ache, the hollow space in my heart that will never be filled, reserved just for him. I would force that word out of my mouth, whisper a goodbye that I’ll choke on once he’s gone, a goodbye that will, without a single doubt in my mind, permanently scar me. I would do it all over again to know what it feels like to be loved so wholly, so purely, despite every shortcoming, by this little boy. I would do it all over again, because watching him heal, watching him walk out of the shadows and lift his face to the sun, being so damn proud of every inch of himself… nothing in my life could have ever prepared me for witnessing such an earthshaking, groundbreaking, spectacular sight. And I am honored to have been any small part of his journey.

I am a better person because of him. Because he loved me when I didn’t know how to love myself. And when somebody loves you like that, sees all your faults, all your shortcomings, and still thinks the sun shines out of your ass… that’s when you finally learn, after all these years, you don’t have to be perfect to be worthy of love. With Abel, my faults don’t feel so damning. Instead, they feel like space to grow. And I have grown so, so much with his tiny hand tucked into mine.

Emmett takes my face in his hands as Abel skips through the front door, screaming Catharine’s name. “I’ve got you,” he promises on a gentle whisper. “I’ve always got you, Cara, and you’ve always got me. Whatever way this ends, we’ll get through it. Together, firefly.”

I nod, tears dripping down my cheeks. “Together.”

He presses his lips to mine, sealing his promise with a kiss before we make our way inside, where Catharine is crouched in front of Abel, looking through all the paintings he brought her, listening to him go on about each and every brushstroke while Emily and Marlene, Abel’s social worker, wait with a smile.

Emily wraps me in a hug and squeezes Emmett’s shoulder. “Hey, superstars. How you two holding up?”

Judging by Emily’s grimace, I’d say my answering smile is every bit as convincing as it feels, which is to say, not at fucking all.

Marlene opens her case file. “Are we ready to get started? Cara and Emmett, Emily is here today to spend some time with Abel while we speak with Catharine about next steps.”

“Hey, buddy?” Catharine rubs Abel’s arm. “Does that sound good? Do you wanna play with Emily for a little bit?”

“I heard you love dinosaurs, so I brought some of my favorite dino toys.” Emily holds her hand out to Abel. “Wanna go see?”

Abel’s eyes light up, and he runs to Emily. He pauses, frowning, and then runs back to Catharine. “I forget what you asked me before this.”

Catharine giggles. She pushes his hair off his forehead. “I asked if you’re happy.”

“Oh.” He looks back at Emmett and me over his shoulder, grinning. “Yes. I is happy.” He studies Catharine, cocking his head. “Is you happy?”

She smiles, a lone tear dripping down her cheek. “I’m happy, and I’m sad.”

“It’s okay,” he says softly, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “You can be both. It’s okay.”

Catharine nods. “Go have fun with Emily.” Her eyes don’t leave Abel as he dashes away, disappearing behind a door with Emily. I recognize the look in her eyes, the heartache. It’s the same way I looked at Abel all night, like I was afraid to look away, like he might disappear if I took my eyes off him for even a second. She wrings her hands at her chest, looking down at her feet. “Can I just—”

“How about we—” Marlene stops herself, gesturing at Catharine. “My apologies, Catharine. I was going to suggest we take a seat and discuss Abel’s options, but if you’d like to start us off, you’re more than welcome to.”

She nods, rolling her lips between her teeth as one tear barrels down her cheek, then another.

“Hey,” I murmur, stepping up to her. “What’s going on? Did your friends say something shitty again? Do I need to pay someone a visit and make some heads roll, because I will. Just say the word.”

It does what I hoped it would, and Catharine chokes out a laugh, scrubbing her bloodshot eyes. “I got into college.”

I squeal, yanking her into my arms. “Congratulations, Catharine. I’m so excited for you. Emmett told me, but I didn’t want to say anything until you told me yourself.” I pull back, catching her gaze. “I’m so proud of you, and I hope you’re proud of yourself. You did that. You.”

“I wasn’t going to go,” she admits, looking down at her feet. “Like, how do I manage college and Abel, you know? How do I balance school and studying and working to pay for school with being a mom, the kind of mom he deserves? I know people do it, but… I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to be a mom. And I love him. I love him so fucking much… and I still want to choose myself.”

“Hey, that’s okay. Look at me.” I wipe her tears from her cheeks, the pain in her voice wrapping around my heart like a fist, squeezing. “That’s okay, Catharine. You get to choose yourself. You’re the only person who can, time after time. That doesn’t mean you don’t love Abel.”

She nods as the tears reach a point of no return, cascading down her face. “I got a loan, enough to cover my courses and textbooks. I used my savings to put a deposit down on an off-campus student house. My supervisor arranged an interview for me at the library over there. We drove up last weekend, and I… I got the job.” Her gaze moves between me and Emmett as he places his hand on my lower back. With her hand pressed to her forehead, she looks at the ceiling and huffs an exhausted laugh. “This is so hard. So fucking hard, and so easy at the same time. Hard, because it’s my job to love him.” Her eyes move back to us, and she seems to find some sense of calm, her chest rising and falling softly despite the silent tears. “Easy, because if I had to describe love to someone who had no idea what it meant, I’d describe the way you two love Abel. The way you fight for him every step of the way in such small ways that have the biggest impact. The way he trusts you to keep him safe, and the way he feels safe enough to let his walls down around you.”

I try to cling to those tears, I really do. But the second Emmett lifts his hand, sniffing as he brushes beneath his eyes, I lose my battle. And Catharine? She smiles. Small, but soft. Warm. Content.

“Abel has the childhood I always wanted him to have,” she continues, “and the childhood I wish I’d had. He has that because of the way you love him. And he deserves that. He deserves parents who love him because they want to, not because they have to.”

My heartbeat trips and stalls, and I know the moment it restarts only because it comes back in full force, pounding a relentless beat that threatens to crack my chest wide open. “What are you…” I look to Emmett, tears free-falling down his face now, no chance in hell of stopping them as his hand finds mine, gripping so tightly, like he’s hanging on for dear life. “What are you saying, Catharine?”

Catharine takes my hand, wraps it in her quivering fist, and when she pulls in a deep breath, I watch that quiver disappear. Mossy eyes move between ours, and there isn’t an ounce of uncertainty in her voice when she answers. “I’ve decided to sign over the adoption rights. I think, for all intents and purposes, you’re already Abel’s parents. So if it’s okay with you… I’d like to sign those rights directly over to you.”

I choke out a sob, my entire body trembling as Emmett curls into my side, drops his face to my shoulder, and cries. But it’s what Catharine says next that has my legs giving out, me dropping to my knees, scooped against Emmett’s chest as we weep for the greatest gift we’ve ever been given.

“I’d like you to be Abel’s parents. Officially, and permanently.”



THE TEARS WILL STOP ONE DAY, I’m sure, but not today.

I’ve at least begun to manage words; an hour later and I can’t say the same for Emmett. He lifts his face and opens his mouth every few minutes like he’s going to say something, then shakes his head and starts crying all over again, my sweet, sensitive man.

In that hour, though, Catharine assured us that this was not a decision she’d made lightly. That she’d spent hours on end discussing it with her social worker, her therapist, and even her supervisor. That she felt not only certain, but at peace with her decision. We talked about how this will work, what the adoption process will look like, how we’ll discuss it with Abel. There’s still so much to figure out, but one thing we do know is our family isn’t growing only by one, but by two. That Catharine will always have a place in our family.

And now, as Catharine says some semblance of a goodbye to Abel, one that will never be permanent, I find myself in utter awe of her, a young woman determined to chase her dream, the life she wants. Choosing herself, in a world where choosing yourself is the hardest thing to do.

