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“Holy dip on a carrot, I did it!” I squeal softly to myself as I finish the edits on the last line of my thesis and click save nineteen times. After nearly three months of killing myself and creeping into this hospital cafeteria to work because I couldn’t seem to write this godforsaken paper anywhere else, I have finally completed my master’s thesis.

Dip on allll the carrots!

Intense, sweet relief shoots through my veins. I could stand on my chair and blast light from my fingertips. Instead, like the mature graduate I’m on my way to becoming, I sit back and bask in my achievement while observing my fellow cafeteria diners. These people have unknowingly kept me company as I’ve suffered through this paper. And I never would have had the guts to come here to work if it weren’t for Kate.

With a grin, I pull my phone out of my laptop bag and type out a quick text.

 

Me: I did it. I finished.

Kate: Aww, see? I told you if you used the bigger attachment on your vibrator, you’d climax quicker.

Me: I’m not talking about masturbation, you perv.

Kate: Perv? You say that like it’s a bad thing! Don’t you realize that being called a perv is basically a compliment to an erotic romance novelist? Actually, you’ve just inspired me to get it embossed on my business cards.

Me: I’m talking about my thesis. I finally finished!

Kate: Holy shitballs…congratulations! That’s better than an orgasm!

Me: I know, right?

Kate: And let me guess, you’re at the hospital cafeteria again?

Me: I’m embarrassed to admit it, but yes.

Kate: I told you not to feel bad about writing where the words flow. My smutty words flow at a tire shop waiting room, and yours flow at a hospital cafeteria. We’re productive millennials, Lyns! Which is more than I can say for the rest of our generation. You totally owe me a fruity beverage, by the way.

Me: That’s exactly what I was thinking! Hang at my tiki bar tonight?

Kate: Can’t tonight. Miles put a roast in the crockpot, and he’s embarrassingly proud of himself about it.

Me: That sounds so domestic and boring. How is cohabitating with your lover going, by the way? It’s only been a week since you moved out & I already miss my best friend. My tiki bar is sad too!

Kate: I miss you too! But I’m getting sex on the reg now, so I have to admit, I don’t miss you that much.

Me: You’re disgusting. I hate your happiness.

Kate: That’s because you need sex! Call Dean and make him be your wingman tonight. Get out of your house and away from the tiki bar to celebrate this achievement. It’s about time you were wooed by something other than a fruity beverage and the Womanizer Pro40.

Me: You’re the worst.

Kate: Later, whore

Me: Later, perv

 

I can’t help but laugh as I shut off my phone screen. Kate always brings a smile to my face. She is so unapologetically herself twenty-four seven. It’s incredible, really. She’s basically loaded from writing erotic romance novels but still loves going to a Tire Depot Customer Comfort Center to write because the coffee is complimentary, and she hates paying for Starbucks. But that’s Kate, through and through.

We met almost ten years ago as freshmen in the undergrad dorms at the University of Colorado Boulder. She was this bold, outgoing redheaded cartoon character who was gorgeous and fearless with everything. I was the awkward, soft-spoken kid with mousy brown hair and a penchant for slouchy shoulders.

Kate and I were total opposites who somehow connected instantly and balanced each other out. She would tell me when I was being too timid, and I would tell her when she was being too crazy. That’s why I wasn’t even surprised when she started sneaking into Tire Depot a few months ago because she claimed the waiting area cured her writer’s block.

Honestly, it’s not the craziest thing I’ve seen her do. And it paid off because, in the end, she did more than just finish her novel. She fell in love with a hot mechanic named Miles. And now those two lovebirds are living together in his house outside of Boulder in some sexy, tire-lovin’, burnt rubber-scented candle sin.

Life can be seriously unfair sometimes.

The closest I’ve come to sparks flying at my writing hangout was when an elderly man’s portable oxygen tubes fell off his face while he was reaching for a piece of pie. I bent over to pick them up for him, and when I attempted to hand them over, our fingers brushed, and I felt a gust of air blow right between my legs. The moment was ruined when I looked down to see that I had yanked the tubes out of the tank, and it was blowing fresh O2 right in my special place. Not quite the same as fainting in the arms of a hot and sweaty mechanic, which is literally what happened to Kate.

Regardless, I deserve a reward for my accomplishment today. I push my computer and textbooks to the side and reach for the beautiful slice of French silk pie that I saved for this exact moment. I’ve come to cherish this delicious treat at the Boulder Medical Center cafeteria. They usually sell out before I get here, but somehow, I managed to nab the last slice today.

I rarely let myself indulge in sugar like this. My mom was a total health nut and wouldn’t let my sister or me eat anything that didn’t come from our garden. Apparently, supermarkets are crawling with pesticides and germs, and we were busy following the biblical diet of Christ.

It took rooming with Kate in college to indulge in my first Oreo cookie, and I’ve cursed her ever since. I gained twenty pounds my freshman year, and for someone who’s only five feet four, that was not a good look for me.

After graduation, I found a balance with sugar and lost the extra pounds. Well…fifteen of them, at least. When I decided to quit my job in social work and go back to school for my master’s in psychology, French silk pie became my new bestie. Pie is much more mature than Oreos. Pie and beautifully constructed charcuterie boards. Those two items are my weakness now, and the direct reason my ass does that jiggling thing whenever I jog.

My fork pierces the graham cracker crust just as a lunch tray crashes onto my table. My eyes go wide. The owner of the obnoxious tray is the perpetually angry doctor who’s been ruining the mood in the cafeteria for months now. I mean…I’m pretty sure he’s a doctor. He always has a stethoscope around his neck and wears blue scrubs with a white lab coat. That’s very doctory, right? People jump when he barks, and that seems doctory too.

Regardless, this is the hot, seemingly always grumpy doctor who glares at me from across the cafeteria. I noticed him right away when I found my little writing haven because there’s no way not to notice a gorgeous asshole like him. A cross between Chris Hemsworth and Gerard Butler—and I’m pretty sure he has the body to back up that comparison. He really should have his own Instagram page, if he doesn’t already, because I’d follow the shit out of that!

He’s the type of guy who rarely ever smiles. At first, I figured that might be judgy of me because he probably just has a lot on his mind. Hell, for all I know, he could have a terminally ill patient or be in search of the cure for a flesh-eating virus that the rest of the world doesn’t even know about. I wanted to cut the guy some slack for his decidedly surly attitude toward the world because well…he’s hot! Hot guys get hall passes—they don’t teach that in grad school, but they should.

But then, his anger seemed directed toward me. I swore he’d scan the entire cafeteria, and when our eyes would connect, his resting dick face would morph into a murderous glower. It’s freaky! I kept waiting for him to approach, thinking maybe this is some kind of kinky foreplay, but he always just watched me from a distance like a tiger stalking his prey. It’s unnerving.

And hell, I have to admit…kinda hot! My Womanizer Pro40 got some good use out of those eye-fucking sessions.

Angry hot-scrubs lowers his giant frame onto the seat across from me, all the while scowling at the food on his tray. A sad sub sandwich wrapped tightly in plastic props up a bruised apple. Even his water bottle lacks condensation…must be warm.

Poor dickish yet delicious doctor with sad food.

With a huff, he tears off the wrapping and rips open a packet of Miracle Whip.

My nose wrinkles.

What kind of animal prefers Miracle Whip over mayonnaise?

I hesitantly let go of where my fork sticks erect from my pie and rub my sweaty palms over my denim-clad thighs as he artfully spreads Miracle Whip over his sub and then slathers on mustard. I can’t pull my gaze from the spectacle because first of all, he’s two feet from me, and secondly, this is the first time I’ve been this close to him, and I need to take in the view.

His demeanor is more intimidating at this proximity for sure. He almost vibrates agitation. I wonder if the faint lines around his eyes mean he’s older than me? Makes sense, if he’s a doctor. I’m twenty-seven, so he’s maybe pushing thirty-five, which makes him all the hotter because I’ve always had a thing for older men.

However, based on his body language, I probably shouldn’t get my hopes up that this is some sort of adorable hospital cafeteria meet cute. He wears the expression of a shark who smells blood.

I swallow around the lump in my throat. What would Kate do in this situation? Maybe bait the shark?

“Hello there.” My stupid voice cracks like a thirteen-year-old boy. I clear my throat and try again. “I mean, hi.”

A grunt vibrates from the doc’s chest as he brings his sandwich to his mouth and takes an aggressive bite before finally lifting his attention to me.

His gaze connects with mine, and his smoldering deep greenish-brown eyes overwhelm me. Framed by long, dark lashes, they seem at odds with his creamy skin and sandy brown hair. His square jawline is peppered with light brown whiskers, and his lips are full but not big. Just…perfect—even if they’re stuck in a surly scowl.

Breathe normally. Just take in a slow breath and let it out at half speed.

Frankly, his whole presence overpowers me. It’s like sitting front row at an action movie and not being able to take in the entire cinematic glory because it all hits you too fast.

The hot doctor stares at me as he chews his food, and it’s…really weird. I avert my gaze to my pie and yank up the fork only to drag the prongs through the whipped topping. I need something to focus on besides watching him chew.

“How’s your day going?” I try again, my nerves skittering sideways.

His eyes have moved from me to my pie.

He takes another bite and grunts again.

Is he mute? Or is he just so polite that he refuses to talk with food in his mouth?

I lick the whipped cream off my fork and prop my elbows on the table with a bit more determination this time. “My name is Lynsey…what’s yours?”

I plaster on a super-fake smile as he tilts his head and takes another bite, eyeing me as though I’ve just murdered his entire village. My gaze casually drops to his hands.

No ring.

What the hell is going on with this guy? He’s single. He’s a doctor. He’s hot. What’s he got to be so sour about?

“You’re a doctor here, right?” I try to fill the silence. My eyes flick to the name badge hanging on a clip from the breast pocket of his scrub top. It reads “Dr. Richardson” with a whole battery of letters after his name. I don’t have a clue what any of them mean, but they’re probably important.

He continues to stare at me the same as always, though it’s more uncomfortable now because he’s so damn close.

Definitely not foreplay.

I shift in my seat. After months of sitting on these chairs, the plastic has become uncomfortably hard only this very second. I may be chafing.

Can a hard glare from a hot guy cause chafing?

What is this guy’s deal? I’m a nice person, not that he’d know. He’s never even given me a chance to show it. The way he’s looking at me reminds me of all the boyfriends my sister would sneak into our house when she was supposed to be babysitting me. They looked at my presence as though I was ruining their whole damn day.

A wave of warmth floods my body. It’s as though I’m in an interrogation room being questioned with a hot light above me that’s making me sweat. Except no one’s asking me questions.

Why is he still not talking? This is weird! And rude. Yes. Very, very rude. And hell, I was sitting here first. If a person decides to invade another person’s space, the least said person can do is speak.

My patience snaps, and my tone is a lot less friendly. “I just thought since you decided to sit at my table without asking, you’d be polite enough to introduce yourself.”

“Your table?” he grunts. His baritone voice sends a shiver through my body as he finally breaks his silence.

He drops his sandwich and reaches for his water bottle. I can’t help but stare at his Adam’s apple as the water slides down his thick neck with each long drink. He catches me gawking, so I quickly fork a bite of pie into my mouth.

“I was here first,” I mumble around the silky pie and gesture with my fork to my schoolwork strewn all over the table as proof.

“You’re always here from what I can tell,” he huffs, setting his water bottle down and grabbing his apple. He sits back in his chair and rubs it on his chest before taking a bite. “Always here and always eating pie.”

“I am not always eating pie!” I exclaim defensively around another forkful of pie. Jesus…when did that get in my mouth?

The doctor laughs, but it doesn’t reach his granite facial features. His mouth doesn’t even curve up around the edges…As a matter of fact, it wasn’t even really a laugh. It was another grunt.

“Umm, okay,” I reply dumbly, wiping the crumbs from my lips. What else can I do at this point? “I’m sorry, but did I do something to offend you?”

His eyes cut to my slice of pie. “You could say that.”

I look at my half-eaten dessert. What about it could have this guy so riled up that he’s confronting me in the middle of a hospital cafeteria? Glancing around the room conspiratorially, I lean across the table and lower my voice to ask, “Do you want my pie or something?”

Throwing his head back, he releases a genuine laugh—a deep, full-bodied sound that vibrates the area between my legs at a really inopportune time. Then he stops abruptly and pins me with a serious look. “No, I do not want your pie, Lynsey.”

I sit back and roll my eyes. “Okay, I get it…that was a dumb response. My mind is a bit absorbed with what I was working on, so maybe you could cut me some slack and save your riotous laughter for another table companion.”

It’s impossible to hide my agitated tone. This guy is unapologetically harshing my happy, thesis-completed vibe and taking me to a place I don’t appreciate.

Why is he so grumpy anyway? We live in Boulder! People here are always happy. Legalized marijuana has basically guaranteed that.

All humor drains from his face as he narrows his stormy eyes. “What were you working on exactly?”

My face heats under his stare because—dammit, he’s sexy. But I straighten my spine, pretending he hasn’t affected me by jutting my chin. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’ve just finished my thesis.”

“Thesis?” he barks with a disbelieving tone. “Thesis on what exactly? Munchausen syndrome?”

My brows furrow. “Munchausen syndrome? No…why would you—”

“What’s your deal really?” he interrupts, his upper lip curling with disgust. “You have some kind of Grey’s Anatomy fetish?”

“What are you talking about?” My confusion transitions into frustration.

He shrugs and audits my body in a way that exposes me as if he sees those five extra pie and cheese board pounds. His voice is crisp when he replies, “Munchausen syndrome is when you fake an illness so you have an excuse to come to the hospital.”

“I know what Munchausen syndrome is,” I snap, annoyed that he’s skirting my questions. “I’m asking why you assume that’s what my paper…” my voice trails off as it dawns on me. “You think I have Munchausen syndrome?”

He lifts his brows and replies in monotone, “I’d have to do an exam to confirm that fact, but it’s my first guess, yes.”

“Just because I hang out in the hospital cafeteria?”

He nods.

Irritation spikes hard and fast in my belly.

What a total dick.

I was in a happy place, thinking of tropical cocktails and going out tonight to celebrate when he showed up and ruined everything with his asshole hotness.

“How do you know my mother isn’t terminally ill, and I visit her every day?”

“Because I’ve asked around,” he retorts, a thick vein in his neck bulging. “No one knows why you come here every day, and it’s been months of you randomly showing up for no reason. I decided to find out the truth to save us all from an embarrassing scene with security.”

“Security?” I shriek. My fork clatters onto the table. “Why is anyone talking about security? I’m a paying customer.”

“Because nobody hangs out in a hospital cafeteria for fun,” he growls, lowering his voice to a threatening tone while leaning across the table. “I’m starting to wonder if you don’t need a psych evaluation instead.”

Anger surges through me like a sharp whip. “Screw you!”

His eyes sparkle with amusement. “Easy now, if you have an outburst, I might actually have to call the hospital psychologist.”

Panic vibrates through my limbs. “You can’t be serious.”

How humiliating would it be for me to be working on my psychology paper and then have a doctor actually order a psychological evaluation on me? My blood pressure skyrockets at the thought of that mortifying scene.

Looking away, I take a deep, cleansing breath because the last thing I need is to have a panic attack in front of this dick. When I’ve calmed down, I narrow my eyes. “I was over here minding my own business.”

“For three months, you’ve been hanging out in a hospital cafeteria. Don’t you realize how messed up that is? People come here because they are ill or someone close to them is ill. They don’t come here because they like the pie,” he says while his eyes linger on my lips where there are surely more crumbs.

Swiping at my face with the back of my hand, I rise out of my chair.

“I was working on my thesis!” I nearly scream, dropping back in my seat when I realize we’re gaining the attention of the cafeteria diners now. I splay my hands on the table and lower my voice. “I was struggling to work from home, and I came in here one day with my mother for her first colonoscopy, not that it’s any of your business, but that’s when I discovered I enjoyed the ambiance of the cafeteria.” A knot forms in my throat, clogging up my words and hurting like a bitch.

He assesses me one more time. “You enjoy the ambiance of heartbroken families dealing with life-and-death situations?”

“Not everything that happens in a hospital is life or death. Last I checked, this place does boob jobs.” With those words, his eyes instantly flash to my chest, and I wish I could take them back because now the dick is most certainly thinking about how my B-cups could do with some augmentation.

With a frustrated growl, I stand and click my laptop closed, stuffing it and my books into my satchel. I grab my jean jacket off the back of my chair and turn to face him. “And last I checked, this was a public place, so I’m not breaking any rules.”

He stares up at me with contempt as he crosses his muscled arms over his chest. I hate that my traitorous eyes zero in on them. Dragging my gaze back to where it belongs, our eyes meet.

He replies through clenched teeth. “You may not be breaking hospital rules, but you’re definitely breaking socially acceptable ones.”

“Hypocrite!” I growl as I throw my bag over my shoulder and yank my hair out from under the strap. “And for the record, I actually do really like the pie here. The French silk is delicious!”

What happens next is not something I’m proud of. In fact, when I replay this scene later in my head, I’m going to wonder if perhaps I did need that psych evaluation after all.

In one quick motion, I grab a fistful of what’s left of my pie in my bare hand like a softball. I lean so I’m face to face with the hot doc and shove the entire handful into my mouth. But of course, my mouth isn’t big enough, and it’s pie, not an apple, so most of the contents squirt from between my fingers. The majority of it plops onto the table, but a large dollop of chocolate mousse lands on the crotch of this apparently very well-endowed doctor.

Triumph surges through me. Oddly enough, there’s also a throb at the apex of my thighs.

That’s seriously messed up. My eyes lift to his positively lethal ones as I lick a big chunk of pie off the corner of my lip and mumble around a full mouth, “You are a complete…dick!”

I walk away, shaking my pie butt and leaving behind my wonderful hospital cafeteria with that less than original burn.
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It’s a good thing I live on the edge of town because I need the fifteen-minute drive to clear my mind of that dick of a doctor.

I mean, seriously. He’s a doctor. Doesn’t he have better things to do than police people frequenting the hospital cafeteria?

And this whole situation is a damn shame because all that deliciousness is completely wasted on him. What’s he got to be so angry about? You’d think a guy who looks like a stallion horse bred straight from the sire of Seabiscuit would be living a charmed life.

I shake that embarrassing comparison out of my head and try to forget about what a tremendous dick he was. Richardson was his last name? More like Dr. Dick!

His expression was positively homicidal when I stuffed that pie into my mouth. It’s not a moment I’m proud of, but Kate always tells me to be confident in my blunders, and they won’t seem so bad the next day. So…enjoy your crotch pie, Dr. Dick.

The sun dips low over the horizon as I pull onto the road leading to my townhouse. As I turn into my driveway, I see my friend, Dean, jogging on the bike trail across the road. I honk and wave him over while I pull into my garage.

“What’s up, Lyns? Did you finish your paper?” Dean calls out as he crosses the street toward me.

“Um…Dean, it’s November. Isn’t it time to put the extra-short shorties away?” I ask, gesturing to his electric blue running shorts flapping in the breeze. “If Kate were here—”

“Don’t you dare tell Kate about these,” he cuts me off. His bearded jaw goes rigid as he wipes the moisture dripping from his brow with the sweatband around his forearm. “It’s unseasonably warm out today. And you know I only wear these because they provide better mobility.”