“You inspire me, Abes. You know that?”

“I ’spire you?” He shrugs, twirling the bracelet around Catharine’s wrist as she crouches before him. “How come?”

“You inspire me not to give up. To fight for more, for better. For a place I feel safe to be me.”

His brow furrows with concern, and he puffs out his chest. “I can keep my Catharine safe. I’m big and brave, like a dinosaur.”

Catharine chuckles, pushing his hair off his forehead. “You are big and brave. But can I tell you a secret? I want to be powerful too. I want to be in charge of my safe place.”

“Oh.” He looks down for a moment, as if searching for his words. “Where Peter and Elizabef can’t yell anymore? And it’s okay if… it’s okay if you spill your milk?”

She grins. “Where I can make as many messes as I want.”

Abel smiles back, stepping forward to wrap his arms around her neck. “If you make a mess, I will help you to clean it up, ’kay? ’Cause we is family, and family helps.”

Catharine closes her eyes as she sinks into their hug, and I lay my head on Emmett’s shoulder as he winds his arm around my waist and tugs me into his side. When she pulls back, tears streaming silently down her face, Abel presses his forehead to hers and tells her softly, “I’m so lucky you’re my Catharine.”

“And I’m so lucky you’re my Abel.”

Abel tucks his hand into mine as Catharine starts down the front steps. “My Catharine is goin’ to school. She’s gonna write poems.”

“She’s gonna do amazing,” I say, but as I watch her make her way down the path, something she said earlier pokes at my thoughts, and I find my feet moving before I can comprehend what I’m doing. “Catharine! Wait!”

I catch her hand, releasing it only to put my hands on my hips as I catch my breath. “Fuck. I am not made for running.”

She laughs, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Everything okay?”

“You said something back there earlier. You said he deserves somebody who loves him because they want to, not because they have to. You said it like you think you’re the latter. But sometimes… sometimes goodbyes are the purest form of love. You think you can’t give him the life he deserves because you’re not capable of delivering it, but the real reason is because no one needs your love right now more than you do. He deserves a selfless kind of love, and, Catharine? So do you. So go out there and love the fuck out of yourself. Be selfish, give yourself everything you’ve been deprived of. But don’t you dare try to tell yourself that you love that little boy for any other reason than because you want to.” I take her hands in mine as tears slide down our cheeks in time. “I’m gonna hold your hand while I say this, and I mean absolutely no disrespect, the people who brought you into this world are total pieces of donkey shit.”

She barks out a laugh, half sob. “Liar. I heard the disrespect.”

“Sorry, I’m a horrible liar. Disrespect, so much of it. All the disrespect in the world.” I wrap my arms around her, this woman who’s brought this most beautiful gift into this world of ours. “I hope you can look back on these years and know with certainty that you always did your best. The times when we’re barely keeping our heads above water? We’re still breathing. We’re doing our best. So go chase your dreams, put yourself first, and build the life you want. You will always be part of our family, and there will always be space for you at our table. Always, Catharine.”

I watch her head down the street, and when she disappears around the corner, I look behind me. Emmett and Abel are watching me hand in hand from the steps, and I feel like I’m looking at my world. My today, and every tomorrow.

I join them on the steps, and Abel tucks his free hand into mine. Emmett just smiles at me through bleary, bloodshot, and awestruck eyes.

“Are we going home now, Mommy?”

“We’re going home, Abel.”
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Four months later, Halloween

“I JUST DON’T SEE WHY the parents aren’t allowed to dress up. What kind of message does it send to the kids if we’re putting age limits on Halloween costumes?”

I don’t bother reminding Carter that, while he may be a parent, he is not a parent to any of the children who attend this school. It’s a point at least one of us has made several times recently, kind of like how this entire conversation/argument about Carter not being allowed to wear a costume to the school Halloween parade has been had no fewer than five times in the last three days.

“I have to admit,” Jaxon starts, crossing his arms over his chest, narrowing his eyes as he leans against the wall in the school gym, “it does feel a little exclusive. Like, Mittens wanted to come, and I had to break it to him that—”

“Did he say that?”

His gaze slides to me. “What?”

“Mittens. Your cat. Did he say he wanted to come?”

He stares at me. Blinks once, then twice. “He didn’t need to say it. We have a soul connection.”

“Mhmm. And maybe it’s that type of unhinged behavior from adults that requires the school to put rules like these in place.”

“Did you just—did she just—” Jaxon looks between me and Emmett, who simply lifts his brows. He scowls, bending to hide his mouth in Lennon’s hair. “Honey, Cara just called me an unhinged cat daddy.”

“I certainly did not call you a cat daddy. And we all know who’s in charge of the group costumes.” I circle a hand around Carter’s frowny face. “No need to scar unsuspecting children with the amount of thigh you probably plan to show.” See: two years ago, when he made the guys dress up as the Spice Girls. Or a couple years before that, when they were all a different Britney Spears.

Carter rolls his eyes. “Oh, here we go. How many times do I have to say this? What’s the point of having luscious thighs if I can’t show them off?” He jabs Emmett in the chest. “Plus, your husband was the first to suggest this year’s costume.”

Emmett squeezes the bridge of his nose. “It was a joke! I said it while laughing!”

Carter blinks. “Do I strike you as someone who jokes about costumes?”

Adam’s head bobs. “Yeah, to be fair, Em, that one’s on you. You should have known better.”

Garrett scuffs at the gym floor, huffing. “He was this close to settling on Taylor Swift eras before your little suggestion.” He throws his arms wide. “I had my Fearless outfit picked out already!”

Jaxon shoves him. “I was gonna be the Fearless era!”

Garrett shoves him back. “No, I was!”

Ireland stomps her foot, fists balled at her side. “No, me!” She leans toward me, hand in front of her mouth as if that’ll hide her words. It doesn’t; she hasn’t figured out whispering yet. “I don’t know what we yellin’ ’bout.”

I stifle my snort as Olivia rolls her eyes. Suddenly, the lights in the gym dim, and “Monster Mash” surrounds us. I fumble for my purse, pulling out my phone. “Oh, it’s starting! Everyone shut up!” Rosie and I elbow everyone out of the way—politely, or whatever—kneeling with our phones pointed at the door. Emmett and Adam hang back for a solid three seconds, but the second the gym door opens, they rush over. I glance at my husband, trying to subtly shift in front of Adam, like he’s worried the man with a whole two inches on him might block his view. “Way to play it cool,” I mutter to him.

“Pssh. I am cool. I—oh my God, it’s starting!” Emmett all but shoves Adam out of the way, holding his phone out, recording as one of the kindergarten classes starts filtering into the gym. He looks back at me, the grin that splits his face so beautiful, I’d fall to my knees if I weren’t already on them. “Care, firefly, look! It’s starting!”

Giggling, I shake my head, watching the line of kids parade into the middle of the gym. There are princesses and pirates, superhero dogs, dragons, what I’m pretty sure is a child dressed as a—

“Cat lady!” Jaxon points to the little girl in a fluffy robe and her hair in big rollers, cat stuffies pinned all over her. “That kid’s a cat lady!” He starts a slow clap that nobody else joins in on, but it doesn’t deter him. “Give her the award! Best. Costume. Ever!”

“Who the fuck decided to alternate the kindergarteners with the eighth graders?” Rosie grumbles as a line of big kids follows the first class, instead of the next kindergarten class. “If I need to take over parent council, I will.”

“Rosie as an aggressive mama bear is my favorite animal,” I murmur, followed by a sigh as the second kindergarten class starts, and it’s still not Abel’s. “Seven fucking kindergarten classes,” I mutter. “Was everyone fucking like bunnies four years ago, or what? Can nobody keep it in their pants? They should really try some restra—there he is!” My heartbeat does that thing it does every time I get a moment to just look at this boy, at this brilliant, incredible kid who life gifted us with. That silly little beat patters so hard, so fast, until it trips over itself, and then slows. All but rolls to a stop, until it’s the only thing I hear, a soft but steady reminder that, sometimes, the most beautiful things take time.

That’s how I feel when I look at my son.

I watch my favorite stegosaurus pause just inside the door, causing a traffic jam behind him as his wide, uncertain eyes move around the gym. Sometimes, I swear I see a whole lifetime in those cool green depths. Wonder and curiosity, patience and uncertainty, courage and adventure. I see fear, I see grief, and beyond it all I see happiness, and so, so much love. I see a lifetime, the one we’ve lived on our way to him, and him on the way to us. The one we live now, where the love we share always outweighs the rest, no matter where our days take us.

And as those eyes connect with mine, as Abel spots us, his family, all the people gathered here to watch him march around his school gym in a dinosaur costume he hasn’t taken off since it arrived in the mail three weeks ago, I can say without a shadow of a doubt that it’s all been worth it. The trip here, the years spent wishing and hoping and praying, the wild, unforgiving ride, the detonating crash that split every inch of me apart and stole the breath from my lungs, and the treacherous climb back up to the place where I built myself brand-new.

All of it, every single minute on the way to him, was worth it.

“Mommy! Daddy!”

A grin splits my face in two as that little boy ditches his line, races over as best he can while wearing horns and a tail longer than he is tall. He collides with Emmett and me as the rest of our family hoots and hollers, and I sink into the feeling, this certainty that I’m exactly where I’m meant to be in this life, loving and being loved by exactly who I’m meant to. And that? That right there is a special kind of peace.

Abel shifts back, sniffling as he tries to wipe at the tears on his pink cheeks. He fails miserably, his dino hands far too big.

Smiling softly, I brush the tears away. “Why are you crying, sweet boy?”

“I’m so lucky,” he manages on a hiccup. “I’m so lucky you’re my mommy and my daddy.”

I take his hand in mine, squeezing gently as Emmett cradles Abel’s face in his strong hands and tells him with no uncertainty, “And we’re so lucky you’re our Abel.”



THERE’S SOMETHING ESPECIALLY ADMIRABLE ABOUT getting shushed at a school Halloween parade. Shameful? I mean, I guess, if you care what other people think. But admirable? Absolutely.

“Sue me for loving my kid out loud.” A door slams, and Adam struts out of the bathroom at Carter and Olivia’s, a furrow etched between his brows. It’s been there for three hours now. I’m concerned it’s permanent. “All I said was that’s my girl! So what if I followed it up with a fist whoop? It’s not like I took off my shirt and whipped it around.”

I assume he’s talking about when Lily’s class joined the gym, and she proudly paraded around it dressed as a veterinarian. It’s true, he didn’t take off his shirt and whip it around. He used the cardigan he’d pulled off ten minutes prior to that.

“You’re a bad influence.” He gestures wildly at me, the same way he’s apparently grasping at straws. “I never got in trouble before I met you. Then you were all like, ‘Adam, you should talk more. Adam, no need to be shy around us. Adam, be proud to be exactly who you are without holding back.’ ” He throws his arms overhead, blue eyes wild. “Now suddenly I’m getting shushed at an event for children.”

“First of all, that impression?” I pinch my thumb and pointer finger together, giving him an okay. “Ten outta ten. I’m flattered by the accuracy, Adam, thank you.” I place my hand over my heart in sincerity. “Second of all—I’m sorry. I can’t.” I close my eyes and stifle a laugh, waving a hand in front of my face. “I can’t take you seriously dressed like that. What… what are you wearing?”

Adam looks down at himself, picking up his feet in his baggy jeans, tugging at the light-pink polo shirt that he’s—somehow—drowning in, despite being six five. “It’s a five-XL,” he complains, but it’s the long red locks he tosses over his shoulder that have me gripping my stomach, bending over the counter as howling laughter comes barreling out of me. “I told Carter it’s not fair. Why does everyone else get to dress sexy and I have to wear this?”

Rosie arches a brow, and I gotta hand it to her, I have no idea how she’s managing to hold it together right now. “You’d prefer to show some skin?”

“No.” Adam pouts, crossing his arms, scuffing at the floor. “Yes. I mean, everyone else is.”

“You know, I appreciate that Carter lets me keep my natural hair color each year,” he says, smoothing his hands over his straightened blond strands. “But could he at least give me a bit of wiggle room with my skirt? I’m practically free-balling it!”

Jaxon joins us in a hot-pink sweater, his brown hair set in loose curls. “Not me.” He gives us a little twirl, flipping up the front of his brown plaid miniskirt when he spins to a stop, revealing a pair of stretchy shorts. “He got me a skort! It has built-in shorts with pockets, and there was even a Toaster Strudel in one of them. I think it was part of the costume, but I ate it. Don’t tell Carter.”

“Oh my God,” Olivia murmurs, hand over her mouth as she looks between the boys like she’s just figured out who they all are. “No, but if Adam’s Cady Heron, and Garrett’s Karen Smith, and Jaxon’s Gretchen Wieners, and… and… okay, but, there’s only one Mean Girl left, and there’s still Carter and Emmett, so maybe—”

Olivia shuts her mouth. Opens it again. Shakes her head as Emmett emerges from the basement in skintight black spandex, wearing a pink board over his chest and back, BURN BOOK pasted to the front of it. “No,” she whispers. “No, because if Adam’s… and if Garrett’s… and-and-and… if you’re… then that means…”

As if that’s his cue, tires squeal in the near distance. Like, from the dining room. An engine roars—more like squeaks—and Ireland’s pink ride-on car slides into the hallway, skidding to a halt before us.

Carter struggles to get out of it, hiking one hairy leg over the door, the other jammed beneath the steering wheel. “Ow, fuck, shit,” he mutters, then seems to reconsider, or maybe he just accepts his fate. He stops fighting with the car and lets his leg hang over the door, his leather miniskirt riding dangerously high up his thigh. Beneath his pink cardigan the words A LITTLE BIT DRAMATIC stretch across his skintight white T-shirt, and I’ve never seen anything quite so accurate as he flips his long blonde wig over his shoulder and says, “Get in, losers, we’re going shopping.”

Abel looks Carter over with so much curiosity, but it’s the absence of all surprise that does me in. Instead, his gaze slowly slides away, and he spins into my side, tugging on my hand. “Can we leave Uncle Carter here and go trick-or-treating without him?”

We don’t, of course, even though Olivia insists it’s a wonderful idea.

Instead, we head out twenty minutes later, after a photo shoot on the front porch, with our entire crew in tow. Instead, we have to deal with every single person we meet on the street who wants a picture of their favorite Vancouver Vipers dressed up as Mean Girls. Instead, we’re subjected to an hour of Carter’s nonstop gloating after a stranger remarks that their costumes are more iconic than the movie itself. And perhaps worst of all? We have to sit through two rounds of Karaoke with Carter after we’re done trick-or-treating, all because Abel, Lily, and Connor said I’m not tired yet.

And when it’s all over, and Emmett and I sit at the kitchen island while Abel talks with Catharine on FaceTime, I’m certain I wouldn’t change a minute of it.

“And then she, um, she said, ‘A dinosaur? I scared of dinosaurs!’ and I went like this, I went, roar!” Abel makes claws with his hands, roaring as loud as he can, teeth bared as he tells Catharine about the old lady down the street who pretended she thought Abel was a real dinosaur. He shrugs. “But then I say, ‘It’s okay. I not a weal dinosaur. I just pwetending.’ ”

Catharine laughs, and it makes me smile, the way it always does these days, because it’s so much lighter than anything I’d ever heard from her while she was still living in Vancouver. “I’m so glad you had such a great time trick-or-treating. You know, I’ve never been.”