My hands rise in surrender at his defensive tone. “It’s totally cool. I think you have really nice thighs. You rock those shorties.”

He pins me with a glare. “They’re called running shorts. Athletes wear them. And just because Kate moved out doesn’t mean you have to pick up where she left off with the sarcasm.”

I bite my lip because, honestly, if anyone can rock those short shorts, it’s Dean.

A gust of air blows through the thin fabric, and I can’t help the next words that tumble out of my mouth. “Does shrinkage provide better mobility too?”

He shakes his head in defeat. “You lived with Kate for too long.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I reply with a sheepish smile. Even if he is right, I really don’t care. Living with Kate these past few months was a blast. I’d have kept her at my place forever if Miles wasn’t so damned in love with her.

My eyes refocus on Dean’s furry legs. “Do you wear underwear with those shorties?”

“Stop talking about my shorts, Lynsey.” He reaches out and grabs me by the shoulders, tearing my gaze from his thighs to his face. “Just tell me…did you finish editing your thesis?”

My smile spreads ear to ear. “Damn right, I did.”

“Well, congratulations,” he replies with an exasperated but genuine smile. Pulling me under his sweaty arm, he ruffles my hair. “Does that mean we’re celebrating tonight?”

“Yes,” I exclaim and push his sweaty body away from me. “Kate can’t make it, but I don’t care. I need a drink after what just happened.”

“What just happened?” He frowns, looming over me in all his six-foot well-proportioned, non-pie-butt glory.

I pat him on the chest and give him a gentle shove toward the bike trail. “I’ll tell you over drinks. Go finish your run and pick me up at seven, okay?”

“We’re going out?” he asks in surprise because he knows I prefer to hang out at home by my tiki bar.

I nod firmly. “We’re going out.”

“Okay, then.” He shoots me a sexy smile and walks backward down the driveway. “That means you have to be my wingman, you know.”

“Only if you’ll be mine,” I reply, throwing my hands in the air and wiggling my hips.

Dean does a double take. “I can’t wait to hear what’s inspired this change in you.”

“It’s a doozie,” I reply with a wave, and he turns to run across the street while I head inside.

My townhouse greets me in all its colorful, eclectic glory. I quasi-inherited this place when my grandmother passed away three years ago and my family discovered she’d paid her five-year lease in full and still had three years left on it. My parents considered subleasing, but when I decided to go back to school for my master’s, they wanted me to move in so I could quit my job at the substance abuse clinic and focus on my studies. They always hated me working there. My mother isn’t exactly the most compassionate person.

Most of my furnishings here are odds and ends handed down from my parents and carried over from college. I kept some of my grandma’s furniture because it’s retro, and I can’t afford to buy anything better. I can’t even afford the rent here, honestly. I could barely afford the tiny downtown studio apartment I lived in after college. But with any luck, I’ll land a job with my new degree that’ll make it possible for me to stay after my grandmother’s lease ends in a few months.

I head upstairs to my bedroom and strip out of my clothes, ready to wash away the stench of French silk pie, the hospital cafeteria, and Dr. Dick. Hopping into the shower, I work in the shampoo and laugh as the image of that dollop of pie landing on his crotch replays in my mind. Picturing him walking around with a stain on his groin for the rest of the day made the whole unpleasant scene worth it. Maybe I have been living with Kate for too long.

After I step out of the shower and am toweling off, a text from Dean chimes on my phone.

 

Dean: What are you wearing?

Me: A towel.

Dean: Sexy. But I don’t mean now…I mean tonight.

Me: You are so metro.

Dean: Metro is the new macho. I like to coordinate, Lynsey. Just tell me what you’re wearing.

Me: I’m thinking my black skirt and that polka dot top.

Dean: The sheer one that makes you look like you’re wearing sprinkles on your tits?

Me: Yes.

Dean: Damn. You’re busting out the big guns tonight.

Me: I told you…I need to blow off some steam.

Dean: Noted…see you soon. xx

 

About an hour later, I’m taking one final look in the mirror, trying to decide if I’m ready. Dean was right when he said I’m going all out. Normally, I wouldn’t put so much thought into my outfit, but tonight is different. I want my outside to reflect what I feel inside. Accomplishment radiates through me now that my thesis is done, and I want to show that feeling off.

My black pencil skirt is high-waisted and stretchy and hugs my hips in a way that makes me feel like a Kardashian. I slipped a black silk camisole under my sheer long-sleeve colorful dot top and finished off the look with black wedge ankle boots. My long chestnut hair is curled in loose waves, and my brown eyes pop with the three coats of mascara I applied.

I slick a red matte stain across my lips and give myself a final once-over in the mirror.

Lookin’ good, girl.

I actually feel pretty…nay, beautiful. Like a woman on her way to getting her master’s and having a real, grown-up career. The world is mine, at last.

Tonight, I’m not the cute best friend who’s easily overlooked. After the way that jerk acted this afternoon, as if I was nothing more than a nuisance, I’m determined to dredge up some confidence.

I grab my single girl clutch that hasn’t seen the light of day in ages and make my way downstairs.

Dean’s eyes widen as he watches me descend the stairs, fumbling as he pockets his copy of my house key.

“Holy shit, Lyns. You look hot.” His voice is huskier than normal. A small thrill zips through me because one of my best friends is slightly flustered by my appearance.

“Thank you!” My heels clunk down the last few steps and over the pine flooring to the entryway table where I left my bigger bag I normally carry around. I eye him up and down, noting his dark brown hair is gelled back like a proper businessman. “You look pretty good yourself.”

Dean wears an artful hipster outfit, his shirt obviously tailored because it hugs his biceps and waist perfectly. Add that to his dark-framed eyeglasses, gray pencil tie, laced black boots, and cuffed jeans and nothing about Dean’s style is ever basic.

He props himself on the wall as I transfer my wallet from my day purse to my sparkly clutch. I look up to see Dean inspecting my entire body.

“Remind me why we ever stopped dating again,” he asks, his voice low and suggestive.

I exhale and shake my head with a girlish giggle. “Because you weren’t good enough for me.”

Dean flattens himself against the door and mimics the motion of a knife piercing his chest. “Don’t say that, Lynsey. I’m a changed man.”

I hit him with an unamused look. “You are a mountain manwhore who just two hours ago asked me to be your wingman.”

“That was before I knew how hot you’d look tonight.” His flirtatious smile would be butterfly-inducing if I still liked him in that way. “You know I’d come crawling back to you in a heartbeat—say the word.”

He reaches to pull me into his arms, but I laugh and shove him away. “Just this past summer, you professed your love for Kate. Now you want round two with me? I’m not a psychologist yet, but I know enough to inform you that you have boundary issues.”

“That’s such a lie!” he argues and then reaches into my bag and grabs a stick of gum.

I snatch my purse out of his hand. “See? Boundary issues! You can’t just be friends with a woman and not try sleeping with her. The fact that you and I never had sex is the only reason our friendship has remained intact.”

“It’s chewing gum, not your panties.” He pops the stick of gum into his mouth and chews obnoxiously with a grunt.

That grunt has my mind shifting from my short, basically nonexistent fling with Dean to Dr. Douchebag, who’s also a big fan of grunting. My blood boils all over again because all I can picture is that degrading face he made when he looked at me.

What. A. Dick.

And you know what? I bet if I looked like Kate, he’d have been more polite. She’s funny and comes off as one of the guys but looks like a damn movie star, so she’s impossible not to fall for. Hell, even Dean would’ve managed to defuse the situation. That manwhore has the ability to flirt with an asexual rock!

The asexual label was probably unnecessary for that analogy.

But me? What do I do? I stuff a fistful of pie in my face like a prize heifer. Maybe that’s why I’m pushing thirty and have only slept with a handful of guys.

The last one was Barry, the pharmacy tech, who looked like he’d been shot every time he climaxed.

I shudder.

No wonder I haven’t been laid in months. If my most recent experience is Barry, then the night is dark and full of terrors.

Turning on my heel, I paste on a determined smile. “Ready to go, wingman?”

He sighs heavily as he forlornly checks me out one more time. “I’m at your service.”

Thirty minutes later, we’re seated at Bitter Bar, one of my favorite spots in downtown Boulder. It’s a loungey, hipster scene with red mood lighting and rustic wood accents. Dean and I managed to grab two open stools at the end of the bar. We’re picking at a bowl of popcorn while waiting on drink number two when I get to the end of my cafeteria sob story.

“He basically accused me of having Munchausen syndrome!” I exclaim just as the bartender sets our fresh drinks in front of us.

“Here’s your IPA, sir. And here is your Birds and Bees cocktail, ma’am.” The bartender with a curly mustache spins on his heel and takes off without a look back.

My face falls. “When did I go from miss to ma’am?” I drop the popcorn kernels in my hand and pick up my cocktail for a pouty sip. The bartender’s dismissal of me is seriously dimming the sexual goddess vibe I walked in here with. “I’m a ma’am now?”

Dean rolls his eyes. “Finish your story.”

“I forgot where I was…That’s what happens to old people,” I mope.

“Lynsey, you’re twenty-seven. You’re not old. So what happened after he said you were breaking a socially acceptable rule?”

I sigh heavily. “That’s pretty much it. I stormed out of there and didn’t look back. Can you believe he said that, though? Between you, me, and Kate, who’s the most socially responsible one?”

“You,” Dean replies instantly.

“Exactly!” I exclaim and take another drink. “I’m always responsible. I do one little weird thing like work on my paper in a hospital cafeteria for a few months, which, by the way, isn’t a crime, and it blows up in my face.” My words rip open the wound all over again.

“Total bullshit,” Dean confirms.

“Kate snuck into a tire shop to work, and she got a hot mechanic out of the deal. Life can be so unfair.”

“I know,” Dean replies and follows suit with his drink.

“I don’t even get why he cared that I was there. You’d think a doctor would have better things to do with their time. And I’d swear he wanted my pie. You should have seen the way he was looking at it.”

“No man gets that upset over pie.” Dean reaches for the popcorn and gets a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Are you sure he didn’t want something else?”

I shrug, my eyes slightly foggy from the effects of the alcohol. “He stared more at the pie than he did at me.”

“Bullshit.” He twists my stool so my crossed legs swerve around to stop between his outstretched ones. “Lynsey, you’re beautiful. I’ve told you for years that you’re the hot girl next door. Why are you being like this right now?”

“I have pie butt.” My voice quivers.

“You do not have pie butt!” Dean’s voice rises angrily. “I don’t even know what pie butt is. However, it’s most certainly not what you have. You have a sexy ass, Lynsey…I’m telling you, when you walked downstairs tonight, I got a little chub.”

My eyes light, and I can’t hide the grin lifting the corner of my mouth as I unabashedly glance at his groin. “You did?”

He shrugs. “I’m a pig, what can I say?”

“Aww, Dean. There you go, being charming again.” I turn and drop my head on his shoulder and sigh heavily. “I wish I could be charming. Maybe then Dr. Dick and I would’ve ended up in the sack together instead of him threatening to call for a psych evaluation.”

“Well, don’t worry about it. You’re done with your paper, and you don’t have to go back there ever again.”

“Cheers to that!” I straighten to clink my glass to his.

We take a drink.

“Now I just have to focus on finding a job after graduation next month so I don’t have to move.”

“Move?” Dean asks, his brows furrowing in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“My grandma’s lease ends in three months. If I don’t find a really good job, I won’t be able to stay.”

“Are you kidding?” Dean snaps, pulling his glasses off and pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration.

“What are you getting so angry for?” I ask, watching his entire body go stiff.

He hits me with his chocolate eyes. “I had no idea you couldn’t afford the townhouse. Why didn’t you talk to me?”

“Talk to you about what?”

“Your finances! I could have invested what you should have been paying in rent, and you could have turned a profit and squeaked a few more months out of it. Maybe even a year.”

I laugh at that notion. Dean is a self-educated, self-made stockbroker. He inherited a ton of money from his grandfather, and rather than invest some of it into a college education, he bought a bunch of books and learned everything he could about buying and selling on the stock market. He risked it all on the exchange, and it paid off in a big way. He’s forgotten what it’s like to be broke.

“Dean…first of all, you and I don’t really talk about money. And secondly, I don’t have the kind of cash you’re used to working with. I basically have no cash. I haven’t had a job in three years, so how could I possibly have rent money?”

“Well, I still could have helped you,” he growls. “I can’t believe you might have to move.”

I shrug and rub his back in soothing motions. “It’s fine, Dean. I’m not upset. If I have to move, I have to move. I love my grandma’s place, but I knew it was probably temporary.”

Dean scowls into his beer and puts his glasses back on. “First, Kate moves, and now you.”

“Aww,” I coo, and lean in to press my fingertip into the dimple on his cheek. “Is someone getting attached to his two non-girlfriends?”

He shakes his head, and a smirk lifts the corners of his mouth. “I’m not attached. Honestly, I’ll be glad to be rid of you. I’m sick of being your handyman, especially when I keep telling you guys I’m not handy.”

“I love you too.” I smile at him, and he fights his returning grin. “Let’s order a charcuterie platter. I think you’re hangry.”

“Get the one with the fig jam,” Dean mopes and glances down the bar to try to get the bartender’s attention, who’s currently deep in conversation with a busty blonde. Even with sprinkle tits, I’m invisible to the hipster bartender.

Out of the corner of my eye, Dean’s focus shifts from me to something behind me.

“Oh, shit,” he mumbles under his breath as he stares toward the doorway.

“What is it?”

“Shiiiit,” he hisses and quickly takes another drink of his beer, straightening the tie around his neck.

“Who do you see?” I turn to look over my shoulder.

“Don’t look now because it’ll be obvious,” Dean growls and grabs my arms, twirling me on my stool to face him. “My biggest client just walked in the door.”

“Oh, someone rich then,” I state knowingly.

Dean mostly just works with his own investments, but after news of his Rain Man skills got out, a couple of the bigger business executives in Boulder hired him to work for them independently. I’ve only seen him with clients twice, and I absolutely hate it. He turns into a robotic ass-kisser, and Kate and I tease him mercilessly for it.

“Please, be good, Lynsey. Please, please, please.” Dean leans close and whispers into my ear, “It’s Max Fletcher. He owns like half of Boulder and is worth over a hundred million. He’s not even forty!”

“A hundred million?” I whisper shout, the number even higher than what I imagined. “Is his shit fourteen karat gold or something?”

“Shhh.” Dean’s eyes fly wide at the volume of my voice.

“I wonder if his boxers are diamond encrusted.” I giggle, knowing the alcohol has me thinking more like Kate.

“Stop laughing, Lynsey!” In a panic, Dean grabs a handful of popcorn and stuffs it into my mouth before standing up.

“Mr. Fletcher, so nice to see you,” he says in that horrifying haughty tone he gets when he’s schmoozing.

I attempt to chew the popcorn gag Dean just stuffed into my mouth, but a kernel gets sucked into the back of my throat. I hack over the bar—my hands splayed wide as I brace myself for impending death. Dean absentmindedly pats my back because let’s face it, I’m coughing so I’m breathing, but his swats are not helping. I beat my chest to try to prevent myself from asphyxiating as I grapple for my drink, which is woefully empty.

I grab Dean’s draft beer, but as soon as the golden liquid hits my tongue, I dry heave from the horrid taste. Holy shit! Kate’s right, IPA beer tastes like poison! My face screws up in disgust as I force the liquid down my throat and suck in a big breath of cleansing air. With a pathetic whimper, I wave my hands in front of my face and search for a cocktail napkin. Mr. Mustache bartender is still balls deep in the blonde, so I’m forced to use the back of my hand to wipe the dribble off my chin.

When I finally regain some semblance of composure, I turn around to glower at Dean. “Your beer tastes like a skunk’s ass.”

Dean releases a painfully fake laugh as he looks at his client and replies with an eye roll. “Forgive my friend. She doesn’t appreciate the delicacies of a fine IPA. I try to tell her that hops are an acquired taste, but you know how it is.” He shakes his head and offers a self-deprecating smile while spinning my stool to face the man he’s talking to. “Mr. Fletcher, this is my good friend, Lynsey Jones. Lynsey…meet Mr. Fletcher.”

“Call me Max,” the man says with a good ole boy smile as he reaches to shake my hand. He’s a tall, slender guy with blond hair and friendly blue eyes. He’s a Ken doll, complete with a golden tan and a swimmer’s body. Concern flutters over his face. “You alright? It sounded like you were dying.”

My smile is rueful. “It was touch and go for a moment.”

Dean barks out another forced laugh, and I frown up at him. He’s laughing so hard his molars are showing.

“This is my friend, Josh,” Max says, drawing my attention to the enormous man standing in my peripheral.

When I turn toward him, my face contorts into some weird, painful sneer, partly because I’ve still not recovered from my brush with death, but mostly because I’m looking into the stormy eyes of Dr. Dick.

Cue the ominous tones from Jaws.

Max releases my hand, and before I can pull it back, it’s being gripped by the angry doctor apparently named Josh? That name is too human to belong to the likes of him. It would be better suited to a lifeguard who enjoys surfing in his free time. Not some arrogant asshat who walks around being angry with people for eating pie.

His large hand dwarfs mine. His warm palm and long fingers send an anxious shiver rolling through my body all the way to my toes. When my gaze returns to his face, he’s eyeing me from head to toe.

Maybe he doesn’t recognize me.

But the moment he opens his mouth, I realize I’m dead wrong.

“Have a lot of experience tasting a skunk’s ass I take it?” Josh’s deep voice rolls like thunder.

Dean and Max chuckle at the jerk’s attempt at a joke while I narrow my gaze up at him. “You taste one ass, you’ve tasted them all,” I snap.

Wait. What the fuck did I just say?

I blink rapidly, and stammer, “I mean, I didn’t say, not that I taste ass—”

“I understand,” Josh interrupts coolly, his face showing zero amusement. “You’re an expert ass-taster.”

“I’m not an expert ass-taster!” I sputter as my face heats with embarrassment. “That’s not even a thing.”

“Seems like, if it were a thing, you’d be exceptional at it.” Mirth dances in the hot doc’s eyes as he looms over me in all his intimidating, ridiculous-perfectly-proportioned glory.

Is he…flirting with me? I wonder briefly as I stare back at him and begrudgingly admit that he’s even more handsome out of scrubs.

Life is a cruel, cruel bitch today.

“Why the hell do you think I’d be exceptional at tasting ass?” I stand to gain some leverage. Sadly, even with my heels on, I’m still only eye level with his chest.

Stupid, giant, asshole doctor with really long, pretty fingers.

“Excuse me,” Max interjects as the jerk and I stare murderously at one another. “But do you two know each other?”

I grit my teeth. “You could say that.”

The doctor laughs. “After today, I know enough.”

“Good grief.” I lick my lips at how self-righteous he’s being after walking in here only sixty seconds ago. “Are you going to tell me I’m not allowed to sit in a public bar now too?”

He quirks a challenging brow. “It depends if you’re going to be a good girl or a bad girl.”

The way he stares into my eyes as he says bad girl sends that anxious shiver through me again. I swear I want to spank myself for being so weak in his presence.

Spank myself? What the fuck is wrong with me? Am I having a stroke?