“What?” I lean into the frame, a look of what must be pure horror on my face. “That can’t be true.”

“We had to abstain from all appearances of evil, Cara,” she tells me very matter-of-factly, then sighs. “Even then, most of my friends’ parents still let them dress up and trick-or-treat.”

“Oh my God. This is new information. Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Okay, it’s okay.” I flap my hands, not sure how to process this. I snap my fingers at Emmett. “Baby, my ideas book. Please.”

He opens the drawer that used to be filled with sex toys, now filled only with various notebooks to record my brilliant ideas whenever the mood strikes. He finds the purple one titled Parties and tosses it across the counter to me, along with a pen. “You’ve brought this on yourself, Cat.”

I point my pen at her before scrawling in the notebook, Cat’s 1st Halloween, underlining it twice. “Next Halloween. Next Halloween, you’re coming down and you’re trick-or-treating with us. Who’s your favorite Disney princess? Oooh, or villain. Favorite animal? A cat would be cute, ’cause, Cat. Oh, wait, you love to read, a bookworm would be ironic…” I cackle quietly, though one could possibly perceive it to be a wee bit on the maniacal side, and hold up my notebook, showing Catharine the doodle of herself I just completed. I point to the devil horns on her head. “Get it?”

She snorts a laugh so loud, so fun, I can’t help but grin.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a year to plan this. It’ll be spectacular.”

“I’m scared.”

“You should be.” Closing my notebook, I smile down at Abel as he yawns, reaching for Emmett. “We should get you off to bed, huh?”

He nods, laying his head on Emmett’s shoulder before giving Catharine a sleepy, heartbreaking smile. “I love you, Catharine.”

“I love you too, little man,” she tells him, and when Emmett starts up the stairs with him, she wipes a tear from her eye.

“You okay?”

She nods, sniffling. “I am, truly.”

And I don’t doubt that. It’s only been two months since Catharine moved to Kelowna and started school, but she’s flourished so much. She spent most of the summer panicking about truly being on her own for the first time and whether she could handle it, but when we took the long weekend to drive up there with her and help her get moved in, every anxious thought she’d had vanished. Watching her step out of the car and look up at her future was like watching someone take their first breath.

She FaceTimes with Abel once a week, and she came down over Thanksgiving and spent the long weekend with us. She works, she studies, and she spends all of her free time reading and writing, and she’s happy. What a privilege it is to be able to see her reach out and take control of her happiness.

“Hey.” I wait for her gaze to come back to mine, and I smile. “You’re doing it.”

Her smile is tentative, like she has to give herself permission to admit it first, but once it starts, it explodes like sunshine across her face. “Yeah. Yeah, I am.” She’s quiet for a moment, lost in thought. “Hey, Cara? Thank you.”

“For what?”

She pulls her lower lip between her teeth, searching for the answer. When she finds it, she smiles, those beautiful green eyes she passed on to Abel shining with gratitude. “Peace. Abel has a home he feels safe in, with people he feels safe with. He’s loved, he’s learning, and he’s happy. And that brings me a peace I never thought I’d find. Thank you.”

I wish I could find the words to describe it, the feeling that moves through me as I weep quietly in the dark kitchen after Catharine and I hang up, hugging Abel’s dinosaur costume to my chest while the laughter of my husband and son bounces quietly off the walls above me.

It feels like I’m wading out to sea again for the first time in ages, since the last time I was here, when I nearly didn’t make it. It feels like standing on the shore in the middle of a thunderstorm, watching the angry waves toss and turn. Except this time, I turn my face toward the sky, I close my eyes, and I breathe it in. The fresh air, the renewed strength. I breathe out what no longer serves me, and I breathe in the knowledge that what’s meant to be will find me, one way or another, in this life or the next.

And when I open my eyes, the storm wanes. The rain slows to a patter until all that’s left of it is what clings to the salty air. The clouds part, and the sunshine reflects off those lingering droplets, splashing a rainbow across the sky as the waves die down, until they’re nothing but the gentle lap of the water kissing my toes.

It feels like putting one foot in front of the other, slow but certain, knowing that I am strong enough to survive anything this life lays at my feet, because I have survived what was meant to break me beyond repair.

It feels like water surrounding me in a warm embrace as I step deeper.

It feels like facing my fears as I dive headfirst into the water.

And when I emerge, taking that first breath, so deep it revitalizes every inch of me, it feels like healing.

It feels like loving myself enough to choose healing.

When I finally find myself outside of Abel’s room, peering in on my two favorite boys snuggled up in the window beneath the stars, there are only three things I am certain of.

First, that healing begins with forgiving myself. For the love I denied myself, for the worth I tossed away, for not showing up for myself on the days I needed myself most.

Second, that I would do it all over again if it meant ending up exactly where I am right now.

And finally, that my worth has never, not once, and no matter how much I believed it to be, been tied to my ability to reproduce. My body is a temple. My heart is good and full. My brain is powerful and magnificent. And me? I am fierce. Capable. Worthy.

I’m fucking priceless.

Emmett carefully rises from the window, Abel clutched to his chest. It’s the never-ending love that shines in his eyes that nearly knocks me to my knees as he gently tucks Abel into bed, sifting his fingers through those copper waves. He brings Abel’s hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss to his palm and whispering, “If you and your mama were the only stars in my sky, that would be all I needed.”

He turns toward the door, pausing when he catches me, a wide grin spreading across his face. He’s silent as he ambles over, and my heart flutters the same way it always has. I back up one step, then another, and Emmett reaches out, fingers gently wrapping around my throat, hauling me back to him.

“Hi, Mama,” he whispers, the words pressed against my lips as he pries them open, slipping his tongue inside.

“Hi, Daddy.”

He groans, dropping his head to my shoulder. “No. You can’t. Not Daddy. You know what it does to me.”

Tossing my arms over his shoulders, I let him hoist me up, his hands squeezing my ass as he carries me to our room. I nip his earlobe. “What does it do to you, Daddy?”

He drops me on the bed, holding my stare as he slides his belt off. “Makes me wanna mark you. Own you. Fuck you.” He lifts one shoulder. “Makes me wanna marry you all over again, truth be told.”

“I’ll need at least a year to plan that.”

He forces a sigh as he crawls over me. “I guess loving you will have to do until then.”

My palms glide over his back, guiding his shirt over his head. “I knew you’d be such a dangerous DILF.”

“Have you considered that it was my costume tonight? Maybe that’s why you’re so horny.”

I bite back my laughter. “You guys are so secure in your manhood. Nothing has ever been a bigger turn-on.”

“I knew it,” he murmurs, mouth dipping to claim mine. “I can put my spandex suit back on if you give me a minute to wiggle into it.”

“Aw, but then the Pussy Pounder Five Thousand would be all cooped up in there.” I slide my hand into his pants, palming his thick cock as he hisses. “And don’t you think he’d rather be somewhere else?”

A throaty hum rumbles from his chest, and suddenly one of my wrists is cuffed to the bed and Emmett’s ditching my pants on the floor, working my panties down my thighs. “I can think of at least three somewhere elses he’d rather be.” He spreads my legs wide, grinning as he runs the tip of his finger through my wet pussy. “Let’s start with this greedy cunt.”

But he doesn’t just start with it. He starts, he finishes, goes back for round two, and then round three after a detour in my mouth. He fucks me, over and over, until his cum is seeping out of me, soaking the sheets beneath us, and then? Then he dips his mouth, fucking his cum back into me with his glorious tongue before he licks me clean, leaving me a quivering, sweat-soaked mess as he collapses beside me.