I open my mouth to say something but decide to hold back because this guy doesn’t need to know he’s affecting me. That’s exactly what he wants. He wants me to make a scene and lose my cool again. Because I was totally cool before he came in here with all his unwanted hotness.

Crap. He’s still holding my hand.

Scowling, I try to yank it out of his grip. He tightens in response, and his eyes dance with mirth like the smug Dr. Dick he is.

I huff a noise and try extracting my hand again. He pulls me in close, and I stumble forward, my free hand landing on his left pec to stop myself from falling against his body. His chest is rock hard beneath his black suit jacket, and his pale blue button-down is open a button, revealing smooth and most likely muscled skin. His spicy aftershave hits my nostrils, and I’m unnerved as my legs tremble.

His eyes wander to my neckline, and without a word, he touches a strand of my hair while I hold my breath and await his next move.

I nearly melt into a puddle of swoony girlie goo until I realize that the dick has just plucked a kernel of popcorn out of my hair and dropped it on the bar floor with as much disdain as he would for finding a speck of dust on his pristine mantel at home.

His voice is teasing when he asks, “Hope you weren’t saving that for later.”

Finally, he releases me.

Max says, “Forgive my friend, Josh, here. I’m afraid he has a chronic case of dickholeitis. But thankfully, he’s a doctor, so he’s working on a cure.”

Dr. Dick, aka Josh, forces a smile but continues to stare at me as Dean moves in, turning his back to him so he can whisper, “Is this the guy from the cafeteria?”

I nod, jaw clenched as I glower at the aggravating human in question.

“We need to go,” I say crisply.

Before I make an even bigger fool out of myself than I already have. Why does this man have to ruin all my good feels today?

Dean exhales and seems to scramble for his words. “Fuck, I, um…”

Max’s voice interrupts Dean’s freak-out. “Well, Dean, it seems these two have some catching up to do. Why don’t you let me buy you a drink? I want to run some business ideas by you, and talking business is always more fun with whiskey.”

Max grabs Dean around the shoulders, leading him down the bar a few seats. Dean shoots me an apologetic look but manages to mouth, “I’m sorry!” before leaving me to fend for myself.

With a heavy sigh, I drop onto my stool to look for the bartender. I need that third drink more than I need to draw my next breath. Shockingly, Dr. Dick takes Dean’s empty stool.

“I thought I was going to have to do the Heimlich maneuver on you when we first arrived.” His voice is every bit as pompous and arrogant as it was at the cafeteria. He leans in and whispers in my ear, “Then I realized who you were and figured you were probably faking it.”

My teeth crack as I clench them and stare straight ahead. “You don’t even know me.”

He turns on his stool to face me full on. “I know that you like hospital cafeterias and apparently tasting assholes. That’s plenty to make a general assessment with.”

My eyes fly wide. “God, you are so full of yourself! I can’t tell if it’s you or that horrible beer making my stomach churn…but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s you.”

The doctor’s eyes alight with amusement. “There you go, feigning another illness.”

“Shut up,” I exclaim and then smack the bar to get the bartender’s attention. He finally looks up and apologetically begins extracting himself from the blonde.

“What can I get you?” he drawls, clearly annoyed the nerve I have for interrupting him.

“Another Birds and Bees, please.”

Dr. Dick chuckles softly beside me. “I’ll have a whiskey. Neat. And put hers on my tab. I’m feeling charitable tonight.”

My head snaps to him. “I don’t need your charity, pal. In fact, I’m working on forgetting you and I ever met.”

He fights to hide his enjoyment. “Amnesia now? What ailment will you come up with next?”

A tiny growl rips its way up my throat. “What is your problem anyway? You just look for people to torment for the fun of it? Don’t you have a patient to go kill or something?”

Suddenly, his amused expression falls away, and his eyes hood into thin slits. The atmosphere shifts, and I could almost swear the lights turn more red. I open my mouth to apologize, but the bartender appears to place our drinks in front of us. Without a word, Josh grabs the glass tumbler and tips all the amber liquid down his throat in one fell swoop.

He nods to the bartender for another. He tightens his grip around his empty glass, the muscle in his square jaw ticking as he watches the bartender fill his glass back up. As soon as he’s done, Josh stands and walks away without so much as a look back at me or the bartender.

Holy shit, what just happened?

One minute, he’s going at me full force with a hint of flirty amusement in his tone, and the next, he completely shuts down and goes mute? Was my joke really that horrible?

Why am I even trying to figure out what I did wrong to a man who is so clearly socially dysfunctional?

Then again, despite what this guy thinks of me, I’m not a bad person. In fact, I’m normally pretty kind when I’m not being treated like a petulant toddler in need of a spanking.

There I go with the spanking again! God, I need to get laid!

With a heavy sigh, I search my purse for my phone.

This night is turning out just as disastrous as the day. I pull up the Uber app so I can go home and curl up in my bed.

Dean bellows, “Lynsey, what are you doing?”

I huff an indignant grunt. “I’m calling an Uber.”

“You can’t leave! We’re celebrating!” He drops onto the empty stool.

“No, we’re not. You’re schmoozing, and I’m getting my ass handed to me by Dr. Dick,” I argue, trying to shake off Dean’s grip on my arm. Asshole should be ashamed for abandoning me. “I just want to go home.”

“No, Lyns,” Dean groans, his dark eyes wide and pleading. “You can’t leave yet. Max wants to talk to me about a local bakery he thinks I should invest in with him. He thinks we can franchise it and go national. This is exactly the kind of investment I’ve been looking for, and Max is the kind of partner I need for this. Please don’t leave. Come sit and have a drink with us…I think maybe you’re misunderstanding Josh. Max says they’ve known each other since they were kids, and Max would never be friends with an asshole.”

I cut a disbelieving look at Dean.

He sticks out his bottom lip in a flirty way that does absolutely nothing for me. “I just need an hour.”

“An hour?” I groan, pressing my hand to my forehead. “My shoulders are already sore from how tense that asshole makes me. He has it out for me, and I don’t want to sit with him for an hour.”

“He doesn’t have it out for you. I’m telling you, Lynsey. I think he likes you.” Dean waggles his brows playfully. “But more importantly, Max is a hard man to get face time with, and he seems eager to talk.”

“Seriously, Dean. Go talk to him. You don’t need me to do this.”

“Yes, I do. This is your big night, and you didn’t get all dressed up to go home now.” He pins me with a pleading look. “I’ll buy you a giant charcuterie board and all your drinks. Then, as soon we’re done here, I’m your wingman for the rest of the night.”

I stare at his apologetic, hopeful expression. It seems so desperate.

Hell, I am on a serious budget, and I can’t say no to charcuterie to save my life. “You promise it’ll be just an hour?”

“One little hour!” He winks flirtatiously at me.

I’m so going to regret this.
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Two and a half hours later, I’m two sheets to the wind. Or is it three sheets to the wind? What do sheets really have to do with this saying anyway? Is it in reference to the hours you drink alcohol? The quantity of drinks consumed? The number of times an image is multiplied in your vision? Hell if I know!

I just know that I’m tipsy and playing a fun game of building a cute little cabin using toothpicks as fasteners with the pretty cheese on the charcuterie board. It’s like a gingerbread house but with meat and cheese.

Inspiration strikes when I spear a row of green olives up the length of a toothpick and attempt to stick it onto the top of my meaty house for a chimney. Sadly, the roof can’t withstand the weight, and my entire creation crumbles along with my hopes of this evening not being a big pile of suckage.

I glance across the booth and catch Josh glowering at my art like the big, bad wolf who blew the three little pigs’ houses down. He kind of looks like a wolf with his eyes narrowed like that—a big, bad wolf I’d let eat me. All. Night. Long.

Good Lord…I really do need a psych evaluation.

What is it with this guy? When did a man with a stink face become something I was attracted to? This has to be tipsy Lynsey talking. Sober Lynsey doesn’t think thoughts like that about Dr. Dick.

Speaking of the good doctor…that bastard has been ignoring me all damn night. He hasn’t directed a single word at me since I slid into the booth across from him. And the more I drink, the more his broody silence grates on me.

“I’m so sorry Lynsey,” Max states out of nowhere, ripping my eye contact from Josh to him. “I’ve been talking business with Dean all night, and I haven’t had a moment to ask anything about you.”

I blink, trying to focus on his words and not Dr. Dick’s hot stare. “Sorry, what?”

“Tell me about yourself.” He smiles politely. “Are you from Boulder?”

“I am.” I give a slow nod.

“Oh, what high school did you go to?”

I smile awkwardly. “I was lucky enough to go to a Catholic school.”

Max nods knowingly, and an awkward silence descends. Dean drapes his arm over the back of the booth behind me and offers, “Lynsey just finished her master’s thesis today. That’s why we’re out celebrating.”

“Impressive,” Max replies genuinely, but I’m distracted as I notice the way Josh scowls at Dean. “What’s the topic of your paper?”

I shrink in my seat from the attention. I’ve been living in my cheese cabin world for the past hour, so answering responsible adult questions is hard after all those Birds and Bees I’ve consumed. Plus, Josh’s heavy gaze bores in on me now, further befuddling me.

I swallow and muster my most sober voice. “The medical benefits of group therapy for chronically and mentally ill children.”

Max’s expression goes somber, and his eyes flick over to Josh for a brief second. “That’s an…interesting topic. Are you pre-med?”

“Good God, no,” I reply quickly and then straighten to answer a bit more professionally. “I’ll be getting my MA in child psychology provided my paper doesn’t completely suck and I fail. I want to focus more on the emotional care of children than the medical. I’m a content person, not technical…if you know what I mean.”

Dean drops his arm around my shoulders and gives me a squeeze. “Lynsey is just being modest. She’s brilliant, and she’s going to make a great counselor.”

“Are you hoping to open your own practice?” Max asks, his brows lifting.

I shrug. “Eventually, yes. I have some big ideas for the future, but first I want to find a job that gets me more field experience with kids. I need to know what it’s like to actually work with children before I plunge headfirst into my dreams.”

“It’s good to have dreams. Don’t ever settle,” Max replies and takes a sip of his whiskey before adding, “Do you have any children of your own?”

“I wish!” I laugh and then cringe at how eager I must sound. “Sorry…I just…I love kids. My sister has two little girls, and I love spending time with my nieces. Honestly, I love spending time with all kids. I’m one of those weirdos who will offer to hold someone’s child at an airport if they’re by themselves and struggling with the baby and their luggage. You see it a lot actually. This one time, I got to hold a woman’s baby on the plane for the entire journey while his mom napped. It was magical. The little guy loved me.” I close my eyes for a brief second to relive that wonderful flight.

When my lids lift, Josh’s eyes bore into me with disdain.

Did I make some sort of offensive joke without realizing it?

I do my best to ignore him as I finish my train of thought. “But sadly, I don’t have any children. Or a husband. Or a boyfriend, for that matter. I think you kind of need one of those to get the other.”

Max laughs. “That’s not always the case.”

I smile, grateful that at least he doesn’t seem offended by my love of children. “Well, I’m certain a career working with kids will fulfill me a great deal.”

Josh expels a dry laugh from the other side of the booth, and everyone’s attention turns to him.

“Something funny about what I just said?” I splay my hands on the table to stop myself from smacking the smug expression right off his face.

He watches me for a moment while all signs of humor drain from his features. “Nothing funny about that at all. It’s sad actually.”

“Sad?” I jerk back. “What could possibly be sad about working with kids?”

“It’s just that…” He pauses to lick his lips and prop his elbows on the table, leveling me with a condescending expression. “Typically, people who obsess over children don’t have enough experience with them. So, I sincerely hope you know what you’re getting yourself into with that specialty.”

He grabs his tumbler, downing the rest of his whiskey in one gulp as I stare at him slack-jawed.

Who the hell does this guy think he is?

My tone drips acid. “I’ve done a lot of research for my paper and had some field experience with my studies, so I think I know exactly what I’m getting myself into.”

“That’s what they all say.” A muscle in his jaw ticks as he turns to wave down the server who’s passing our table. “Another whiskey, please.”

The jerk has manners for her apparently. Too bad he can’t extend me the same courtesy.

I wave my empty. “I’ll have another Birds and Bees too, please. A double this time.”

“Maybe you should have a water,” Dean whispers, and I turn an accusatory glare at him.

“I’ll have another Birds and Bees,” I repeat my request with narrowed eyes. “We’re celebrating, remember?” I state the last bit through clenched teeth.

Dean grumbles under his breath, “It’s your hangover.”

I turn my frown upside down and ignore Josh’s stare while nodding to the waitress in confirmation. After she takes Max’s and Dean’s orders, she retreats to the bar.

After a moment of Dean and Max’s bakery talk, Josh suddenly stands without a word and strides over to the bar where the waitress is still standing. He whispers something in her ear, and she smiles a flirty smile at him, flipping her hair over her shoulder and biting her lip. She looks at our table briefly and then nods.

“What the hell was that all about?” I mumble with curiosity, interrupting whatever Max was saying to Dean.

“What’s that, Lynsey?” Max asks kindly.

I swallow hard. “Nothing.”

Josh returns a moment later looking extra arrogant as he slides in next to his buddy who doesn’t miss a beat.

Boy, Max is a talker. I had a schnauzer named Max when I was growing up…and even he didn’t talk nearly this much. Or bark. Honestly, Human Max pales in comparison to Dog Max.

Max and Dean are deep in conversation when the waitress returns with our drinks. Or I should say, the men’s drinks. I get a tall glass of ice water placed in front of me.

“I didn’t order this.” I frown up at her. “I ordered a Birds and Bees.”

She smiles awkwardly and glances over at Josh. “I was told you wanted your order changed.”

“By who?”

She looks at Josh again.

“This guy?” I point at him.

She nods.

“This guy doesn’t even know me,” I exclaim, throwing daggers with my eyes at the audacity of him.

“I know you’ve had enough.” Josh sips his own glass of alcohol.

I look at Dean for some backup, but he’s busy showing Max something on his phone and doesn’t even seem to notice what’s going on.

“How could you possibly know that I’ve had enough?” I seethe.

“I’m a doctor, remember?” He winks at me, and my hand balls into a fist with the urge to punch him. Josh frowns down at my hand. “Hungry for pie?”

“I’m leaving.” I stand and smooth my skirt over my hips.

Dean’s attention turns to me. “Just a second, Lynsey. I need to show Max this article.”

I whip out my phone and order an Uber in record time. Could a drunk person do that?

Probably.

Regardless, I step away from the table. “I’ll be fine to get myself home, Dean. You stay.”

“Well, let me see you safely into the Uber at least.”

“I’m fine.”

Just then Josh stands. “I’m leaving too. I’ll see her to the Uber.”

My eyes fly wide. “Seriously?”

Dean glances back and forth between me and Josh, and then tosses a regretful glance at Max before turning pleading eyes to me.

And that, right there, is why Dean and I didn’t work out as a couple. He’s the shiny new toy guy. He only sees the shiny new toy at the moment and not the big picture of what that toy will do to other people.

That analogy makes no sense.

Maybe I am drunk.

Don’t make a scene.

I’ve handled Dr. Dick for this long, a few more minutes won’t kill me.

My phone pings with a notification that the Uber has arrived, and Josh gestures for me to lead the way. With a huff, I head toward the door, feeling Josh’s hot gaze on my back as I step outside.

“We might as well share the ride,” he offers.

“Seriously?” I snap back incredulously.

He levels me with a glare. “I’m serious about most things in my life, so you can stop asking that annoying one-word question.”

The tiny Toyota Corolla pulls up just then. “Did you select the clown car option?” Josh grumbles under his breath as he moves past me to open the door.

I pause and gape at his random display of manners before replying, “Not all of us make a doctor’s salary. Are you seriously begrudging a free ride? I didn’t ask you to hop in with me.”

His brows lift. “I’m begrudging no legroom.”

“Then sit in the front with the driver,” I snap and slide into the back seat. My attempt to shut the door is thwarted by Josh’s big man hand.

He folds himself in beside me, and I have to admit, he does seem really uncomfortable. His legs have to spread so wide, our knees touch. Too casually for my liking, he drapes his arm behind me as he works to get comfortable. The move makes me feel like I’m too close to him, his scent…and just…his presence.

Is it getting hot in here?

“We’re making two stops.” Josh grabs my phone out of my hand before I can even blink.

“Just manhandle my personal property, why don’t you,” I murmur. His face glows in the dark from my screen as he adds his address into the app.

He frowns and finishes what he’s doing before handing it back to me while the driver exits the parking lot.

There are maybe ten seconds of dark, blissful silence before Josh drones, “A psych major, of all things.”

I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Not this again.”

“So, you’re telling me that you were working on your little thesis in the hospital cafeteria all these weeks?” he asks in such a patronizing tone, I want to strangle him.

My lips purse. “If I answer this redundant question, are you going to threaten to turn me in to the psych ward again?”

Turning to him, I catch his eyes drifting over my legs as though he’s examining me. “I’m still trying to decide.”

I pin him with a look. “Yes, I was working on my paper. I don’t know why the hospital cafeteria helped my focus, but it did, and I was so desperate to finish that I just kept coming back. As I said earlier today, I didn’t know it was against any rules. I thought it was like a normal waiting room.”

He sighs heavily and gazes back at me. “I suppose it’s not against any rules.”

My upper lip curls. “So, you just decided to confront me today for what…your own twisted amusement?”

He ignores my question. “Are you sure you know what you’re asking for?”

“In regard to what?”

“In regard to what you want your psychology specialty to be. Do you have any idea what it’s like to work with sick children? You do realize that’s what a psychologist does, right? Works with sick children? It’s far different from your spoiled little nieces.”

His voice is hard, but his eyes betray him with a hint of emotion that confounds me. “First of all, my nieces are not spoiled. You know nothing about them. And second, I did fieldwork for my degree. So yes, I have a fair idea. And I know it won’t be easy, but it will be rewarding to help them. Children are superior to adults in so many ways. They have a greater aptitude for learning. They’re more open-minded, less cynical—”

“—more needy, tons of work, hard to handle,” he finishes my sentence flatly as though he’s talking about the weather. “They aren’t worth it.”

“Aren’t worth what?” I snap, hating his tone.

“They aren’t worth the risk.”

My face twists up in confusion. “What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He scoffs and looks out the window, that square jaw of his outlined by the streetlights. “I’ll take adult patients over pediatric patients any day.”

“And deprive young, eager minds of your dazzling, sparkling, jovial personality?” I ask with an obnoxious bounce to my tone.

He cuts me a warning look, and his eyes linger on my lips when he replies, “Who says the word jovial when it isn’t in reference to Santa Claus?”

“A grad student with non-seasonal vocabulary skills,” I snap. “And someone who experiences emotions outside of dickholeitis.”

“I’d rather be a dick than naïve. That’s why I think people who want to have children should be subject to a psych evaluation. Stat.” His eyes light with a hint of humor. “Another reason for you to have a psych eval. Do you see the common denominator today?”

I jut out my chin. “Do you see how big your dick has gotten?”

Josh’s face instantly lightens. “What?”

My cheeks heat. “I mean…”

He tries and fails to hold back his laughter. “Have you been looking at my dick?”

“I’m not looking at your dick!” And, of course, my gaze goes right to his crotch, but I yank my attention to the front of the vehicle before he catches me.