Emmett traces the letters inked on my upper thigh, smooths the bite mark he left around his favorite four-letter word somewhere between rounds one and two. “Do you ever think about the what-ifs?” he asks softly.

“What if it worked?”

He nods. “Sometimes it keeps me up at night, thinking about how we got here. How we spent so long fighting for something, begging for the outcome we dreamed of, breaking ourselves along the way. I was furious with life for taking something from us, but then… then life gave us Abel. A love we fought for. A love we begged for. A love we needed.” Emmett wraps his arms around me, pulling me against him. “We needed Abel. And he needed us. I guess… I guess that’s the what-if I think about. What if it had worked when we wanted it to, and we didn’t have Abel?”

“It’s weird, isn’t it? To be almost… grateful, in a sense.” Make no mistake: It is a battle I wouldn’t wish on anyone, an everlasting grief that’s etched itself so deeply inside me, forced me to say goodbye to who I was and welcome a new me, even if it was the last thing I wanted to do. And yet… “I wouldn’t change it. It gave us Abel, and Abel, he…” My eyes flutter closed, and I shake my head. “I knew it would be a different kind of love, you know? Different than loving my friends, or even you. But nothing could have prepared me for how powerful it is, the love between a parent and a child.”

Emmett pulls my hand to his chest, lays it over the gentle thrum of the heartbeat that lives below. “Nothing could have prepared me for how healing it is, to love someone so pure, so innocent, the way I wanted to be loved when I was a kid.”

I lift my hand to his jaw, guiding his gaze down to mine. “You deserved to be loved the way you love Abel. You deserved every ounce of patience you give him, all the encouragement, the safety to be yourself without fear of abandonment.”

A silent tear slips free, rolling down his temple. “I know. And I know now how easy it is to love a child like that, even on the hardest days.”

I press a kiss to his open palm before clutching it at my chest, choosing to just exist in this moment, the peaceful stillness that comes with these quiet truths we trade late at night.

“Have you given any more thought to what you’d like to do with your embryo?” Emmett asks after a few minutes.

I expect the tight pull of my shoulders, the swelling pain in my chest, the squeeze of my throat. I expect the rush of anxiety, ready to hit like a tsunami, to drag me under. It’s why I gave myself permission a month ago not to rush when the clinic notified us that they would be closing, and they asked us what we’d like them to do with our last frozen embryo.

And yet when Emmett gently broaches the subject for the first time in weeks… none of it comes.

“We don’t have to use it,” he reminds me like he did when we went over our options: move it to a new clinic so we can use it in the future, dispose of it—a term I hate, for some reason—or donate it. “And if you’re not sure, we can always move it and decide later on.” His fingertips touch my chin, bringing my eyes to his. “I want you to know that watching you become a mother has been the single most beautiful thing I’ve witnessed in this lifetime. And because I am blessed to share a lifetime with you, I have witnessed many, many beautiful things.”

I hum a laugh, nuzzling my cheek into the palm of his hand. “So true. So blessed.”

Emmett chuckles, the sound so hearty, so warm, I feel it right down to the tips of my toes. His fingertips drift down the slope of my nose, sweep over my cheekbones, trace the shape of my lips. “Love isn’t easy. It’s cracking yourself wide open when you’re terrified to do so, just so someone can know the deepest, darkest parts of you. It’s recognizing your faults so you can grow as a person and grow together. It’s choosing to have the hard conversations instead of taking the easy way out, fighting to be together even when the fight is exhausting. It’s a choice you have to make every day, a mountain you climb together. Love isn’t easy. It’s not supposed to be. But loving you, firefly? Loving you is the easiest choice I’ve ever made, and I’ll choose you for the rest of my tomorrows.”

“And after that too?”

He presses his smile to mine, and I’m sure of the answer before he breathes the promise into me.

“And after that too.”

Two months later, New Year’s Day

“You guys didn’t have to come with me.”

“I could always use a little girl time. I’m stuck with the boys far too often.” Lennon swipes a handful of French fries through her Frosty, then stuffs them in her mouth. “Pwus, you took us thwu da Wendy’s dwive-thwu.”

My gaze flicks to the soft swell of her belly as she rides in my passenger seat, and I smile. “I know better than to deprive my pregnant friends of cravings.”

“What’s the science behind hot, salty French fries and cold chocolate ice cream, anyway?” Jennie mumbles. “They shouldn’t go together, but they do.” She drops her head back, a gob of Frosty dripping from her fries, landing on her waiting tongue. “You know what? I don’t care.” She tosses the fries in her mouth, humming happily. “I wish I got twee of dem.”

Oh, yeah, Jennie’s pregnant too.

With the exact same due date as Lennon.

You can imagine what the rest of us have been dealing with between Jaxon and Garrett and the competition they’ve turned their wives’ pregnancies into.

“We’re gonna get rid of the evidence, right?” Olivia tosses the last of her food in her mouth before balling up the garbage. “If Cawta sees dis, I’ll neva hear da end of dis.”

Rosie nods, mouth full as she grabs everyone’s garbage and shoves it inside a dog poop bag she pulls from her purse. “Adam give me dat wook, wike he’s not mad”—she swallows—“just disappointed he didn’t get one too.”

I snort a laugh as I pull into my garage and cut the engine. Olivia and Rosie aren’t pregnant, just tired of having to share their nursing snacks with their huge-appetite husbands. “Your secret is safe with me,” I say as Rosie stuffs the evidence into my garbage can.

Jennie holds up her fries and Frosty. “Last chance, Care.”

My nose wrinkles. “No thanks. My stomach’s still not right after last night.”

It’s New Year’s Day, and Emmett’s birthday, which means last night was New Year’s Eve. We spent it at Carter and Olivia’s, like we do every year, but this one looked a little bit different. It was just us, five couples and our kids—dogs and cats included—and somehow as equally chaotic as every New Year’s Eve party we’ve had before. We made homemade pizzas around the kitchen island and sang karaoke until both the batteries and the cord for the microphone went mysteriously missing. We moved all the furniture out of the living room and covered the floor with pillows and blankets, and shared our favorite snacks as we sprawled out together and talked through one movie, before the kids and the girls fell asleep minutes into the second one. And when I woke up at midnight, it was with my son curled into my side, and my husband brushing his thumb over my cheekbone, gently coaxing me awake so he could give me my midnight kiss.

I’m not cut out for wild nights anymore, but I don’t think I mind. What I do mind, however, is that the packet of M&M’s and Skittles that I mixed together and gorged on hasn’t been sitting right with my stomach in the nearly twenty-four hours since.

I sigh, stuffing Emmett’s birthday cake into the garage fridge. My mind’s a mess, hence why I had to run out and pick up his cake today after begging the bakery to open for me on a holiday, because I forgot to pick it up yesterday afternoon like I was supposed to. I blame the hormones. I forgot how much those injections fucked with my mood, my head, and, well, everything. Thank God I only had to take them for the twelve days leading up to our frozen embryo transfer, but the progesterone suppositories I’ve been essentially rocket-launching up my pussy every morning while I wait to find out if the transfer took this time hasn’t helped either.

For example, the nurse at our new fertility clinic was kind enough to offer to call Emmett with my blood test results, explaining that most preferred to hear any negative news from their partner, rather than a nurse. I wholeheartedly agreed but forgot to tell Emmett that they were closing early yesterday, and I think the nurses did too, because suddenly they were closed, and they’d forgotten to call Emmett with my results, and now I’m stuck taking this god-awful progesterone until the clinic reopens tomorrow.

Holiday brain fog and fertility treatment brain fog are a lethal combination.

I climb the steps in the garage, pausing with my hand on the doorknob.