“It seems like you’re looking at my dick,” he mumbles cockily.

“Would you get over yourself?” I cross my arms and focus on the window. “Good God, you are the worst! You could actually be hot if anyone could see past your horrible arrogance.”

Silence envelops the car, so I steal a glance at him. His full attention is now on me.

His brows lift when our eyes meet. “Did you say I’m hot?”

My lips thin. “I said you could be hot.”

He shakes his head smugly. “First, you notice my dick, and now you’re noticing my hotness. This is a strange way of flirting. Some might even call it creepy.”

“You want to talk about creepy flirting?” I cross my arms over my sprinkle tits, trying to ignore the fact that he’s totally checking me out. I stupidly, idiotically, moronically like it even though I’ve clearly decided to hate him for all eternity. “You’re the one who’s been watching me for weeks in the cafeteria. Sounds a lot like stalking.”

“Stalking?” He scoffs.

“Maybe I should’ve been the one to call security when you approached me today.” I lean into his space with a renewed defense that I can’t believe I didn’t come up with before. “I could’ve told them I had a creepy old man staring at me like a piece of meat from across the cafeteria for weeks, and I was concerned about my safety.”

His eyes narrow with wicked promise. “Don’t flatter yourself, sweetheart.”

“Don’t call me sweetheart. It’s patronizing.”

He ignores my reply. “You’re a very testy person, you know that?”

“I’m only testy to people who are testy to me.”

“Oh, you haven’t even begun to see testy from me, sweetheart.”

“Stop calling me that! And oh, my God, are you kidding? You were testy to me at the cafeteria, and then again at the bar tonight. We’re perfect strangers, and you’ve been a moody, rude, controlling jackass! And then you change my drink order without my permission, so I’ll add chauvinist to the long list of your glowing attributes.”

By the time I finish, my chest heaves and I’m too aware of how this conversation has sobered me up. My buzz is gone. My hotness vibe from earlier is gone. Everything that could’ve been good today is now gone because of this guy.

Why is it taking so long to get home?

Josh shakes his head. “Of course, I must be a chauvinist to care about your well-being enough to get you a water. I didn’t realize hydration would offend you so deeply. What marginalized part of society do you belong in to be offended by H2O?”

“The kind who can decide when the hell she needs water for her own damn self!”

Josh rolls his eyes and closes the space between us. “Well, your winner of a boyfriend certainly wasn’t stepping in to help you. Is that really the kind of man who turns you on? He’s a grade A douchebag, and you could do better.”

My jaw drops just as the car pulls up to the address Josh put into the app. He opens the door to get out, and I follow because I refuse to let him have the last word. I slam the door behind me, rage simmering in my veins. “Dean is not a douchebag, and he’s not my boyfriend. He’s just a friend. And he’s a good friend. You don’t even know him! Why are you so judgmental of people you don’t even know?”

Josh steps into my space, his tall frame bowing over me as a halo shines behind him from the yellow streetlight. “He doesn’t look at you like just a friend.”

“He’s a flirt!” I exclaim, my eyes widening as I look up and realize Josh seems bothered by this. “Are you…jealous?” A flurry of excitement shoots through my veins at that notion.

“Don’t act like a child,” he growls, his eyes narrowing on me. “I just can’t help but notice that he let you get into an Uber with a perfect stranger.” Josh points in the direction of the Corolla that’s just pulled away. “If you were mine, I’d never let you out of my sight at night.”

His words are a sharp punch to my libido that’s been dormant for the past year. I press my hand against my thigh, startled over the strange reaction his words cause.

What is going on? Why am I turned on by a little word like mine?

I should hate his tone. I should hate him. He’s arrogant, he’s accused me of being mental, and now he made me lose my Uber. Feminists all over the world would weep over the involuntary response my body is having to his possessive words.

I shove away the arousal to the dark corners of my body. “I could never be yours.”

I bite my lip and hope he didn’t notice how my voice got all breathy at the end, but the wicked glimmer in his eyes indicates that he sees right through me.

That’s it, I’m a masochist! Kate is going to use me for inspiration in her next BDSM romance novel because her best friend apparently likes being insulted by hot assholes.

I should call another Uber right now. I should walk home just to get away from the intoxicating scent of this man who is bewitching all my good master’s degree in psychology sense.

Instead, I prop my hands on my hips. “I want it on the record that you’re the one who demanded to ride with me in the first place. And if you think I’m such a nut job, why did you want to share an Uber with me? It’s not like you can’t afford your own. And…you seem awfully concerned with my well-being for a guy who accused me of having Munchausen syndrome.”

“You’re making me fucking dizzy,” Josh growls, jamming his hands through his hair, disheveling it in a way that makes me think about running my hands through it when it’s between my thighs.

I’m a monster!

“Do you always talk in circles like this?” He breathes a heavy sigh of what has to be frustration.

I step even closer, like a mental patient being offered a taste of freedom. “Do you always approach women in public places and think being a dick to them could get you laid?”

Josh glowers at me while slowly dragging his lower lip between his teeth. “What do I have to do to make those red lips of yours shut up for any length of time?”

“Maybe you should kiss me,” I snap as a surge of adrenaline shoots through me.

Did I…

Did I just…

Did I just tell this asshole to kiss me?

Josh jerks his head back, and his surly demeanor is replaced with confusion. “Kiss you?”

I pull my lower lip into my mouth and chew on it nervously. Seriously, where did that reply come from? I don’t feel that drunk. Not anymore. Am I just desperate to be touched? To be kissed?

If so, my libido is clearly delusional because why would it think propositioning a total asshole like this was a good idea? And honestly, what is it about this man who just makes me say and do crazy things? Like eat a fistful of pie in front of him or tell him to kiss me in the middle of the street?

Either way, I’m done with the bickering. I’m done with him demeaning me and acting as though he has all the control. He is the sexiest, most infuriating man I’ve ever met, and I’m turning the tables.

I cock my chin and narrow my eyes. “Last I checked, kissing typically overrides talking.”

My response causes his puzzled expression to morph into genuine interest when I don’t back down. He fights a smile, but I catch a definite flash of a dimple on his left cheek as he steps closer, his eyes smoldering on mine. “I could do a lot more than kiss you.”

I swallow the knot in my throat. “Prove it.”

He smirks, his gaze dancing from my eyes to my lips and back again. “Are you sure you know what you’re asking for?”

I nod, squeezing my single girl sparkly clutch like it’s giving me special powers. “Just quit being a dick for the first time all day and make your mouth useful for—”

“So much talking,” he growls and suddenly, our bodies collide. I suck in a deep breath as he grabs my face and plants his mouth roughly on mine.

My eyes widen.

I didn’t think he’d actually do it. I figured he’d say something scathing and send me on my way.

But he didn’t.

His lips are hard and unforgiving as he thrusts his tongue into my mouth. He tastes of smoky alcohol. It’s so heady that my body reflexively succumbs to him, begging to be drenched in his potent masculinity.

Josh’s hands leave my face, one wrapping around the small of my back and pulling me flush against him as the other slides into my hair. He grips the roots of my long waves and tugs my head back, deepening our kiss even further. It’s completely commanding and turns those feminist-shaming embers that burned before into full-blown flames. I swirl my tongue against his, my hands clutching the lapels of his jacket as I hold on for dear life.

God, it’s been too long since I’ve tasted a man. And honestly, I’ve never tasted one who makes me worry I could drown if we stop. I revel in submitting to him, something that I never even knew I craved. I want his hands all over me to squeeze me, to grab me, to turn me into his moldable putty of pleasure.

God, this is so weird.

One minute, I want to knock him into next week, and the next, I want him to take me right in the middle of the street. How can kissing a stranger elicit such madness?

It should feel weird kissing a stranger.

Especially a dick like this.

Well…not that kind of dick. Although admittedly, kissing actual dick is weird too. I sometimes wonder why sucking dick is even a thing. Like who came up with the idea that privates and mouths are a good combination? I mean…they are…don’t get me wrong. But it’s weird, right?

And as weird as it is to be kissing the man who I hated two seconds ago, I’m vindicated by this moment. Josh clearly doesn’t hate me or he wouldn’t be kissing me like a man who hasn’t eaten in weeks.

He loosens his grip on my hair and cups my cheek as he softens the kiss, swirling his tongue into my mouth tenderly. My hands wrap around his waist, and I gasp when his hard length presses against my belly. Breaking our kiss, I trail my gaze lower for confirmation.

Josh’s breath is hot and labored as he drags his thumb along my lower lip. “You’ve been staring at it all day. You can’t honestly be surprised.”

“Shut up,” I murmur and gape at the area that I so elegantly dropped pie on earlier today. I caress him because clearly, I’m an insane lunatic who fondles dicks in the middle of the street.

Typical Friday night for good ole Lynsey Jones!

He groans and presses his forehead to mine. “We’re going to have to move this inside unless you want me to fuck you outside in front of all my neighbors.”

He breathes heavily against my cheek.

“Finally, we agree on something.” I let out a little yelp of surprise when he turns and drags me toward his front door.

“Always so mouthy,” he murmurs as he opens the door, flicks on some lights, and steps back to let me inside. I don’t even try to hide my pleased smirk. I love that I get under his skin.

I make a move to walk into the house and trip on the floor transition, nearly toppling to the ground before Josh wraps his arms around my waist to stop me from falling.

“Fuck, are you okay?” he barks, almost agitated at my lack of coordination.

“I’m fine.” I straighten while pushing my hair out of my face. “I’m just a bit of a klutz. Hopefully, you weren’t expecting any acrobatics from me in the bedroom.” I laugh awkwardly, and my face falls as I notice the barren space. “Did you just move in?”

“No,” he replies, his voice flat.

I move toward the sad-looking white plastic chair sitting in front of a stone fireplace and set my clutch on it. “So, the sterile waiting room chair is a decorative statement?”

Josh narrows his eyes as he drops the keys on a small entryway table. “Are we still doing the talking thing? I thought we moved on to other plans.”

Rubbing my lips together, I feel a flood of heat course through my veins at the predatory look in his eyes as he stalks toward me. The expression on his face reminds me of how he looked all those days he glared at me in the cafeteria.

God, was that foreplay, and I was too stupid to realize it?

He eliminates the space between us to grab me around the waist. His mouth collides with mine, and we’re a mess of lips and hands all the way through his living room, down a darkened hallway, and into the bedroom at the end, me tripping along the way as usual and grateful for his strong hold on me so I don’t completely face-plant somewhere.

He flicks on the light. A large, delicious bed and a sad little nightstand reside along the far wall. Not much décor in here either. Maybe he’s a workaholic and sleeps at the hospital a lot? He certainly spends enough time in the cafeteria.

“Take your clothes off,” Josh demands, his voice deep and growly.

My nipples tighten beneath my strapless bra.

“Bossy much?” I prop my hands on my hips as I stand in front of his bed.

He crosses his arms over his chest, watching me like he knows it’s only a matter of time before I give in.

Dammit, he’s right.

With trembling fingers, I kick off my heels and strip down to my bra and panties, hesitating to do more because he inspects every square inch of my body as though I’m naked already.

“Jesus.” He steps forward and trails his fingers up and down my bare arms. “You’re beautiful.”

My brows furrow.

This seems like a compliment. I didn’t take Josh for the complimenting type.

“I would have taken you more for a dirty talk kind of guy. Or are you all bark and no bite?”

His eyes lift to mine, and he steps back and hits me with an unamused look.

“There goes that mouth again.” He unbuttons his shirt. “Always talking.”

“What are you going to do about it? Tell me I’m beautiful again?”

He undoes the last button on his shirt, pulls it off, and…holy mother of hotness.

Pecs…check.

Abs…check.

Adonis V…check.

Clavicles that I didn’t even know were hot until right this moment…check.

And his shoulders look positively lickable. They’re broad and God-like, and he should just be a lifeguard because it’s a crime to cover this body in those scrubs he wears. A tattoo peeks at me from the inside of his bicep, but his voice distracts me before I can see what it is.

“You’re going to pay for that sarcasm.” He moves closer to loom over me in all his statuesque glory. He’s a giant now that I’ve ditched my heels. He’s a shirtless, delicious-smelling giant and why is a shirtless man in a pair of suit pants so freaking hot?

I tilt my lips up, silently begging for him to kiss me again. He dips his face toward mine, his mouth a whisper away as I hold my breath and wait for contact.

“I’m all bite, sweetheart,” he says, and suddenly, a smack lands right on my thong-covered ass. The sound startles me, and my jaw drops.

“Did you…did you just spank me?” I try to ignore the fact that my ass cheek isn’t the only thing tingling.

He dips his lips to mine, taking my breath away as he grabs the area he slapped and squeezes it hard while kissing me fiercely. I push my hands against his sculpted chest, my body warring with being offended and being turned on at the same time. My voice is raw and breathy when I finally pull away, and croak, “Do it again.”

“What did you say?” Josh asks, his brows lifting with curiosity.

I squint, trying to figure out where that came from. “Do it…again.” I swallow the lump in my throat

Holy crap, I might actually be into spanking.

Josh falters for a moment, clearly surprised by my words once again. I’m surprised too, to be honest. First, I proposition him on the street, and now, I’m asking him to…

…spank me? Who am I right now?

Josh squeezes my ass in his big, warm hands. “Tell me what you want me to do. I want to hear you say it.”

I clear my throat and lift my chin as I reply slowly, “I want you to spank me again.”

A low groan rumbles in his chest as he rolls his forehead against mine and dips his lips to kiss my jaw, my neck, and my shoulder. He nibbles there for a moment before murmuring, “Fuck, you’re going to kill me.”

Without another word, he turns me around and pushes me down so I’m bent over his bed, my hands planted firmly on the mattress. He grabs my hips and pulls me back into his groin, grinding his erection against my crack as his hands glide up my back to unclasp my bra.

The air hits my nipples, and I hold my breath as Josh’s large hands glide up my ribs and over my breasts, his thumbs sliding back and forth over my hardened buds. He pulls me up so his chest is pressed against my back as he kneads my B-cups and pinches my nipples. My body heaves with desire.

His lips brush my neck as he whispers, “Guess the boob job crack you made earlier today wasn’t from personal experience?”

My jaw drops. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

I turn to shove him away, but his grip tightens on me as he murmurs into my ear, “I didn’t say you needed ’em, sweetheart.”

He bites my lobe, and in a flash, he shoves me down again. Running his hands greedily over my ass, he squeezes and fondles the flesh as though he’s prepping it. “You said you like it when I spank you?” he asks as he drops a kiss on my back.

Wetness pools between my legs as memories of his previous slap resonate through my entire body.

“I think so,” I croak shamelessly.

I can practically hear the smile on his lips as he continues stroking my cheeks. “I’m going to make sure you like it.”

He shifts away from me, and I suck in a sharp breath when he pulls on my thong, yanking the fabric away from my center.

His fingers gently swipe along my slit, making me jump, and his voice is deep when he says, “You’re fucking soaked for me already, and I’ve barely touched you.” He swirls my clit, sending electric shockwaves through my entire body. “Tell me what you want, Lynsey.”

Biting my lip, I look over my shoulder. He stands in nothing but his slacks with a seriously tented erection. His eyes are dark with desire as he waits for me to answer.

Steeling myself, I take a deep breath in and state firmly, “I want you to spank me, Josh.”

He smiles, and without warning, his hand descends onto my ass cheek in a surprisingly hard smack. This one is deeper and less playful than the previous one and…

Holy shit, I’m going to die.

I press my forehead against his gray duvet and grip the fabric as though I’m going to collapse from an orgasm over one single swat. I groan into the mattress, closing my eyes tight, and then push myself back into him so I can bask in his heat, his pressure, his touch. I want this man all over me. I’m so close.

He moves my panties to the side and plunges a finger deep into my core, my voice hoarse when I cry out.

“You’re wet and so tight,” he growls, dropping his lips to my hot cheek where he just slapped. His tongue sweeps my tender flesh as he murmurs, “Fucking perfect.”

I rock back into him as his fingers pump in and out of me, and I’m so close to climax it’s insane.

Has any man ever got me this hot this fast?

Hell. Fucking. No.

My vibrator even takes longer than this.

“Do you want more?” he asks knowingly, circling my clit and causing me to cry out.

“Yes,” I moan instantly. “God, yes. I want you to spank me again and again.”

The warmth of his body moves away as he pulls my panties off, tapping my ankles for me to step out of them. “Five more times and then I need to be inside you.”

The wicked promise behind his words almost sounds better than another spanking.

Almost.

He strokes my ass, squeezing the flesh firmly in his two large hands. His deep grunts push me higher.

When his hand pulls away, I hold my breath and cry out with abandon as his slap lands right on my other cheek, stoking the most intense fire inside me that I’ve ever experienced. He swats again in rapid succession, alternating between each cheek. The fifth and final slap hits my core, sending a jolt of electricity roaring all the way to my fingers and toes as my legs collapse with my release.

He stands me up and turns me around, setting me on the bed as my foggy gaze recovers from my climax and focuses on Josh ridding himself of his slacks and black boxer briefs. If I only could’ve seen him in them for a bit longer before he ditched them.

But then I catch sight of the true star of the evening.

His cock.

Who knew Dr. Dick would have such a massive…dick?

I may have suspected it earlier today in those scrubs, but in the flesh, erect and curving up toward his belly in all its hard glory is an incredible thing.

He steps to his nightstand and opens the drawer, rummaging for a few seconds before growling expletives under his breath. “Fuck,” he exclaims and slams the drawer shut.

“We’re going to have sex, right?” I ask anxiously, nowhere near ready to end this wave of pleasure I’m riding.

He looks back at me with a pained look on his face. “I don’t have any condoms.”

“What?” I shriek, my jaw dropped. “How could you not have any condoms?”

“There are none in the drawer,” he snaps, his biceps flexing as he grips the back of his neck with both hands. “This is where I keep them.”

“How many women do you sleep with that you don’t even notice when you run out of condoms?” I stand and prop my hands on my hips.

“I don’t see how that’s any concern of yours,” he snaps. “It’s not like this is our fucking wedding night.”

“Oh, my God,” I groan, shoving him away from the nightstand to look for myself. “Trust me, Josh, when I dolled myself up tonight, you were the last man in the world I expected to sleep with. You’re a doctor. Don’t you get them for free or something?” My hands freeze as a light bulb goes off in my head. “My single girl clutch!”

“Your what?”

“My single girl clutch,” I exclaim, turning on my heel to look for something to throw on so I don’t flash his neighbors through the giant living room windows.

Swiping his dress shirt up off the floor, I toss it on, then nearly roll my ankle as I hurry down the hallway to where I left my clutch. When I return, Josh sits on the edge of the bed, running a frustrated hand through his hair. He watches me curiously as I dig into the side pocket and nearly scream when my hands touch a familiar square object.

My smile is victorious as I hold it out in front of him. He frowns at the wrapper. “Mercedes Lee Loveletter?”

I roll my eyes. “It’s my friend’s pen name. She’s an erotic romance novelist, and she passes these out at book signings.”

“What kind of author passes out condoms?” He stares up at me with dubious eyes.

“The sexy kind!” I retort, moving to thrust it into his hand.

He takes it with a look of disbelief on his face. “Seriously, what does she expect is going to happen at a book signing that will require condoms?”

“Would you stop trying to rationalize this and put the damn thing on?”

My words spur him into action, and before I can take a breath, the condom is on and we’re in his bed. Josh is on top of me, holding my hands down and kissing me fiercely.

I can hardly believe that I don’t even really like this guy.

I wrap my legs around him and murmur between kisses, “The kissing is hot and all, but I’m ready for us to do the damn thing.”

His breath huffs over my lips as he stares at my mouth. “Is that right?”

“Yes. We’re in your bed. We’re naked. I think we’re on the same page here, for the first time all day, so we should be working together, yeah?”

The corner of his mouth tilts into a smile as his eyes darken on mine. “Tell me exactly what you want, Lynsey.”

The sound of his voice uttering my name with so much wicked promise sends a jolt through my body, fluttering a whole lot like butterflies. Except this guy doesn’t give me butterflies. He gives me annoyance flies. Is that a thing? I shake off my lame thoughts and focus on what he just asked me. “You want me to tell you what I want…like sexually?”

He nudges his nose against my jaw, flicking his tongue along my neck before murmuring, “Tell me how bad you want my cock inside you.”

“Oh, my God,” I groan and turn my head away in mortification as my body erupts into nervous goose bumps.

He pulls back and stares down at me. “You just told me earlier you wanted me to spank you, but telling me you want my cock is too much?”

I bite my lip and blink. “I think I blacked out when that happened.”

“Sweetheart, my dick is fucking aching to be inside you. Just say the words, and I promise to make us both feel good.” He looks down at me with sensitive eyes that are equally as disarming as they are encouraging. My stomach does a little somersault.

Aw, he is human. How sweet. I lick my lips and lift my head off the pillow to capture his mouth with mine, biting down on his plump lower lip before whispering, “Dr. Josh Richardson, I want your big dick inside me right fucking now.”

He pulls his head back and laughs.

“I can’t believe you’re laughing!” I exclaim, wishing I could knee him in the junk…if only my knees weren’t currently wrapped around his hips.

“I’m sorry…you just…surprise me, is all.” He says the words simply, but his face puzzles with his admission.

“You’re supposed to be the dirty talker anyway. Why are you making me doing all the heavy lifting?”

He shrugs. “This big dick is actually pretty heavy.”

“Holy dip on a carrot, you are such a cocky di—”

My rant is cut off when Josh plunges inside me. So deep, I bite his shoulder to keep from screaming.

“Fuuuck,” Josh growls into my neck, his body hard and rigid on top of me as my heat clenches him like a vise. “Jesus fucking fuck.”

“Oh my,” I groan and tighten my legs around him, looking for relief from the sudden and overwhelming invasion.

I knew it would be tight. It’s been so long since I had sex, and Barry the Pharmacy Tech wasn’t exactly hung. But this stretched, delicious, teetering on the edge of pain and pleasure feeling is surprising. A welcome surprise.

Josh moves his hips slow and deliberate as we adjust to each other, our bodies slickening with sweat as we rock in sync, our breaths hotter and hotter with each pant.

“Fuck, you feel good,” he groans, glancing down and watching himself move inside me. “So wet…so tight.” He dips his head and sucks on my nipple, his teeth scraping along the tender flesh before moving to pay equal attention to the other.

Just then, his cock hits the spot that I want stoked until I catch fire and burn from the inside out. “Right there. Don’t stop!”

“Not even close to stopping,” he grunts. Staring hungrily at me, he thrusts even deeper, watching me arch into him with overwhelming pleasure.

It’s a peculiar thing having a one-night stand with a stranger. You’ve known each other mere hours, and then you decide to partake in something that leaves you so vulnerable and exposed. So…bare. Until this moment, I would’ve thought having sex with someone I was in love with would be preferred, but staring into Josh’s deliciously wicked green-brown eyes, there’s a freedom I’ve never enjoyed in the bedroom. There’s power in anonymity. I can be whoever I want at this moment. And I’m not holding anything back from this guy.

Two positions and three orgasms later, two from me and one from Josh, he’s fallen off me and ditched the condom into a tissue. We stare at the ceiling; the only sound is our gasping breaths.

“I need a fucking gym membership,” I huff, barely able to move my muscles.

Josh grunts. “I have one, and I’m still spent.”

I turn to him as his mouth hangs open, his sculpted chest rising and falling. “That was some seriously athletic shit.”

“Thanks?”

“Oh, it’s a compliment. Probably the only one you’ll ever hear from me.”

He smiles. Barely. “Well, I quite enjoyed spanking you. It felt like pretty good payback after you dropped pie on my cock earlier today.”

I giggle tiredly. “Sorry about that. I blacked out then too.”

“It was worth it,” he says with a sigh. “Because you seriously have a fucking exquisite ass.”

I check his expression. Is he joking?

His eyes are closed, and a cute, post-coital smile plays on his face.

Doesn’t seem like a joke.

I shake my head and giggle. “Who uses the word exquisite after sex?”

He huffs out a laugh. “I guess I do.”

Images of him spanking me flood my mind. “God, my friend Kate will never let me live this night down.”

“Is that the sex writer?”

“Erotic romance novelist,” I retort with a defensive edge to my voice.

“Got it.”

We both grow quiet for a moment, our breaths recovering as a relaxing exhaustion sets in.

“I’m going to leave,” I state, glancing at Josh whose eyes are doing long, heavy blinks. Man, his jaw is sexy.

The corner of his mouth twitches. “Whatever.”

Another moment passes, and I swear I gain a thousand pounds because I can’t even begin to lift myself off this comfy bed. “Aaany minute now, I’m getting up.”

He turns his head to look at me, but his eyes close as he murmurs, “I can call you an Uber when you’re ready.”

I let my eyes drift closed just for a second. “In a minute.”
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An annoying ringing wakes me from my slumber, and my eyes attempt to crack open, but my mascara has somehow fused my lashes together. I fumble for my phone and briefly see MOM on the caller ID. I swipe right and croak, “Hello?”

“Hello?” Mom mimics.

“Mom…what?”

“What?”

“You called me,” I bark defensively. I swear we’ll be in the next century before my mother learns how to actually use her freaking smart phone.

“Who is this?” she asks, confusion in her voice that sounds kind of funny.

“Mom, who are you trying to call?” I grumble, annoyed now and still attempting to pry my lashes open.

“I’m trying to call my son!” the voice snaps back. “Now, who the hell is this?”

My lashes rip as my eyes shoot open.

Shit. This isn’t my mother.

I pull the phone away from my ear and stare at it in horror.

Not my phone.

I look around me.

Not my bed.

I gaze at the empty space next to me and hear the faint sound of a shower from the master bath.

Not my house!

“Um…” I mumble into the phone because the woman is demanding to know who she’s speaking to. “I’m the cleaning lady.”

“Cleaning lady?” she snaps back. “Lana?”

“Who’s Lana?” I slap my forehead, my brain going haywire.

“My son’s cleaning lady,” the woman says firmly.

“Oh…Lana!” I exclaim with a force laugh that sounds like really, really bad acting. “I’m filling in for her.”

“Where’s Lana?”

I swallow. “Her…daughter’s bat mitzvah?”

“Lana is a devout Catholic.”

“Her daughter’s not,” I say, scrambling for a better lie so I don’t have to explain that I’m her son’s one-night stand.

“Who the hell is this?” she says impatiently.

“Gotta go!” I exclaim, clicking end before throwing the phone on the bed. “Holy shit.” I grab my hair. Crap. I’m still naked.

I glance at the clock. It’s five in the morning.

Why is this man’s mother calling him at five in the morning?

Boundary issues.

The shower is still going, so I scramble off the bed and dart around, tossing pillows in search of my things.

“Where the hell are my clothes?” I find no traces of them. I yank the blankets off the bed. Nothing. “Seriously, what the hell!”

The shower turns off, and my entire body flushes with fear. I let that guy, who may as well have been a perfect stranger, spank me last night. And now I’ve answered a phone call from his mother, like a crazy woman, at five in the freaking morning.

Jesus, this is mortifying.

I grab my phone and order an Uber and could cry with relief when I see it will be here in three minutes. Thank goodness for small favors.

Giving up on my clothes, I rush to the walk-in closet and slip on a pair of gray joggers, rolling them eight times at the waist, and throw on a crisp white dress shirt. If this asshole took my clothes, then it’s only fair to steal his. I grab my heels and creep toward the living room.

My phone pings with a notification that the Uber is here just as I reach the front door. I quietly open it, tiptoe out, and glance back at the house. Thank God I’m done with my thesis. The thought of running into that hot asshole at the cafeteria after the night we just shared would be more awkward than him being my actual doctor.
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Three Months Later

 

“So this is where I need to come to get some actual face time with my best friend,” I joke, striding into Tire Depot Customer Comfort Center to find my wild, redheaded friend sprawled at one of the high-top tables, clicking away on her laptop like she does this every day. Because she does.

Kate’s blue eyes widen with recognition as she spreads her arms wide. “Lyns! Welcome to my office!”

I laugh and shake my head, dropping onto the stool next to her. “I hear the coffee here is awesome.”

She twirls off her stool and heads to the fancy automated coffee machine, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll get you the Mercedes Lee Loveletter special…a long espresso.”

“Thanks, I need it,” I say as she returns with the Styrofoam cup.

“Talk to me,” Kate urges, her brows pinched. “I’m sorry I’ve been so MIA. This book is kicking my ass, and I just had to hermit until I finished.”

“How close are you?” I ask, my mood lifting. “You’ve got to hurry up and type ‘The End’ so we can do our tradition of celebrating. I need a big night out.”

“I should finish by next week!” She grabs my arm excitedly.

“Good.” I pin her with a serious stare. “Then you, me, and Dean need to hang out. I miss your face! And I especially miss hearing you taunt Dean for wearing shirts with anchors on them.”

Kate giggles. “Or those capri-length skinny slacks he wears in the summer with boat shoes?”

“Yesss.”

“How does he make metro so hot?”

“I don’t know,” I reply with a shake of the head.

Kate’s face sobers a bit. “Any luck on the job front?”

“Nope.” I groan and cup my face in my hands. “And I’m moving in with Mom and Dad next week so things are about as bleak as they can be.”

Kate chews her lip sympathetically. “You know it’s temporary.”

My lips turn down as the disappointment of my life washes over me. “Temporarily pathetic.”

She knocks my hands off my chin. “You graduated less than two months ago. As soon as you find the right job, you’ll be able to look for the right place to live.”

“I hope you’re right,” I murmur, grabbing my espresso and sipping the hot liquid. “Man, I thought finishing my thesis was hard. Who knew that finding a job as a pediatric counselor would be even harder? I’ve even expanded my options to Denver.”

“You’re not moving.” Kate shoots me a stern face, clearly not even interested in entertaining that notion.

I roll my eyes. “If I become desperate enough, I won’t have a choice. This is so frustrating. Getting my master’s was supposed to be the start of my life as an adult. Instead, I’m stuck in limbo and preparing to move in with my parents. Let me sob all the sobs, okay?”

Kate levels me with an unsympathetic glower. “Fine, but also keep in mind that you are hirable. You were offered a couple of social work positions already, but you said no because you’re holding out for something with more emphasis on children.”

I nod. “I know, but that’s only because I need pediatric experience to make my dream of opening my own specialty clinic even remotely possible.”

“I know,” she says encouragingly. “You’re not pathetic. You’re just being a boss bitch.”

That label makes me smile. “Well, I think this boss bitch needs to cancel her stupid Tinder date tonight.” I prop my chin on my hand. “I’ve been feeling like garbage lately. Tired, irritable, bloated. Who wants to hang out with tired, irritable, and bloated?”

“Don’t cancel,” Kate exclaims, her eyes wide and urgent. “A hot date is just the boost your ego needs. And this guy looked cute!”

I shake my head. “How hot of a prospect am I going to be to him? I may as well hold a sign up that says: Jobless, homeless, moody, stressed the fuck out, and seeking mediocre pity sex.” I cringe at that last part as my memory floods with images of the last time I had sex. Somehow, I know that any future sex I have will never come close to being as hot as that night.

“Stop,” Kate groans, shaking her head with a laugh. “You’re not pity sex material. Just go out and have some fun. Own your transition, because that’s all it is, a transition. This date will help take your mind off the job hunt. Plus, you seriously need to clean the cobwebs out down there. It’s been well over a year since Barry the Pharmacy Tech, and I wouldn’t be surprised if your lack of action is the reason you’re not finding a job. Sex improves confidence…that’s just plain science.”

I force a laugh and try to hide the guilty look on my face. I never told Kate about me and Dr. Dick hooking up. I might have if only my departure hadn’t gone so epically terrible. That’s a lie. I still probably wouldn’t have told Kate because I’m not ready to admit that slightly violent, argumentative, spanking sex is apparently my kink. That is something she would feast on for years, and I’m working to forget any of that night ever happened.

Now if only my dreams would cooperate with my desire to forget. My dreams have been ridiculously potent these past couple of months. So potent that I literally wake up in the throes of an orgasm.

I didn’t even know that was a thing.

I guess I made it a thing.

I often replay that night in my head, and I honestly don’t know what came over me. I waffle between being turned on and horrified. I can’t imagine what Josh must think after I got spanked and dashed.

Is that a thing?

I guess I made that a thing too.

I’m sure that night just further confirmed the fact that Dr. Dick thinks I’m one hundred percent crazy town, and he’s probably sleeping well at night knowing he dodged a bullet.

I exhale heavily and force a smile for Kate. “Fine, I won’t cancel my Tinder date. How’s Miles? You think he’s getting ready to propose yet?”

“I have no clue, but he’s been acting suuuper weird.” She waggles her eyebrows suggestively.

Speak of the devil, Kate’s boyfriend, Miles, comes waltzing in. He’s crazy tall with black hair and the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen on a person that tan. He’s a freaking dreamboat. And he is completely smitten with his redheaded tire shop waiting room smut writer.

Miles tips his head politely to me before leaning down and caging Kate in as he presses his lips to hers. The kiss lingers for a moment, and I can’t look away. He pulls back and stares at her from an inch away, and the two of them seem so in love, it gives me butterflies just watching them.

He finally breaks his trance on her and looks at me. “What’s up, Lynsey?”

“Not much, Miles. How about you?”

“Working away.” He props up his elbows on the table and smiles his white-toothed smile at me. “Trying to get this one to take a break from writing occasionally.”

“Good luck. When she’s in the groove, she’s in the groove.”

“You got that right.” Miles gives her a proud smile. “But she’s almost done, and I’ve been telling her we should host a celebratory party at the house. I can line the whole thing up. I’m a great party planner.”

“Someone say party?” Another male voice cuts into our conversation. Sam scratches his ginger beard as he strides toward us.

“Yes!” I bounce up and down. “Miles is going to host Kate’s next The End party so we can get drunk like the good old days. I know you’re the boss around here, but since you’re also Miles’s best friend, you can give him some time off to throw a party, right?”

“Obviously.” Sam sidles up next to Miles. “But I seem to remember Miles and Kate disappearing at her last The End party, so who are they really throwing the party for?”

“Good point.” I giggle with that recollection. “Party sex is so tacky.”

“Shut up!” Kate barks, whacking my shoulder playfully while blinking sexy doe eyes at Miles.

I interrupt their little eye-fucking session. “Kate, you just focus on finishing and give us a date when you’re ready.”

“Sounds good,” Kate replies with a smile.

I smile too because for the first time in the past few weeks, my mood has been lifted. I might not have a career or a home, but I have a Tinder date and an epic party in my near future. Things could be a lot worse.
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“Incoming, Dr. Richardson!” a nurse yells as she rushes by.

“One moment please,” I snap at Sheila who’s been riding my ass all fucking night. I close my eyes and purse my lips before turning to face her. “Sorry, Sheila. That frustration wasn’t meant for you.”

“No worries, Doc,” she says with a smile. “The ER’s been a shitshow tonight, so I get it.”

Not the most professional way to put it, but the truth nonetheless.

I finish inputting discharge information for my recent patient—a college football player who came in and needed two stitches to the head. He cried incessantly the entire time, and we had to drug him just so he’d calm the fuck down. I’ve had children with broken limbs come into the ER with a higher pain tolerance than this guy. But it’s time to move onto the next patient.

I close out the chart and stand, straightening the stethoscope around my neck and inspecting my scrubs for any signs of blood. On a typical night in the ER, I’ll have to change at least three times. But to think about needing to change for a guy who only needed two stitches would annoy the fuck out of me. The last time I had to change for a stupid reason didn’t involve any blood whatsoever.

It was pie.

I shake my head as memories of Lynsey flood back. God, that chick was crazy. Lurking in a hospital cafeteria. Saying ridiculous things that made no sense. Begging me to spank her. Definitely not a typical day.

However, I will say, the past few months have been kind of dull without her lurking in the cafeteria like a weirdo. I hadn’t realized how much of her daily presence occupied my thoughts until she was gone. And gone she definitely was.

The morning after we slept together, I had a six a.m. shift at the ER. I planned on giving her a ride home before I left, maybe even getting her number because—crazy or not—the sex was the best I’d ever had. I wanted to see if she’d be interested in something casual, but she ran out before I even had the chance to talk to her about it.

My mother had plenty of things to say, though, when she called me that morning demanding to know about the strange woman who answered my phone. I didn’t have a good answer for her because, frankly, it’s unlike me to sleep with strange women, especially since moving back to Boulder.

But something about watching Lynsey all those weeks in the cafeteria drew me to her. It was as if I knew her without ever speaking to her. And now that I know her intimately, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since.

However, the left side of my brain knows not to pursue her. Lynsey and I are opposites. She wants a career of working with children while I do what I can to stay far away from them.

An ache thumps in my chest because if I’d have met Lynsey four years ago, things between us could be so different. I was a better man back then. Lighter. Less troubled. And once upon a time, I did like kids. In fact, I loved them. I had to because I’d dedicated my career to them.

But things change.

Life happens.

Which is why Lynsey did me a huge favor by bolting on me that morning. If I’m still thinking about her after one night, imagine how bad I’d have it after several. It’s best that I stay far the fuck away from her. I’m not interested in long-term attachments of any kind. In my experience, you get attached to things, and you get hurt.

Sheila thrusts the new patient chart into my hand, and I freeze when my eyes come across the name: Lynsey Jones.

My brows furrow.

It can’t possibly be her. I’m not fucking magical, so I couldn’t conjure her here with my own damn thoughts.

I glance at the date of birth, hoping it’s some elderly patient or a small child, but the patient is twenty-seven. My stomach sinks.

“Fuck,” I grumble under my breath, and Sheila frowns at me. I shake my head, refusing to make this a thing. It’s not a thing unless I make it a thing. I’m an ER doctor. She’s a patient. Nothing more.

Time to churn and burn. That’s my motto as a doctor these days, and having an unforgettable one-night stand land in my ER isn’t going to change that.

Reviewing the nurse’s notes, I see that she was at a restaurant where she had an allergic reaction, cut herself with a steak knife, and then twisted her ankle when she tried to run to the bathroom to administer her EpiPen. The allergic reaction is under control, but her finger likely needs stitches, and her ankle may need an X-ray. What the hell was she in the middle of to cause such a domino effect of epic proportions?