Olivia cocks her head. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know…” I frown, trying to pinpoint exactly what it is that has me suddenly on edge. “Do you hear that?”

The girls point their ears toward the door, brows furrowed as they shake their heads.

“No,” Jennie says.

“Nope,” Rosie confirms.

“I don’t hear anything,” Lennon offers.

Olivia shrugs. “Same, I don’t hear—ohmyfuckingfuckidonthearanything.” Her eyes widen, and she pushes past me. “No, no, no.”

I shove her out of the way as she barrels through the door and into my hallway, screaming after her husband, who is—statistically and historically speaking—always the ringleader in these types of situations.

“Emmett? Emmett, where are you? Carter Beckett, you better not have convinced my mature husband to—Oh. My. God.” I skid to a stop at the bottom of my stairs, quivering hand over my mouth. “What is this?” I look at the mattresses. Yes, the mattresses. Four of them, to be exact, lying on top of my staircase. And at the bottom of my staircase? A pyramid, at least eight feet tall, made entirely of red Solo cups. “What the fuck is this?”

“Swear jar, Mama!” Abel yells from the top of the stairs, pointing at me.

My gaze goes to the men behind him. The grown men, all wearing the custom Snuggies I got them for Christmas, each with their wife’s face plastered all over them. In any other scenario, it’d be hilarious, but in this scenario… in this scenario, these five grown men grin down at me, beaming with absolute motherfucking pride, like they’ve had the most brilliant idea.

“Human bowling,” Emmett shares excitedly.

“Human decline bowling,” Carter corrects, gesturing at the slide.

Oh, the humans are declining, all right.

My brows rise, slowly but so fucking high. My arms cross over my chest, and don’t ask me how I know, but I am 100 percent certain that Olivia’s hip juts, even though I can’t see it.

Carter swallows. “Decline, because of the stairs,” he whispers. “And human, because of the, uh… humans. Maybe it’ll… maybe it’ll help if you guys see it. You’re just… you’re just not seeing the vision. Right?” He looks to the kids. “Should I show them the vision?”

“No,” Olivia says.

“Yes,” Ireland insists, eyes alight with mischief.

Carter straps his hockey helmet to his head while the other four slowly peel theirs off, like they’ve suddenly remembered that they know better.

“It’s simple, really.” Carter gets onto the first mattress. “You just lay face-down on the mattress, like so… and then… Emmett? Can you do the honors?”

Emmett doesn’t take his terrified gaze off me as he slowly steps forward. Carefully, he gives Carter a nudge, and the six-foot-four hockey captain and dad of three shouts out a “Wahoo!” as he goes sliding down the stairs from one mattress to the next, until he collides with the pyramid of cups at the bottom. He looks back at the damage as the cups scatter in my entryway, and his face falls.

“Aw, dangit. Missed one.” He starts climbing back up the mattresses. “Em, send me again. I gotta hit that last—”

“My God.” I throw my hands in the air, along with all rational and logical reasoning. “Will the fuckery never end?”

“Sorry, baby,” Emmett whispers, hanging his head.

“Sorry, Care,” Adam, Garrett, and Jaxon mumble together.

“I love you,” Carter tries, terrified gaze wobbling, throat bobbing as he clings to a mattress halfway up, like he’s too afraid to move. “I love you. You’re so… and then… and I mean…” A swallow. “I love you.”

“And you.” I grip his ankle, dragging him down the mattress contraption as he squeals. “Why are you always at the scene of the crime?”

Carter clambers to his feet, brushing himself off. “In my defense”—he holds up a finger, and I’d love to know where he found the balls to try an excuse with me—“I was left unsupervised. So.” He shrugs, then waggles his fingers around me and the girls. “That’s on you.”

I pin my arms across my chest. “Oh, is that so?”

Olivia fists her hips, brows arched. “Pardon me?”

“I… I…” Carter looks back at Emmett. “Emmett?”

“Uh… let’s…” His eyes light, and he starts hoisting the mattresses, heaving them down the upstairs hallway before he follows the kids down the stairs. “Let’s go into the living room!”

“I need a drink,” I mutter, making my way down the hall ahead of the others. I stop at the edge of the living room, frowning at the stunning flowers sitting in a vase on the table, the pink and blue balloons floating next to them. “Did I get those?” I murmur to myself. “I must be losing my mind. Does anyone else need a dr—” I stop short as I twist around, finding my family gathered behind me.

Waiting.

Watching.

Smiling.

“What’s… what’s going on?”

Abel tugs on Emmett’s hand. “Now, Daddy?”

Emmett nods, happy, tearful gaze fixed on me, and my heartbeat thunders.

Abel rushes past me, into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a piece of paper. He grins, bouncing on his toes. “I painted this for you, Mommy.”

“Thank you, baby. That’s so thoughtful.” I take the picture from his tiny hands, grinning down at the colorful painting, the rainbow splashed above us. “Is this our family?”

Abel nods, pointing at the people. “This is you. And this is Daddy. And this is me.”

I point at the small person next to Abel. “And who’s this?”

“Oh, that’s easy.” He beams up at me, patting his chest proudly. “I’m gonna be a big brother. That’s my baby brother or sister.”

My gaze flips to Emmett. Tracks the tears streaming down his face. Slides to the people in this world I love most, each and every one of them losing their fight with their tears. Back to Emmett, and I shake my head. “No,” I whisper. “No way.”

But Emmett just grins. Ambles over to me. Takes my face in his capable hands. And says yes.

“You’re pregnant, Cara.”

And all those Skittles and M&M’s that have been sitting like lead in my stomach since last night? They choose this moment to make their reappearance, painting the kitchen sink as I promptly empty the contents of my stomach into it.

“Huh,” Carter murmurs from somewhere behind me. “That’s one way to taste the rainbow.”
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Epilogue OOPS Emmett

Seven and a half years later

THERE ARE CERTAIN PHRASES WE find ourselves repeating often. Words that seem to leave our mouths day after day, until they become a part of us, embedded in the fabric of our lives.

For me, those five words are simple, each time just as damning as the last, if not perhaps more.

“Cara’s gonna fucking kill us.”

Carter rolls his eyes, scoffing. “Psssh. I can handle Cara.”

Garrett guffaws.

Jaxon shakes his head.

Adam runs his hands down his tired face. “As delusional as he is pretty.”

Carter grins. “So you admit it. You think I’m pretty.”

“You were okay,” I mutter. “And then you started going gray.”

Carter gasps, slapping my hand away when I poke at the silvery strands peppered into all the brown around his temples. “How dare you. Ollie loves my salt-and-pepper sprinkles. She says they make me look distinguished.” He smooths his hands over his hair, strokes his beard, trimmed and tidy now that we’re a week out of the playoffs, but nothing can stop those silver strands from shining in the sun. “Right, Ollie girl?” he shouts across the yard. “Doesn’t my salt and pepper make me look distinguished?”

She rolls her eyes, the same ones that bulge when she sees what we’re doing. “Cara’s gonna kill you!”

“I can handle Cara!” Carter shouts back. He twists back to us, eyes wide with fear. “I can’t handle Cara. Not anymore. I fear she’s only gotten more powerful with age.” So true. “Someone else is gonna need to take the fall for this one.”

“Emmett’s the reasonable choice,” Garrett offers.

Jaxon nods. “You’re her husband. She has to love you.”

Adam shakes his head, scratching his fingers through the scruff on his jaw. “She threatens to replace him far too often.”

“Adam’s right,” I agree. “He has to take the fall for this.”

“What? No. No, that’s not what I meant. I meant—”

“Yes, brilliant, Emmett!” Carter claps his hands together. “She never stays mad at Adam.”