Exhaling heavily, I open the sliding glass door to her patient room. She lies on the bed, her arm connected to the IV and covering her face. Sitting next to her is the cheery redhead that I spoke to after discharging the bawl-baby football player. She eyes me with great fascination and her giant smile says she is about to burst or she needs to pee.

“Hello, I’m Dr. Richardson.” I infuse my tone with formality, because I have no idea who this redhead is to Lynsey, and I don’t want to out our connection.

Lynsey doesn’t move. In fact, her body goes so still that I’d think she was passed out if it wasn’t for her heart-rate monitor increasing to a speed that has nothing to do with her injuries and everything to do with me.

Slowly, she pulls her arm down and blinks at me. “Um…hi.”

I fight to keep the amusement off my face. She’s a damn mess. Her makeup is smudged all over, she has dark circles under her eyes, her skin is seriously blotchy, and she’s holding a bloody, gauze-covered finger to her chest. Glancing at her giant ankle, a bit of sympathy overtakes me. It couldn’t get much worse for her.

Until I entered the room, that is.

Her friend elbows Lynsey in a secretive way but accidentally causes Lynsey’s gauze-wrapped hand to hit her chin. Lynsey flinches and shoots daggers at her friend, hissing, “Cool it, you spaz!”

The redhead smiles nervously.

I focus on the chart and use my most professional doctor voice. “You’ve had quite a night.”

“Um…yeah,” Lynsey replies flatly.

“You administered your EpiPen already?” I peruse the chart to see her allergy is to shellfish.

“Yes.”

“Any swelling in your throat? Problem breathing?”

She shakes her head after each question.

“How’s your pain?” I sit on the exam chair, wheeling to the side of her bed next to her friend.

“It’s fine,” she says through clenched teeth.

“Fine?” her friend chirps from beside me. “Doctor, she’s in total agony. She needs drugs. Stat. That’s a good medical term, right? Seriously, though, she needs them not just for the physical pain she’s in but also for the emotional pain. Her Tinder date completely abandoned her during her hour of need as a stretcher wheeled her out of a crowded restaurant. This is the most horrifying date of her—”

“Kate!” Lynsey snaps, cutting her friend off and covering her face in clear mortification. “Would you shut the hell up?”

Her friend purses her lips and fights back a smile. “Sorry.”

I turn to Lynsey’s friend. “Kate?”

Kate blinks big doe eyes. “Yes, Doctor?”

I frown because she says doctor a bit too enthusiastically. “Do you think you could give me a moment alone with the patient?”

“Anything you say, Doctor.” She smiles and rises from her seat, backing away while facing us like she’s departing the queen. “I’ll be in the waiting room if you need me, Lyns.”

She exits, and I turn to hit Lynsey with a serious look. “How is your pain?”

Her chin trembles. “Pretty shitty.”

“You know, if you wanted to see me again, you could have just visited the cafeteria.” I narrow my eyes on her injuries. “This is pretty dramatic, even for you.”

“Glad to see your narcissism is still fully intact, Dr. Dick,” she grumbles under her breath. “It’d be a shame if you debunked my theory that you were hatched from a pod.”

I press my lips together, trying not to smile as I wheel to her ankle and set the chart by her bare leg. How she manages to still have sexy legs in a hospital gown is beyond me. Steeling myself, I shove away the images of her legs wrapped around me so I can get through this exam.

I inspect her ankle, glancing at her every time she winces. “I don’t think it’s broken, just a sprain. Rest it as much as you can for a few days and ice it three to four times a day. I’ll have the nurse show you how to wrap it for support before you leave.”

She winces when I rest my hand on her foot.

I add, “I’ll order you some ibuprofen for the swelling and a light narcotic for the pain. It’ll help if you end up needing stitches in your finger.”

She nods feebly, and I have a strange desire to comfort her, which is not something I do with my patients. In fact, I have a bit of a reputation around here for being ice cold to my patients and the staff, something that took the nurses a while to get used to. But you don’t live the life I’ve lived and treat the patients I’ve treated without learning how to build a fucking fortress of protection.

“As soon as your blood work comes back, I’ll get your pain meds ordered.” I move to examine her finger and look at her face to add, “Yeah, this’ll definitely need stitches.”

She can barely make eye contact with me, so I decide to press her.

“So how have you been?”

She huffs out a laugh. “I’ve been better.”

“Other than tonight’s unfortunate incident?” I rewrap her finger and a pang of annoyance hits me. “You were out on a date?”

She shrugs.

“And your date left you like this?”

She levels me with a glare. “It wasn’t a good date.”

“I’d say,” I grumble with a huff.

“Lose the judgmental tone, okay?” She pulls her hand free from mine and clutches it to her chest again. “I’ve had a rough enough night, and I don’t need you piling on more.”

“Pardon me.” I push back from her bedside. “I guess I don’t know what kind of tone to take with a woman who fucked me and left like a thief in the night.”

Her jaw drops. “It was morning when I left…okay?”

I shake my head. “The sun hadn’t even risen.”

“I didn’t think you’d care!”

“I don’t.” That’s a lie. Clearly, I do care. Otherwise, I wouldn’t still be thinking about her three months later. But I shouldn’t be.

“You’re acting like someone who cares,” she replies almost sheepishly. “I want my clothes back, by the way. I love that top.”

I bark out an unamused laugh. “That’s rich.”

“What did you even do with them? You’re not some kind of creep, are you?”

I blink back at her, stunned, pissed, and surprisingly, a little fucking hurt. “If a creep washes and dries your clothes—then sure, Lynsey, I’m a creep.”

She scowls. “When would you have had time to wash my clothes?”

I lean in and hit her with a glower. “I put your clothes in the washer when I went out for my four a.m. run. Then I put them in the dryer before I hopped in the shower to get ready for work—all facts you could have known, if you wouldn’t have been a coward.”

She pauses, watching me nervously for a moment as though she doesn’t believe the words I’m saying. The moment is thwarted when the nurse opens the slider into the room. “Her blood work is back, Dr. Richardson.”

She passes the paper to me and rushes out of the room.

I do a quick read through. “Everything looks normal. I’ll get your pain…”

My voice trails off as my eyes zero in on a blood test that’s a standard test we do on many of our patients who come into the ER. The results are…surprising. No. They’re damn right maddening.

My entire body tenses as my blood pressure spikes. The visceral reaction I’m having to these results are more surprising than the results themselves.

It takes all of my strength to shove my overly-emotional response to a different vortex of my brain. A place that I became very familiar with in my previous medical position.

My jaw is tight as I grind out, “I’m sorry, but I’ve just discovered you’re pregnant—a fact that would have been useful for you to tell me when we were discussing pain medication.”

“You are such a dick,” she huffs as if I’ve just made some seriously horrible joke.

I glance up from the chart and frown at her, trying to get a read on her reaction because it is messed up.

“It’s not wise to lie to your doctor, Lynsey,” I say through clenched teeth.

“What the hell are you talking about?” she hisses, her eyes narrowing on me.

My nose wrinkles. “Are you actually trying to act like you’re unaware of this?”

Her face contorts with disgust. “What the hell is your problem? Look, I’m sorry I ditched you without saying goodbye or whatever, but this is a sick payback, even for you. Is your ego really that precious?”

“I’m not trying to pay you back right now,” I growl, stepping closer, my jaw dropping when her face shifts from pissy to absolutely terrified.

Does she really not know?

She shifts uncomfortably in the bed, her nervous eyes darting all over the room. “Look, I get the whole Dr. Dick thing is your schtick, and it probably does help you get laid because…well, it worked for me. But seriously, can you at least try to be professional right now?”

“I’m serious, Lynsey. You’re pregnant.” I note the test value, my heart rate increasing when I add, “You’re pretty far along based on your quantitative HCG number.”

“What the fuck is a quantitative HCG number?” she bellows, sitting up to look at me with horror on her face. “Tell me plainly, Josh…am I pregnant?”

“Yes.” And a chill causes my body to shake.

“How?” she cries, shaking her head.

I run a hand through my hair, trying to stop the trembling sensation running through my fingertips. “Typically, from having sex, unless you’ve been seeing a reproductive endocrinologist and did IVF or IUI, and in that case, actual intercourse isn’t performed.”

“Stop with the words!” She falls flat on her back, staring at the ceiling. “I can’t believe…”

“Do you know who the father is?” I ask, hoping for an answer that would make sense and allow me to slip back into my professional doctor mode and detach from this entire fucked-up scene.

Lynsey’s watery brown eyes find mine. “Very funny.”

My heart sinks all the way to my gut.

Oh, Lord. I’m going to be sick.

I pull it together as best I can. “I’m not trying to be funny.”

She stares at me, slowly blinking as she continues to process the news. “I haven’t slept with anyone since you.”

My head begins whipping back and forth as denial shoots through my brain. “Who did you sleep with before me?”

“You think I was already pregnant that night we had sex?” she cries, and the serious look on her face causes panic to sweep through my body. “I hadn’t had sex in months before you. Like, almost a year. Like, I would have a baby in my arms if Barry the Pharmacy Tech had gotten me pregnant.”

“I’m going to order an ultrasound.” I stand and pace the room. “There’s no need to discuss anything until we see what the ultrasound shows.”

I swallow the knot in my throat and turn on my heel to march out of the room without another word. Closing the door behind me, I damn near sprint to the computer and type in the ultrasound order, adding STAT in big bold letters. I turn and exhale heavily, my mind and body reeling.

It can’t be my child. It can’t. The fetus would be over twelve weeks along by now, and surely, she’d know if she was twelve fucking weeks pregnant.

With a frown, I pull up her chart again to read through the nurse’s notes. I find the box checked that the patient’s last menstrual cycle is unknown. Unknown? Un-fucking-known? How could she not know when her last period was?

I dart back into her room without thinking and practically growl like a beast, “How do you not know when your last period was?” I point at the chart for proof. “The nurse’s notes say you don’t know.”

Lynsey’s eyes are full of tears. “My periods have always been irregular…and…I’ve been under a lot of stress lately. I thought it was normal to miss a period when you’re under a lot of stress!”

“Fuck,” I grumble under my breath and turn to leave the room again without a backward glance.

I drop onto a nearby bench and force myself to breathe. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening. This won’t be happening.

I sit up straight and crack my neck. I can’t freak out right now. I have to be a fucking doctor. I have patients to treat. People are depending on me. I can deal with this later. Plus, there’s just no way Lynsey is pregnant with my child. We used a condom. There’s absolutely no way.

Well, there is a way, my inner voice snidely replies. And it’s right because I know the stats. Condoms aren’t one hundred percent effective. And what kind of condom was that that night? I was so desperate to fuck her that I didn’t even hesitate to use whatever weird fucking rubber she pulled out of that stupid sparkly bag. What was the name on that stupid thing? Love Letter something? Dammit, I’m an idiot.

Tuck it away, Josh. Tuck it away. You don’t need to think about this right now. You have work to do.

And hell, maybe Lynsey’s lying. Maybe it’s not my baby, and she’s trying to trap me because I’m a doctor and she thinks that would make me a good father. It’s been three months since we slept together. Surely, she’s had sex with someone since then.

Even though I haven’t.

Never mind.

Work now, deal with Lynsey later.
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I come out of a patient room and catch sight of the ultrasound tech wheeling her mobile machine into Lynsey’s room. I wait about three minutes before I duck in to join them.

The tech tosses me an odd expression. “Doctor?”

I clear my throat, glancing at Lynsey nervously as I move to stand on the opposite side of her where a prospective father might stand. “Carry on, I’m just here to observe.”

The woman scowls as she drapes a blanket over Lynsey’s lap. She lifts her gown to just under her breasts and squirts ultrasound gel all over her belly, and then brings the probe over to the area just below her belly button. When she pushes the wand onto Lynsey’s small stomach, my heart sinks when a fetus appears on the screen.

Lynsey gasps.

I hold my breath.

“Oh, the baby is wide-awake right now,” the tech says happily as she moves the probe and takes measurements. “This little one is going to make it hard for me to hear the heartbeat, but you can see the flutter right there in his or her chest. Looks good and strong.”

I drop onto the stool and prop my hands on the bed as I stare in shock at the screen.

Lynsey’s voice croaks, “That’s…a baby?”

The woman laughs. “I know they look like tiny aliens at this stage, but this little one will grow into its head. Don’t you worry.”

Lynsey’s breath comes fast and hard, and her belly shakes as she cries. “I’m pregnant?”

The woman’s eyes widen on me and then move to her. “You didn’t know?”

Lynsey shakes her head.

“Oh goodness, I’m so sorry. I assumed you knew.” The tech zeroes in on a measurement and adds, “This baby looks to be about thirteen weeks old.”

“Thirteen weeks?” Lynsey sobs and turns to look at me. “How? I don’t…It wasn’t thirteen weeks ago that—”

“I…you…” I stammer, all the years of education I’ve had in the medical field apparently disappearing in my muddled brain.

The tech’s voice interrupts, turning our attention back to her, “Well, you can’t even test positive on a pregnancy test until you’re about four or five weeks along. Let me input these measurements into my system, and I can tell you a conception date and a due date.”

My mouth gapes as my body attempts to process this information. Numbness overtakes me. This whole scenario is like it’s not even happening to me. It feels as though I’m a bystander while someone else finds out they’re going to be a parent. Not me. I was never going to have kids.

Blinking slowly, I focus on the tech as she types numbers on the screen. A sob from Lynsey breaks through my cloud of denial, and my eyes turn to see she’s slipping into full-on hysterics. Good God, she really had no idea.

Taking hold of her hand, I know I’m crossing a patient-doctor boundary, but I can’t even give a fuck, because, right now, she’s not my patient. She’s the woman I put in this situation.

Her hand tightens on mine as she continues to shake her head in complete disbelief. I stare at our joined hands, and a tremble runs through my body. This is it. We’re in this together now.

“November 22nd, or thereabouts is when the baby was conceived,” the sonographer says with a forced smile. “It has a day or two variance because sperm can live inside the vagina for up to five days and a follicle can live up to three days. So it just depends on when those two crazy kids decide to meet up.”

“I get it,” Lynsey says, defeatedly. “I’m pregnant. I…am pregnant. There’s a baby—inside me.”

The woman smiles. “Would you like to hear the heartbeat?”

We turn wide eyes to the tech as she twists a knob on her machine and a rapid fluttering heart rate echoes in the room. We soak it in for a good thirty seconds. I have to remind myself to breathe.

“Nice and strong. Perfectly normal.”

“So the baby is…okay?” Lynsey asks nervously. “I shot myself with an EpiPen a couple of hours ago. Is that bad?”

The tech turns her focus to me. “The doctor is better to answer that question.” Her gaze falls on my hand holding Lynsey’s, and I quickly release it and rub my sweaty palms on my scrub pants.

I clear my throat and reply, “EpiPens are fine to use as long as the benefits outweigh the risks.”

Lynsey gapes at me. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means, there are not many studies to tell us exactly what the effects are.” My voice is flat, and for the first time, I actually hate that I can’t turn that part of myself off and comfort her.

“So, I could have hurt my baby?”

“I’m sure it’s fine.”

“But we don’t know for sure?”

“Not really, no.”

“Why isn’t there more information?” she exclaims, her voice reaching a shrill level that sends me over the edge.

“Because, Lynsey, there aren’t many pregnant women willing to put their fetuses at risk by testing EpiPens for the sake of clinical studies.”

Lynsey instantly starts crying, covering her face with her hands. I wince at the tone I just took with her.

The tech lowers her gaze. “Anything else, Dr. Richardson?”

I shake my head. “Just the full report, please.”

The tech cleans up her stuff, but before she leaves, she puts a hand on Lynsey’s shoulder and hands over a photo. “The baby looks healthy. Great heart rate, great movement. That’s all that matters. Okay, honey?”

Lynsey nods, clutching the photo while her chin trembles.

“Thank you,” she croaks as she watches the woman leave the room.

I fold over, covering my face with my hands and mumbling against my palms, “How…how did this happen? We used a condom.”

“I know,” Lynsey says, her voice trembling. “Did it look okay when you took it off?”

“The condom?” I ask, and she nods. “It looked like a condom full of jizz, what the fuck do you mean?”

“Were there leaks?” she asks, her eyes red.

“I didn’t inspect it with a microscope.” I pin her with a glower. “What brand was it anyway? Where does your friend get her ridiculous book condoms made? Some back-alley shop in Tijuana?”

“How should I know?” Lynsey snaps, wincing as she jostles her photo. “Why don’t you go call Kate in from the waiting room so we can launch a full investigation! She’s the author who gave us the condom, after all.”

I pause, trying to calm down because it doesn’t matter where the condom came from. I’m an adult and it was a choice I made to use it. Lynsey tucks the photo under her hip and clutches her injured hand to her chest. Shit. I still need to stitch her finger.

“Let me treat your hand.”

The nurse has all the items I need set up on a sterile tray in the corner.

Lynsey’s breath quivers as she closes her eyes, and more tears leak out. “All I can think about is treating what’s going on in my belly.”

I roll around to the other side of her bed, bringing the tray along with me. I put on a pair of blue rubber gloves and set about irrigating and cleaning the wound. Then I inject lidocaine around the cut.

“Can that stuff hurt the baby?” Lynsey asks, her voice scratchy.

“No.” I pause to look her in the eyes. They’re wide and watery, and her entire demeanor is completely terrified.

God, I’m an ass. “And neither will the EpiPen. I’m sorry for scaring you earlier.”

The corner of her mouth turns down. “If I had known I was pregnant, I wouldn’t have—”

“Yes, you would have.” I pin her with a serious look. “If you die, the baby dies. You had no choice, Lynsey.”

Her chin trembles as she absorbs my words. I run the stitches through her delicate skin, doing the best I can to keep them as small and neat as possible.

“I can’t even feel anything you’re doing to my hand because my mind is racing. How is your mind not going a mile a minute?” her gaze heavy on me.

“I’m good at compartmentalizing.” I’m too good actually.

She licks her lips thoughtfully. “I keep thinking about what I’ve been doing these past few months. I’ve drank alcohol a few times—though not that much since I’ve been so stressed out.”

“Don’t worry about the alcohol.” I pause my work to look at her. “Why have you been stressed?”

She pulls her lower lip into her mouth. “Well, I graduated back in December, and I still haven’t found a job. My lease is up on my townhouse in a few days. Since I don’t have enough money to renew, I’m in the process of looking for people in need of a roommate. It’s a struggle, though, because there are some major creeps on Craigslist.”

“Surely, you’re not actually looking for roommates on Craigslist,” I snap, my tone harsh but necessary.

She shakes her head. “Not really, I just looked as a joke. I am in search of a roommate, though. But since no long-term options have come up, I’m going to join my fellow millennials and move in with my parents.” Her face suddenly pales. “I can’t even think about how they’ll react to this situation. They’re super conservative Catholics, so I’m sure my mother will call the priest right over to see if my soul can be saved.”

“Shit,” I murmur, digesting her words as I continue my work.

“Yeah,” she grunts. “Some catch I am. No wonder my Tinder date abandoned me.”

A tear slips down her cheek.

I frown and ask the only question I can emotionally handle right now. “Why can’t you find a job? Didn’t you just get your master’s degree in psychology?”