Adam groans, looking up at the sky as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “For fuck’s sake. Fine, I’ll take the fall. But you know what? She’ll never believe it.” He points an aggressive finger at Carter. “She knows who’s responsible for the shenanigans.”

“Oh, here we go.” Carter stops what he’s doing, throwing his hands in the air. “I’m so tired of you guys acting all high and mighty. As if—”

“Whose idea was human decline bowling?” I ask, folding my arms over my chest.

“Okay, well, that’s—”

“Who popped the bouncy castle at Ireland’s first birthday party?” Jaxon asks.

“No, but that’s—”

“Whose fault is it there was pony shit on the floor at Ireland’s first birthday party?” Garrett adds.

“Oh, so now I’m responsible for an animal’s bowel movements?”

“Who outed his wife as pregnant at their wedding when the literal only rule he had was to keep his mouth shut?”

“Slander!” Carter hollers, busying himself with his task again. “This is vicious slander!”

“Slander is the act of makin’ false and damagin’ statements about a person,” a loud voice calls nonchalantly from across the backyard, and my six-year-old daughter shifts her heart-shaped sunglasses down her nose, sipping her pink drink. “Are they saying false things about you, Uncle Carter?”

“Well, maybe not false, but definitely damaging.”

“Then it’s not slander, Uncle Carter.” She would know; it was her word of the day two weeks ago.

Carter chucks his tools to the ground, arms overhead again. “Lana! Help me out here!”

“I’d love to, but I’m busy.” She shifts her sunglasses back up her nose, slurps loudly at her drink, and holy fucking shit, she is a carbon copy of her mother.

Lana Olivia Brodie showed up nearly two weeks late on a Thursday morning in September, named after both Mémère and her auntie.

Cara sobbed uncontrollably when she heard our girl’s first cry, and even more so, somehow, when she was placed on her chest. When she was able to speak again, she pressed her forehead to Lana’s and said softly, “Always late but worth the wait.” Still, somehow, it was nothing compared to the way she wept when Abel walked into the hospital room an hour later with a stuffed dinosaur for his sister and a bouquet of flowers for his mom, and whispered I’m so lucky you’re my Lana as he laid his small hand over her belly. That one really wrecked my wife.

All right, maybe we were both wrecked.

Speaking of my wife: “Hurry up, Carter. We only have, like, an hour to get this thing set up, played on, and put back away before Cara’s back from work.”

Carter huffs. “Look, I’m just saying, if she didn’t want us to find it, she wouldn’t have hidden it at Adam and Rosie’s house.”

“Yes, she would’ve!” Rosie calls from the steps of the pool where she’s watching Lily and Iris splash in the water. “She said we were the most mature, and therefore the most trustworthy.” She shakes her head. “Adam, she’s going to be so disappointed in you!”

Jaxon looks at Lennon. “Honey?”

“Cara’s never once used the words mature or trustworthy to describe you.”

Garrett’s gaze finds Jennie. “Sunshine?”

She holds up a thumb. “You’re good!”

I smile at Adam as Carter hands me a power cord and the blower it’s attached to. “Sounds like you’re the only one who’s fucked, buddy.”

Another groan from Adam, and I wait as Carter hands each of them a corner of the nylon material, the four of them spreading it out across the grass.

I plug the power cord in and crouch by the blower. “Ready?”

The boys step back.

Carter smiles. “Ready.”

I hit the switch, and the bouncy castle springs to life, inflating before our eyes, until it’s towering above us, and maybe the house. Shrieks fill the yard—kind of the way this giant fucking bouncy castle seems to fill every last spare inch of Adam’s yard—as the kids bound over, all eleven of them nearly as excited as their fathers.

I am a little bit scared, though. “I don’t remember it being this big.” I gulp. “Will Cara see it from the street?”

“Don’t be a baby,” Carter says, rubbing his hands together. Ireland runs toward him, and he puts his hand out, stopping her. “Ah-ah. Daddies first. Auntie Cara never lets us play on this.”

It’s true. Every year, we celebrate the anniversary of Adam and Rosie’s camp with a huge fundraiser that Cara plans. And every year, we’re not allowed anywhere near the bouncy castle.

Until Adam accidentally let it slip that Cara needed a temporary storage space for it, and had chosen his garage. He’d barely finished the sentence before Carter, Garrett, Jaxon, and I were sprinting into the house and through the garage door.

“Daddy?”

I pause in my climb onto the bouncy castle, glancing back at Lana. “Yes, angel?”

“You’re gonna be in trouble with Mommy.”

I chuckle, hardly anxious. “Mommy doesn’t scare me.” I wipe the sweat from my brow. “Daddy’s gonna be quick, ’kay? I’m just gonna play for a bit, and we’ll put it away before Mommy gets home.”

“Whatever you say.”

The five of us climb aboard, walking to the center of the industrial-sized bouncy castle. Almost like we don’t know what to do, we stand there, just looking at each other.

“Carter.” Adam rubs his forehead. “I’m sorry, but I feel compelled to ask—”

“No forks, I swear.” He turns his pockets inside out, and an Oreo falls out. “Whoops, forgot you were in there, sweet girl.”

I roll my eyes as he pops the cookie in his mouth, and when he’s done, he starts a slow bounce. No air at first, like he’s testing it out. We follow suit, snickering as we get going a little faster, until Olivia yells out, “For the love of God, if you’re gonna do it, do it! Quit being babies about it!”

And so we do. We propel ourselves through the air, bounce ourselves off the walls, and launch ourselves down the slides. We laugh and scream and the kids decide they’re tired of waiting for their turn.

“Dad!” Abel stands below me, grinning up at me in a way that still makes my heart pound, even all these years later. He lifts up little Emmie, Garrett and Jennie’s daughter, and our group’s youngest. “Can we jump with you?”

I scoop up Emmie, and Garrett reaches his hand out to his son, Theo, helping him up. Lily helps Iris up, and Ireland and Connor help Dylan—Jaxon and Lennon’s daughter—up before they climb up too. Hunter and Brodie battle it out, and Lana pushes her way between them, beating them up the bouncy castle. I pass Emmie to Garrett, and hold my hand out to my son.

Abel smiles, placing his hand in mine, the same way he did all those years ago, and I help him up. “Thanks, Dad,” he says, jumping into the air, doing a flip along his way back down. “P.S. Mom is totally gonna kill you for this.”

“You think so? Maybe she’ll go easy on me just this once.”

“Maybe,” he says with a laugh.

“Or maybe not,” another voice finishes.

And I stop jumping.

Carter stops jumping, then Garrett, Jaxon, and Adam. The kids, all of them.

“Ooooh,” Lennon coos.

“Someone’s in troubleee,” Jennie adds.

“Carter,” my wife says. “Unsurprised to see you here. Garrett and Jaxon, interesting choice from you boys…. And Adam.” She laughs, low and scary. “Sweet, angel baby Adam. I trusted you, Adam.”

“I’m so sorry,” he tells her, hanging his head.

I hang my head too. Keep my back turned, and my eyes on my feet. I don’t move a muscle, like somehow, if I’m careful—

“Emmett, just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I can’t see you.”

Dammit.

Heaving a sigh, I turn around. An inch at a time, with my head down low. When I stop in front of Cara, she’s checking the time on her phone.

“Oh, good. You’re here.” She grins at me, and let me tell you this: I may be in a fuckton of trouble. My wife may be more pissed at me than she’s ever been. I may spend the next year, or more, groveling for forgiveness. But holy fucking shit, this woman has been smiling at me for nearly twelve years now, and the sight is still powerful enough to bring me to my knees.

She lifts a brow, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. “Having fun?”

Heat floods my cheeks. “Yeees?”

“Mmm.” She looks around the yard and sighs, dropping her purse, pulling off her heels. My jaw drops as she reaches for me. “I wanna have fun too.”

A grin explodes across my face, and I hop off the bouncy castle, grabbing my wife around the legs, tossing her over my shoulders as she giggles. When I climb back on, dropping her to her feet, everyone erupts with cheers, and the rest of the girls dash over, joining us.

I wind an arm around Cara’s waist as our family shrieks with laughter around us, and I pull her against my chest. “I love you,” I tell her, pressing my lips to hers.

“I’m so lucky you’re my best friend,” she whispers, threading her fingers through my hair.

“And I’m so lucky you’re mine.”



I’VE SPENT A LOT OF time over the years focusing on a phrase I hear too often, one that’s not indicative of how much trouble I’m about to be in with my life. Everything happens for a reason.

Listen, I’ve had this phrase thrown at me too many times to count, and I can’t think of a single time it’s ever actually comforted me rather than pissed me off.

But sometimes, on days like today when I’m sitting next to the best friends a person could ask for, staring out at family that just seemed to appear one day, I can’t help but think back on those words, wonder if it’s possible… if maybe they’re a little—just sometimes—rooted in truth.

Don’t get me wrong: There’s nothing worse than hearing those five words during the hardest moment of your life.

And yet it is fucking devastating for me to look out at my family, at Abel, the most resilient, compassionate boy, and Lana, the fiercest, bravest girl, and acknowledge that Cara and I wouldn’t have them if we’d been given everything we’d wished for when we’d wished for it.

That if my parents had loved me better, I might not have pushed so hard at hockey, at a chance to leave.

That if I hadn’t left, I wouldn’t have found my home all the way out here in Vancouver.

That I wouldn’t have learned how to communicate, how to fight for what I want, and the people I love. How to be the dad I needed, but the one I deserved too.

That I wouldn’t have found the love of my life, and the people who make everything worth it.

That this family, as it stands right here today, only exists because of the years of heartache that came first. The fight. The tears, and every single grueling step.

So maybe… maybe it can be both. Maybe things can happen and fucking suck and hurt and tear you apart from the inside out. And maybe, sometimes, there can still be a reason for it all. To force change so you can finally heal, so you can be the one who steps up and breaks the cycle, so you can help others navigate the waves when they’re fresh.

Maybe the reason is what’s lying on the other side. The clarity that comes one day, when the fog lifts and you realize you survived something you were so certain you wouldn’t. The gentle love you finally give yourself after being deprived for so long, the affirmations you finally feed yourself, the same ones you actually believe after finally—fucking finally—putting your foot down, refusing to give a voice to the cruel thoughts in your head that try harder than anyone to tear you down.

I don’t know, but I do know this: It wasn’t for nothing.

I lean back in my chair, staring out at my gorgeous family, all the kids and the wives spread out on an oversized picnic blanket on the grass. “Do you think everybody finds this?” I ask quietly.

Carter looks at me. “What’s that?”

“This. What we have. What we found in each other.”

The boys are quiet as they watch their wives and kids. As they look at each other.

“No,” Carter finally answers, “I don’t. And that’s devastating.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you guys,” Adam admits.

“Or where I’d be,” Garrett adds.

“Or who I’d be.” Jaxon rests his elbows on his knees. “Don’t think I found myself until I found you guys.”

“Yeah.” I look down, nodding. “This is the version of me that I love, this one I found with you guys by my side.”

Somebody sniffles, followed by another, and then another.

“All right.” Carter climbs to his feet, gesturing at himself. “Let’s go. Bring it in. Group hug.”

Jaxon groans, and I grip his shirt, hauling him to his feet along with me.

“You think you’d be used to these by now,” I murmur as the five of us wrap our arms around each other.

“I think he secretly likes them,” Adam says.

“Secretly?” Garrett snorts a laugh. “He’s always the last to let go.”

“No,” I say. “That’s Carter.”

“Oh, well, fuck me and Jaxon for being secure enough in our masculinity to want to cling to our friends a little bit longer,” Carter argues.

Jaxon sighs. “I didn’t say that.”

“Shhh. It’s okay, Jaxon. Just cling.”

Another sigh, and he squeezes a little tighter. We all do.

Because the truth is, friends like these, this family we’ve found, built from the ground up, fought for every step of the way… they’ll save you every damn time. And that? That is something I will always cling to.

I was unstoppable before them. With them, I’m indestructible.

“I hope we find each other in every lifetime.”

“Ewww, they’re doing it again!” Ireland calls just before we break apart.

Lana makes a face as we settle back in our seats. “Don’t you guys ever have anything better to do than hugging?”

“No!” Carter hollers back, folding his arms behind his head. “We just retired! Now we have even more time for hugging!”

“Lana? Hey, Laaana?” Hunter climbs out of the garden where he’s been digging with Brodie, Theo, and Iris. He’s got dirt smeared across his cheek, his hands behind his back, and trouble in his dark green eyes as he slowly approaches my daughter. “Wanna see the worm I found? Laaanaaa.”

“Gross, Hunter, get it away from me! How many times I gotta tell you?” Lana stands, shoving him away, placing her hands on her hips as she scowls at him. “I don’t like bugs.”

“But they like yooou. C’mere, Lana.” He holds the worm out, making smooching sounds. “Don’t you wanna kiss him?”

“Ew! Get that thing away from me! Mom! Dad! Uncle Carter! Hunter’s annoyin’ me again!”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“Am not!”

“Urrrgh!” Lana stomps her foot, hands on her hips. “I can’t stand you, Hunter Beckett!”

“Hunter Beckett!” Olivia hollers from across the yard. “Leave her alone!”

Hunter flashes her a toothy smile, pulling in his dimples. “Yes, Mommy!” He turns that conniving grin back on my daughter. “Yeah, well, you better get used to me annoyin’ you. My daddy annoys my mommy every single day, and they’re married. You know what that means? It means I’m gonna marry you one day.”

Lana rolls her eyes. “As if I would ever marry you.” She sticks her finger in her mouth and pretends to gag. “Vomitrocious.”

“Oh, fuck.” I chuckle quietly, rubbing the back of my neck as I glance at the guys, all watching with intrigue, even though this is a fairly normal occurrence between Lana and Hunter. Kids can’t seem to get along no matter how hard we try to make them. “It’s her word of the day. Can’t believe she managed to use it, and accurately too.”

“You wanna bet?” Hunter crosses his arms over his chest. “Five bucks says you’ll lose, Lana Brodie.”

Lana holds out her hand. “Double or nothin’, Hunter Beckett.”

“Well, then,” I murmur as the two of them shake hands.

“That escalated quickly,” Carter adds. He snickers. “Imagine? A Brodie and a Beckett?”

“No fucking way,” the two of us mutter.

“I’m gonna take all your money,” Lana taunts, getting right in his face as she sticks out her tongue at him,

“That’s my girl!” Cara hollers. “Take him for all he’s got, baby!”

Hunter just grins that signature Beckett grin, like he knows something the rest of us don’t. Then, he leans forward, and the little shit presses a loud smooch right on my daughter’s surprised mouth.

Not as loud as the sound of her fist hitting his cheek, though, as she sends him ass first into the grass, Olivia screaming about consent as she rushes toward them, while Cara gives our daughter a standing ovation, complete with whistling and the kind of language she usually reserves for the arena.

“Uh-oh,” Adam mumbles.

“Ouch,” Jaxon whistles.

“Nailed him,” Garrett says.

Carter and I glance at each other, rubbing the backs of our necks as we chuckle, maybe a bit anxiously. He tucks his hands in his pockets. I rock back on my heels. We clear our throats, and then whisper the same word.

“Oops.”
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