“Yes,” she croaks, pinching the bridge of her nose with her free hand. “I’ve been too picky, I guess. I want to work with kids, and Boulder doesn’t have anything for me right now, so I’m expanding my search to Denver. There are some promising options there.”

My brow furrows. “Would you move there?”

She shrugs. “If I could afford it.”

“I see.” I tie a knot on the last stitch and smear antiseptic cream over the wound before wrapping gauze around it and fastening it with a hook. “All done.”

Turning away, I yank my gloves off and toss them on the tray, my mind imploding on itself over all the elements in play right now. It’s too much. It’s too much for me to digest at the moment. I have other patients to see, so this problem can just wait until I have time to think.

I stand and run a hand through my hair. “We obviously have some things to discuss.”

She huffs out a laugh. “Ya think?”

I pull my phone from my pocket, my jaw muscle ticking. “I’m working now, so why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll call you to set up a meeting once I’ve thought things over.”

“A meeting?” she asks, taking my phone and typing in her number.

“Yes, a meeting. A meetup. Whatever you call this.”

She hesitantly hands it to me. “Josh, you do believe me when I tell you there’s been no one else, right?”

I watch her face for a moment, taking in her blotchy skin, her watery brown eyes, and wild chestnut hair. There are many things this woman is, but a liar isn’t one of them. “I believe you.”

A wobbly smile lifts her expression. “Okay. But you should know that I don’t expect—”

“I’m going to pass your chart off to the nurse. She’ll get you set up with an obstetrician and give you discharge instructions,” I interrupt, not ready to even begin to unpack the baggage we have. “I’ll…call you.”

I nod woodenly before turning on my heel and leaving. Walking down the hall, I exhale heavily. That probably looked pretty bad. She may have left my house like a thief in the night, but right now, I’m acting like a man on the run.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

I’m seated on the floor of my newly empty living room still in shock that my entire life fit into a tiny little storage pod that the moving guys just drove off with twenty minutes ago. The pod will be kept at some industrial park in Boulder until I figure out what the hell I’m going to do with my life.

My life as its current state…

No job…check.

No place to live…check.

No love life to speak of…big, fat, bolded check.

And as if that list wasn’t sparkling enough, now I’m pregnant with a stranger’s baby…check, check, check.

I lean my head against the wall and let out a deep sigh.

How did I go from living my best life as a student, hanging with friends, wild and free, to being pregnant, jobless, and moving in with my parents? Where the hell did I go wrong?

Hot tears trail down my face. Tears have become my new best friend these past few days as I’ve processed this unexpected news.

This isn’t how my life was supposed to go. I have plans, goals, a career to start. I should’ve been in love and married to someone before I became a mother. And I certainly never intended to have a baby with a guy who can barely tolerate me.

How in the hell am I going to tell my parents all of this?

They already ask me why I can’t be more like my sister who got married right out of college and gave them two beautiful grandbabies. Whereas I graduated college and worked tirelessly in social work while pondering what I wanted to do with my life.

So, what does any self-respecting millennial do when they don’t know what their future holds? They go back to school. Because surely a master’s degree at twenty-seven years old will be the answer to all my problems.

Foolish.

I sniffle and pull my shirt up to wipe my nose. My front door opens, revealing Dean.

His smiling face falls when his eyes land on me. “Why are you crying?”

I shrug and then more tears fall.

He strides to me, squatting beside me. “Seriously, Lynsey. Why are you crying?”

I shake my head, my emotions so thick I can’t even communicate with words right now.

“Is it because you’re moving?” he asks, adjusting his dark-framed glasses and pinning me with a grave look.

More crying.

“Because you have to move in with your parents? I told you that you could crash at my place. This is stupid, Lyns.”

I shake my head, covering my face with my hands. It’s true, Dean did offer his place to me, but I worried that he would struggle with boundaries, and after him professing his love for Kate last summer and our history of dating, it would blur a lot of lines.

And moving in with my parents was supposed to be temporary. Now that I’m pregnant, I have no clue what any of it means.

“Lynsey, what’s going on? You’re freaking me out.” He lifts my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Are you sick or something?”

I huff and shake my head. “I’m not sick.”

“Then what is it?” He brushes away my tears with the backs of his fingers and squeezes my arm sympathetically.

I sniff and turn my face away to wipe my nose on my shoulder before blurting, “Dean…I’m pregnant.”

His hand stiffens on me as he croaks, “You’re what?”

I look at him, his brown eyes wide and a little scary. “I’m pregnant.”

He jerks away like I burned him. “With whose baby?”

I look down and swallow the painful knot in my throat. “Remember that guy who was with your client, Max, that night we went to Bitter Bar?”

“You’re pregnant with that asshole doctor’s baby?” he snaps, his deep voice rising in panic. “The one who was mean to you in the cafeteria? I thought you hated that guy!”

I scrub my hands over my face. “I did. I do. I don’t know. I’d had a lot to drink that night, and we shared an Uber, and…we had sex, okay? You’ve done far worse!”

Dean stands and runs a hand through his hair. “That was like three months ago, Lynsey. Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?”

“I only found out a couple of days ago.” I crane my neck to look up at him. “I had no idea I was pregnant all these weeks.”

“Shit,” Dean says, blinking away his shock as he leans against the wall and slides down beside me. He stares at the empty space before us for a moment before adding, “You’re actually pregnant.”

I let loose a deep breath. “I’m actually pregnant.”

After a short pause, he asks, “Are you…keeping it?”

“Yes, I’m keeping it.” The thought of giving up my baby never even entered my mind.

He nods thoughtfully. “So then, what’s your plan?”

I force a wobbly smile. “Well, for now, I’m moving back in with my parents, but once I get the nerve to tell them the news, they’ll probably kick me out.”

Dean’s jaw tightens. “Would they really do that?”

I roll my eyes. “Hopefully not. They could ship me off to some weird single pregnant mother’s Catholic camp.”

Dean blanches. “Those don’t still really exist, do they?”

I shrug helplessly.

“So, the doctor doesn’t want anything to do with the baby?” Dean’s body tenses as he awaits my reply. “Does he know?”

“Oh, he knows.” I laugh pathetically. “He said he was going to call me, but it’s been two days, and I still haven’t heard from him.”

Silence spreads between us, and I lift my gaze to his.

Rage heats Dean’s eyes. “I’m going to fucking kill him.”

I’ve never seen him this pissed before. “Dean—”

“Fuck that.” Dean makes a move to get up off the floor. “Where’s my bat?”

I drag him back down next to me and hold tightly to his arm. “Relax, okay? He seemed just as freaked out about it as I was, so I’m giving him a few days before I confirm that he’s a deadbeat.”

Dean’s nostrils flare with barely contained fury. “This is so fucked up.”

I take the moment to breathe in and out. “Look, I don’t even know if I want him in the picture. I mean, sure we had a connection that night, but he made it clear that he’s not into kids. And I’m not sure I want to be saddled with someone like that.”

“Fuck no, you don’t,” Dean says through clenched teeth. “What does Kate say about all of this?”

I swallow around the lump in my throat. “I haven’t told her yet.”

Dean’s eyes widen. “Why the hell not? She was at the hospital with you.”

“I know, but she was in the waiting room when I found out.” I exhale a shaky breath. “And I’m awful for lying to her that night, but I needed to figure out how I felt about this baby before I let her tell me how I was supposed to feel about it. You know Kate.”

Dean nods thoughtfully. “She is very opinionated.”

“Exactly,” I reply with a groan. “And if Dr. Dick doesn’t call and I have to raise this baby on my own, she’s going to have lots of feelings.”

Dean turns to face me, his jaw taut as he says, “I think you should stay with me, Lynsey.”

I roll my eyes and nudge him with my shoulder. “No way.”

He tilts my chin up so I’m looking at him. “I’m not kidding. You’re not ready to face your parents with this news, and Dr. Dick is a fucking asshole, which means you need someone to be there for you, now more than ever.”

“You’re insane.” I shake my head at the severe look in his eyes.

“No, I’m not,” Dean snaps and pins me with a glower. “I love you, Lyns. You’re my best friend, and I can help you through this.”

“Dean, you do not want me moving in with you,” I exclaim with an incredulous laugh. “I’m knocked up!”

“You’re pregnant, not diseased,” he retorts, his eyes challenging. “I can handle this.”

A manic laugh bubbles up my throat. “Dean, what do you even know about pregnancy?”

“Not much but I’ve proven to be good at self-educating.” He shrugs like we’re having the most casual conversation in the world. “I could even go to those panting classes with you if you want.”

“You mean Lamaze?” I laugh. “Dean, you don’t want all this”—I point at my belly—“invading your mancave. What’re you going to tell the parade of women marching in and out of your place?”

Dean smiles. “I’ll tell them, behold…your future.”

“Exactly. They’ll get one look at me and run for the door.”

Dean rolls his eyes. “I’m not worried, Lynsey.”

“You should be,” I state accusingly. “I’m emotional, my boobs hurt, and I haven’t shit in a week.”

“Now, that’s hot.” Dean gives me a flirtatious smirk.

I shove him. “I’m serious. I’ve been a wreck for the past couple of months, and now I find out it’s because I have a tiny human growing inside me. It’s only going to get worse.”

“You don’t have any better options!” His face grows serious. “Your mom will make you go to Mass every Sunday and force you to eat nothing but produce from her creepy basement hydroponic plants.”

I laugh, and then I cry because he’s right.

He wraps his arm around me. “I’ll buy you Oreos and rub your feet when they get all cankly. That’s a pregnancy thing, right?”

“Hell if I know,” I groan, holding up my bare feet just waiting for them to betray me. “I only recently learned that I can’t eat cold lunch meat anymore.”

“No lunch meat?” Dean asks curiously.

“There’s some weird enzyme in it. I can only eat it if I microwave it till it steams.”

“Gross.”

“You’re telling me,” I reply with a huff. “But seriously, I’ll be fine with my parents. Once I get the nerve to tell them, they’ll be…fine.”

“And you’ll be miserable.” Dean drops a kiss to my hair. “Crash in my spare room as long as you like. You don’t need them riding your ass about your lack of employment and weird baby daddy situation.”

My shoulders shake with a pathetic laugh. If there even is a baby daddy in the picture.

Dean chucks my chin. “I’m not telling you I’m your forever, Lyns. But I’m telling you I’m happy to be here for you as long as you need me.”

I stare at my friend incredulously. Who knew the mountain manwhore had a heart of gold buried deep inside him?

He smiles and squeezes me into his side. “Just remember when you’re at your parents tonight and your mom is asking why you can’t be more like Christine, you and I could be reading baby books and watching Nanny 911.”

I huff a laugh and search Dean’s face for any glimpse of anxiety or stress or worry. But it doesn’t seem to be there. There’s only one of my dearest friends trying to give me whatever I need.
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I pace my empty living room, replaying that night Lynsey came here for the nineteen hundredth time. That night we slept together and I put that shitty condom on. That night I fucked her with abandon.

This is what I get for letting go of control.

When I relax, bad things happen. When I let myself feel and be emotionally involved, everything goes horribly wrong.

And now there’s a baby coming. My baby. Lynsey’s baby. A child. A child I never wanted. A child that, with my history, I swore I’d never have. But here we are. Now I will have to live with this new reality and worry about this baby getting sick or getting hurt for the rest of my life.

I push away the pain in my chest over that thought and focus on the task at hand. I can’t get wrapped up in the baby. Not yet. I can’t even get wrapped up in how completely altered my life is because of this one mistake.

Right now, I just need to take care of Lynsey. She’s in this position because of me, and she’s my immediate responsibility. Yes, she gave me the shitty condom, but I was the one who put it on. It could have had a hole or been expired. That was my responsibility so I have to make this right. I have to do everything I can to take care of her and this baby.

I hold my phone up and prepare to text Lynsey. Fucking hell, it’s been forty-eight hours, and my hands still tremble every time I pull her name up in my contacts. Goddammit, I’m a doctor. My hands should be as steady as a rock even in the most dire of circumstances.

But it’s different when it’s personal. I learned that mistake years ago—a mistake that haunts me to this day.

I steel myself to text her at last.

 

Me: Can you meet with me tomorrow around 2:00? We have a lot to discuss.

Lynsey: Okay…where? I’m sorta getting ready to move in with my parents right now.

Me: You can come here. Do you remember the address?

Lynsey: I remember.

Me: See you tomorrow.

 

I lower my phone and pinch the bridge of my nose, the weight of this situation pressing in on me like a vise.

I can do this. I can take care of her. I can’t turn back the clock, but I can at least watch out for this woman. And if I guard myself appropriately, then it will be nothing like last time. I can do this.
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The next day, I pull up outside of Josh’s house, almost overwhelmed with anxiety as it rolls through me, so much that it makes me nauseated. Or maybe that’s the baby?

I have no clue honestly. My emotions are fried as of late.

Last night at my parents’ house went almost exactly how Dean described it. My mother berated me for not having a man in my life while my father grunted that I was being too picky in my job hunt, and if I would just settle for something clerical, life would be a lot easier for everyone.

One would think my parents would respect my passion to open a clinic devoted to helping children, but they just see it as a roadblock to finding a husband and gainful employment. A part of me wonders if they won’t jump for joy when they find out I’m pregnant because at least then I’m contributing to society in a way they find meaningful.

But they won’t.

They’re far too conservative to happily accept a pregnancy out of wedlock. And I’m far too confused to even tell them yet. Especially when I still have no clue what plans the father has made.

I stare at Josh’s house, dreading the way he’ll look at me in his condescending manner. I’m sure he blames me for all of this. I was the one to provide the dodgy condom, after all. And if I would’ve given it more thought, I’d have realized that it was at least two years old because I got it when I went to one of Kate’s book signings in Florida ages ago. Clearly, I wasn’t in my right state of mind that night with Josh. And now I have a baby to show for it.

I pull out my phone to text Dean.

 

Me: Last chance to rescind your invitation to let my pregnant ass in your single dude residence.

Dean: New phone. Who dis?

Me: You suck so much.

Dean: Lynsey, stop. I’m joking.

Me: My entire life is a joke, so it’s hard to tell what’s funny and what’s not these days.

Dean: Your life is not a joke. In fact, this could all turn out pretty amazing if we let it.

Me: You really think so?

Dean: I know so.

Me: Well, after one night with my parents, I’m already googling how to get away with murder, so if your offer still stands, I just might be desperate enough to take you up on it.

Dean: You’re my best friend, Lyns. I can help you through this. Now go dump that baby daddy and call me when you’re ready to move your shit over here.

 

With a renewed sense of determination, I get out of my car and walk up the five stone steps to Josh’s front door. I didn’t even notice the neighborhood when I was here before. I guess it’s kind of hard to see the sights when you have a hot doctor with a big dick pressed against your body.

It’s a quiet cul-de-sac with small, well-cared-for homes. Each one has its own mountain-style charm with rustic stone accents and natural siding. It’s not exactly where I’d have pictured Dr. Dick when I first met him. I’d have pegged him more for a sparkling new, overpriced condo in the new construction areas of Boulder. These homes look like they were built in the sixties and have been really nicely updated.

Josh’s door is flanked by two stone pillars, and the front is half stone, half cedar siding. It’s cute. Maybe the good doctor has had some time to decorate the inside since I was here last.

I ring the bell and hold my breath until the door swings open to reveal Dr. Josh Richardson. Also known as my baby’s daddy.

When I saw him a few days ago in the ER, I didn’t really have time to take in the sight of him. But he’s every bit as hot as I remember him to be that night.

I gaze at his tall form. He might actually be hotter. No wonder I’m pregnant. One look at him and my ovaries are screaming to reproduce with this man even though I already have.

Good God, what the hell am I thinking? Is this my hormones talking or just my normal level of crazy? Probably something I should figure out in therapy someday.

He stands before me barefoot in a pair of well-worn jeans. His chest is covered in a fitted gray sweater that’s rolled at the sleeves, revealing an expensive watch and muscular, veined forearms. His sandy brown hair is mussed and damp as though he just got out of the shower, and his eyes are greener than I remember.

“Hi, Lynsey.” Josh’s tone is crisp and all business.

Dr. Dick, I reply in my mind while my lips say, “Hey, Josh.”

“Come in,” he says, stepping back to give me a wide berth.

I make my way inside, glancing up at the rustic exposed beams in the vaulted ceiling. Under my feet is wide plank wood flooring that looks original to the old home, and interestingly enough, the living room doesn’t look a whole lot different than it did the last time I was here. “I like what you’ve done with the place.” I unzip my coat and point at the lonely white chair by the stone fireplace.

“I’m not much of a decorator.” When he reaches for my coat, our hands brush, eliciting an electric pulse all the way through my body.

Chill the fuck out, stupid pregnancy hormones. We’re supposed to hate this guy!

Seemingly unaffected, he turns to tuck it into the entryway closet while I nervously tug on my teal slouchy sweater that took me thirty minutes to find in my suitcases this morning. Who knew finding an outfit to meet up with your one-night stand turned baby daddy would be so hard?

I walk into the living room, and my eyes widen when I see the view through the floor-to-ceiling windows. That night I was here, I never noticed that his house was built at the top of a bluff and offers sweeping views of the Boulder skyline and the Front Range. Through the windows, a large deck wraps the back of the house, loaded with cozy furniture that’s covered up for the winter.

“You have more furniture outside than inside,” I point out dumbly.

“It came with the house,” he says from right behind me, eliciting a little jump from me.

A slight shudder runs through me when I catch a whiff of his spicy aftershave. He has his hands stuffed in his pockets, and the way he’s looking at me makes me feel two feet tall.

“Can I get a water maybe?” I croak, my nerves causing all the spit in my mouth to turn to cotton.

His brow furrows before he turns on his heel and heads to his kitchen, giving me room to breathe.

God, this is awkward. The urge to leave pushes at me so badly, but I need to at least confirm the fact that he doesn’t want anything to do with the baby. I don’t want to be raising this kid on my own and have him show up out of the blue asking to play catch with the little guy.

Or girl.

Oh my God.

Do I want a boy or a girl? I’ve never even had a boyfriend long enough to ponder these kinds of things. I’ve only recently given it the gender-neutral term, peanut.

Josh returns, handing me a bottle of water. “Do you want to sit down?” he asks, gesturing toward the chair. “How’s your ankle?”

I move away from him and wave him off. “It’s fine. The swelling has gone down a lot already.”

“Good.” He gestures to the chair again, and I sit because…well, knowing how klutzy I am, sitting is probably wise when I’m in the presence of this domineering man. I chug half the water and try to ignore the fact that he’s watching me again.

“How are you feeling?” Josh paces the empty room in front of me.

“Fine, I guess,” I reply meekly. “I mean…now that I know I’m pregnant, I’m fine. I still can’t believe I was walking around like those women on that show I Didn’t Know I Was Pregnant. Can you imagine if I’d have just popped into the ER six months from now, complaining of abdominal pain, and you would have been like…oh, bt dubs…you’re having a baby right now.”

Josh hits me with a flat look. “I have never used the phrase bt dubs.”

“It means by the way.”

“I know what bt dubs means. I’m just saying I’ve never used it.”

“Okay, you’re hip,” I state defensively and shake my head because we’ve gotten off track. “All I’m saying is now that I know I’m pregnant, I understand why I’ve been feeling a bit off these past couple of months.”

“What are your symptoms?” he asks.

“I was sick over Christmas, which I thought was the flu, but looking back, I now realize that was probably morning sickness. That’s gone away now.”

“It usually does once you’ve passed the first trimester,” he responds back flatly. “Any other issues?”

My brows lift. “Just sore breasts and a bloated belly, which is nice to know it’s not just coming from the extra Oreos I’ve been eating.”

“All normal,” he states with a nod. “So first, we should talk about your options.”

“My…options?” I ask, really hoping he’s not about to say what I think he’s about to say.

He shoots me a serious look. “You don’t have to keep the baby. There’s adoption, abortion.”

“I’m not having an abortion,” I reply through clenched teeth, nowhere near interested in having that conversion. “After seeing that baby move during the ultrasound this week and staring at the peanut’s picture, I could never.”

Josh nods, his eyes softening around the edges. “Is adoption something you’ve considered?”

My hand instantly moves to my belly. “No.”

Josh stares at me with a blank look on his face that I hate.

I run my hand through my hair. “Look, I can handle this. I’m not some young teen mom. I’m twenty-seven years old, and I’m finished with my education. I’ll be fine. This baby and I will be fine. And I don’t expect anything from you, okay? I know I poured my heart out to you in the ER about how messed up my life is right now, but that was just the pain talking. My situation is temporary, so I don’t need anything from you.”

“Except of course a job and a place to live and probably money to live off until this baby is born.”

My jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

“You made it pretty clear the other day your situation is dire. And since I’m a part of this now, your problems become my problems,” he deadpans, stopping in front of me to cross his arms over his chest and look down on me like some asshole dictator.

I stand, crushing the half-drunk water bottle in my hand as I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m not a problem that needs fixing, okay? I am a person who’s in a transition and working things out.”

“Not very well from the looks of it.”

“Fuck you,” I snap.

Finally, his cold, calculated demeanor cracks.

“What is your problem?” He’s clearly confused by my emotional outburst.

“Stop using the word problem!” I exclaim angrily.

“Well, stop acting like living with your parents is a preferred option for you. That sad look on your face at the ER the other night is burned into my retinas.” I open my mouth to reply, but he cuts me off. “You can move in here until things sort themselves out.”

I cough a shocked laugh. “Move in with you? I don’t even know you!”

He pins me with a glower. “You knew me enough to fuck me.”

“Oh, my God.” I slam the water bottle onto the chair and storm toward him with my finger pointed at his face. “That’s a low blow even for you, Dr. Dick.”

He blanches, clearly not a fan of the nickname. “I’m just saying we spent the night together. We’re having a baby together. We should deal with this together. Plus, I’m a doctor who can take care of you. Surely, you moving in here is better than you finding random roommates while you’re in this state.”

“You went to medical school, right?” I ask, my eyes wide and wild on his. “You should be smart enough to realize that casual sex and living together are two very different things.”

“I barely live here,” he snaps. “My hours at the ER are insane, so I usually end up sleeping in the on-call rooms. It’s why I have no furniture. I only sleep when I’m home, so it’s not like we’d really be living together.”

I huff and cross my arms over my chest, the movement causing my sweater to fall off my shoulder.

Josh’s gaze moves from my face to my arm and darken ominously. “Where did that come from?” he asks, pointing at the long bruise just below my shoulder.

I pull my sweater up to cover myself. “I hit my arm when I was closing my car door yesterday.”

“Fuck.” He steps closer, moving faster than I have time to react. He pulls my very loose sweater down farther to inspect the bruise. A blast of cool air hits my sensitive flesh.

My right tit is literally hanging out for the world to see.

And that world, right now, is Josh.

My brain finally catches up, and I scramble to pull my sweater into place.

“What did you do that for?” I hiss, my cheeks heating.

“That bruise looks terrible,” he grumbles, agitation laced in his tone as his eyes remain glued to my chest. “The real question is why aren’t you wearing a bra?”

My nipples are rock hard at just this little bit of unintentional action. “I told you—my breasts are sore and extremely sensitive right now. Wearing a bra for any amount of time is pure torture.”

Not as torturous as having a moment like this with him, but it’s right up there.

His nostrils flare as he looks me in the eye, and then glances down again, settling on the bruise that’s still showing on my shoulder. My voice is trembling when I say, “It’s no big deal. I’m a klutz. I get bruises like this all the time.”

His hot breath fans my bare flesh and my body shivers under his intense scrutiny. “And you sprain your ankle, and cut your finger, and go into anaphylactic shock in restaurants.” His eyes lift to mine in challenge.

“That was one bad night.”

He pins me with a smoldering look that elicits a swirling in the pit of my belly. “And you think moving in with a medical professional is really that bad of an idea? I think we should have some tests run on you.”

“They’re silly accidents!” I exclaim and pull away from him, making sure my sweater is back in place. “Minor injuries.”

“You never know when something minor could turn into something major,” he snaps, his tone acidic as he glowers at me. “It happens all the time in hospitals.”

I exhale and try to defuse the tension radiating off this man’s body right now. “Aside from wrapping myself in bubble wrap, I really don’t see what I can do about my lack of coordination.”

He exhales heavily, continuing to glower at me with something resembling a threat. I look away, doing my best to ignore the headiness coursing through me as he stares at me.

Josh’s voice is softer when he asks, “Do you really want to live with your parents as you go through all this?”

I swallow a knot in my throat. “I’m not going to live with my parents.”

He pauses for a moment. “Did something change from when I last saw you?”

I turn to look at him. “Considering it took you two whole days to get the balls to call me, yes…it’s safe to say another option came up.”

“Like what?” he asks, his jaw clenching with frustration. “Some fucking Craigslist psycho?”

“No!” I lick my lips. “My friend Dean said I could move in with him.”

“Dean?” he echoes, his eyes flaring with surprise. “Is that the guy you were with that night at the bar?”

“Yes.”

“The one who let you leave with me?”

“Yes,” I grind out, knowing exactly where he’s going with this.

“Does he know you’re pregnant?”

“Yes.” I can’t bring myself to make eye contact. “He’s…supportive.”

“Supportive?” Josh barks, dipping his head to catch my lowered eyes. “What the fuck does that mean?”

I chew my lip nervously. “He said he’d help me until I figure out my life.”

Josh steps back and runs his hands through his hair. “And what about the baby’s biological father?”

“I’m trying not to assume anything. Look, I know how you feel about children. I remember everything you said to me in the Uber that night. That too is burned into my retinas…or ears…or whatever.”

The room goes silent as Josh’s face wars with something I can’t quiet discern.

He inhales sharply through his nose. “It doesn’t matter what I said. This is the situation we’re in now, and I’m a responsible adult who will take care of my obligations. And I’m a hell of a lot more qualified than Dean.”

I choke out a laugh. “So, I’m going to raise a baby with a man who is responsible but doesn’t like children? Sounds like a lot of fun.”

“Nothing about this is fun,” he spits.

“I know!” I cry back, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. “That’s why I’m telling you that you don’t have to be involved. I have family, I have my sister, I have friends.”

“You have Daddy Dean,” Josh mocks, the most expressive his tone has ever been.

“Would you get over your issue with Dean? You knew him for like two hours.”

The muscle in Josh’s jaw ticks with agitation. “I’m good at reading people.”

“So am I! And I think a friend who’s willing to let me live with him while I’m pregnant with another man’s baby is a pretty incredible person.”

“Jesus Christ,” Josh growls and begins pacing the room. “So that’s it then? You’re going to go play family with him and what? Tell this baby he’s the father? Pretend I never existed?”

I scrub my hands over my face. “God, this is complicated. And painful and awkward and so many things. The truth is, I haven’t thought all of this through, but I have about six months to figure it out, and I don’t need some dick barking orders at me as I do it.” Josh jerks at my scathing tone as I move toward him and square my shoulders. “Look, you don’t have to be a part of this, Josh. You’re a doctor with patients and an incredibly stressful job. Your entire life doesn’t need to be uprooted because of one stupid night.”

His brows furrow as he watches me speculatively, his mind clearly running a mile a minute.

“We barely know each other. And you made it clear you don’t want children, and you think I’m crazy, so there’s no way you’re going to want to be involved with me the rest of your life to co-parent this child.” I purse my lips, and add, “I can handle this on my own. I don’t even need money from you.”

He hits me with a disbelieving look.

“I know I don’t have a job, but I’m not an idiot, okay?” I state defensively. “I have my master’s, plus my financial and living situation is temporary.”

When he doesn’t say anything, I go to the closet where he stashed my coat and pull it off the hook. I slip it on and pause at the door to add, “Take some time and think this over. I’m giving you an out here, and I have a feeling you want to take it.”

He stares at me with a smoldering expression, and I’m annoyed that it gives me butterflies. Walking in here today, I thought I wanted nothing to do with him. I thought we’d say our goodbyes, and I’d never give him another thought.

But now, seeing him standing there barefoot, confused, and so utterly human, I can’t help but wonder what if? What if I said yes? What if I let him into my life? What if we could be a family?

However, the second he let me walk out his door, I realized without a doubt that Josh Richardson doesn’t want to be the father of this child.
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Josh: Can I get the address to your current residence?

Lynsey: Um…sure? Are you sending me some legal documents for Valentine’s Day or something?

I pause.

Crap. It is fucking Valentine’s Day. I guess that explains the flowers in the nurses’ station.

Josh: Address please.

Lynsey sends me the address, and I confirm that she’ll be home later this afternoon before I head to the locker room to change out of my scrubs. It’s been three days since Lynsey left my house, and I’ve been on double rotations in the ER all week.

But even with the mania of everything going on at the hospital, there wasn’t an hour that passed when I didn’t think of Lynsey and this baby. Not being involved in this kid’s life isn’t an option. I may not have the best bedside manner, and I may never get a Father of the Year award, but I’m not a deadbeat.

I take care of my responsibilities. And right now, Lynsey is my responsibility. Which means I need to do whatever it takes to make sure she’s okay through all of this. That the baby is good. And she’s not a big fan of mine at this point, so I need to change that quickly if there’s any chance of talking her into moving in with me.

I hop into my SUV and use my GPS to route me to her location. Twenty minutes later, I pull up to a street of several matching townhouses. Something tells me this isn’t Lynsey’s parents’ neighborhood, which most likely means she’s moved in with Dean already. Grumbling under my breath, I locate the correct cookie-cutter home and pull into the driveway.

“Don’t you have a job?” I ask when Dean answers the door.

Dean smiles and straightens his glasses while looking me up and down.

“I can do my job from anywhere.” He props himself on the doorframe, crossing his arms. “Like a hospital cafeteria. Which means I’m readily available to be there for my friends when they need me to save them from assholes.”

How the fuck does Max work with this douchebag? “Is Lynsey here?”

“Is she expecting you?” Dean asks flippantly.

“I’m here,” Lynsey says. She appears from behind Dean, dressed in a pair of denim overalls with a blue turtleneck sweater underneath. She has two brown braids draped over her shoulders, and instantly, a flash of a little girl version of Lynsey pops into my mind.

My chest swells with an ache.

“Josh…what’s up?” Her voice tears me out of my thoughts.

I press my hand to my sternum and force the words out of my mouth. “I wanted to take you out.”

“Out where?” She hooks her thumbs into the open sides of the overalls, and I swear a small bump is forming on her stomach already. “I didn’t take you for the Valentine’s Day type.”

“I’m not.” I flinch as I refocus on Lynsey’s face. “I have something scheduled.”

“What kind of something?”

I exhale heavily and cut an annoyed look at Dean who still stands in the fucking doorway like he’s her watchdog or something. He gets the memo and steps back, finally giving Lynsey and me some privacy.

“Something that can help you get to know a person.”

Lynsey frowns up at me like she doesn’t know what I’m talking about.

“That was one of your issues with moving in with me. You don’t know me. This is me trying to change that.” I peek at my watch. “Can you just put some shoes on and grab your coat? We’re going to be late.”

Thankfully, she does as I ask, and I make my way toward our destination. While driving, I pass the paper from the dashboard to her. “You can fill this out on the drive.”

Lynsey stares at the sheet in her hand. “Um, what is this?”

“It’s a medical history document.”

“I can see that, Josh. Why are you giving it to me?”

“So we can get to know each other.” I glance over at her because surely she’s seen one of these before. “Mine’s already filled out and up there if you want to look at it.”

“Why would I want to know your medical history?”

“Well, considering the fetus you’re carrying inside you has half of my DNA, I thought you might want to be informed.” Not to mention, I need to know her family history so if any potential problems exist, I can be ahead of the game.

“Would you stop calling it a fetus?” Lynsey snaps, touching her belly for a moment before grabbing my sheet. She pauses to look at it for a moment. “Your grandfather had diabetes?”

“Adult onset,” I state by way of explanation.

“All of your grandparents are still alive?” she asks, turning curious eyes to me. “How old are you?”

“I’m thirty-four,” I reply like I’m in the middle of a job interview even though that would be a completely unacceptable interview question. “My parents had me young.”

Her brows pinch. “Are you close to your family?”

I nod on reflex even though things have been different since I returned to Boulder a few years ago. “My parents live here in town and so do my grandparents. Except for my dad’s parents right now. They winter in Arizona.” A pang of unease creeps in as I imagine telling my parents about this situation. I push that thought to the back of my mind. I have weeks to tell them. Months even. There’s no need to bring them into this situation anytime soon.

Lynsey is quiet for a while as she absorbs this information. “My parents are local too. And I have one grandma still living,” she says quietly. “She lives on acreage outside of Greely.”

I nod and glance down at the paper. “Be sure to put that all on the medical history. There’s a clipboard in the side pocket of your door.”

Fifteen minutes later, Lynsey has finished her form just as I pull up to a brown brick building with a big sign that says Frontera Street Wellness Center.

Lynsey frowns over at me. “Seriously, what are we doing?”

Without answering, I slide out of the car, open her door, and guide her inside. We turn left down a hallway and she stops dead in her tracks when I reach to open a door that has the text: Eve Gunthrie, LMFT scrawled on it.

“Are you taking me to see a freaking therapist?” she hisses, her eyes wide and accusing. “I thought you accusing me of being crazy was a joke. Like some sick form of flirting that only a true sadist could pull off.”

Her hands are balled into small fists.

I frown. “I’m not taking you to see a therapist. I’m taking us to see a therapist. You said we didn’t know each other, Lynsey. This woman is the best family and marriage counselor in Boulder. I had to call in a favor to get an appointment. You should see her credentials.”

“I know her credentials!” she exclaims, her voice reaching that shrill volume that I’ve heard a handful of times by now. “I read her book on split families, and it was really insightful. But I think you’re ignoring the important fact that you and I are not married!”

I turn to face her, feeling the tension billowing off her like steam. “A relationship between two people having a baby together is a unity…of sorts. This woman is a professional and doing a session together will help us get to know each other. I thought with your background in psychology, you’d respect this.”

She rolls her eyes and pinches the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe this is your idea of getting to know each other.”

Fuck. I can’t believe she’s not into this. Maybe I had it wrong.

Suddenly, her eyes shoot to mine, and she jabs her finger into my chest. “We’ll talk to this woman because it’d be disrespectful to cancel now. But the first thing we’re going to talk about is the fact that you need a wake-up call on how relationships with humans actually work.”
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An hour later, we’re back in my car, and my mind is reeling with everything that was discussed in such a short amount of time. The session started off rough when the counselor said her normal couples are people who have been romantically involved more than one time. But when I explained our situation and our goals, she adjusted her protocol and ran with it. Thank fuck.

We discussed our parents and the fact that we both have siblings. Lynsey’s lives nearby and she spends loads of time with her nieces, whereas my younger brother lives on the West Coast and I rarely talk to him or his wife.

I was much more comfortable when we moved on to career goals and aspirations. I confirmed that I wanted to continue working in the ER, which is true. And I learned more about Lynsey’s dreams of opening her own group therapy clinic for children. Hearing her discuss her future business plan, it’s clear she’s extremely intelligent and motivated.

Guilt coursed through me. This baby could potentially derail all her plans. I don’t want that to happen.

At one point, the doctor asked me why I never planned on having children. I blamed it on my career being my top priority, but now that I was faced with this situation, I was perfectly willing to step up and be responsible. It was easy to avoid getting too deep with the session, and that’s one reason I don’t actually like therapy.

Patients can lie. Patients can omit. Patients can feed you a line of complete bullshit. In the ER, the tests don’t lie. Sure, I deal with patients who try to tell me they don’t use recreational drugs all the time. But I have a blood test that provides the truth, so there’s no gray area in my charts.

“How did you feel about everything in there?” I ask, turning the car on and angling myself to face Lynsey while it warms up.

She stares forward, long lashes fanning her cheeks with every blink. “It was more enlightening than I thought it would be actually.”

I nod. “We learned a lot about each other.”

She rolls her eyes. “We learned a lot of basic things.”

“Why are you saying that like it’s bad?” I went to a lot of trouble to put this together, the least she could do is appreciate it.

Lynsey points at the building. “You basically took me on a job interview, Josh. I felt like an employee taking a personality quiz so you’d know how to handle me.”

“I think we should take that enneagram personality quiz she recommended.” I pull my phone from my pocket to look at the note I took when she mentioned it. “That might be helpful for us.”

“Stop.” Lynsey groans, placing her hand over mine. Her skin is soft, and a desire to feel more of it lights inside me.

Lynsey’s eyes narrow for a second, and she takes my phone. “Actually, yes, we should do that. I think you’re a five, and if I’m right, then that really explains a lot of weird things about you.”

“See? It was a productive session. There should be nothing stopping you from moving out of Dean’s place and in with me.”

She shuts my phone screen off and hands it to me. “You think a one-hour session is all it takes to make me move in with you? Why on earth would you think that? I still don’t have a job. I’m not going to just move in and mooch off you when you barely know me.”

“I have plenty of money, Jones. More than enough for you, me, and that baby. You wouldn’t even have to work if you don’t want to.”

“I want to work.” She scrubs her hands over her face. “Didn’t you hear anything I said in there? I’m focused on achieving my career goals, Josh. And it’s important to me to be self-sufficient and feel accomplished. I could never move in and just sit around being pregnant all day. How boring.”

My nostrils flare as an ache in my chest resurfaces. She’s cute when she’s passionate like this. And as much as I’d prefer her to be safe and sound in my house every day, her ambition is sexy.

“So, what’s the solution?” I ask, my voice hoarse with unexpected desire that I really don’t need right now.

She licks her lips and takes a moment to calm herself before replying, “You can be involved in this pregnancy stuff while I’m staying at Dean’s. You can’t possibly have a problem with that.”

I feel the muscle in my jaw tick at the mere mention of his name. “I don’t like Dean.”

She blinks her big brown eyes at me, looking years younger than twenty-seven in her outfit right now. “Your opinion of Dean doesn’t really matter, Josh, because you and I are not in a relationship.”

“But you are carrying my child.”

She faces forward and exhales. “I get it. This is complicated. Look…we’ll…start with a friendship, okay? I understand that you want to be involved with everything, and that’s fine. You can come to my appointments.”

“But nothing else.” The idea of seeing her only once a month grates me.

Her face softens with sympathy. “What more would you want?”

My jaw clenches with frustration because if she wouldn’t have darted out of my house that morning, we could be in a very different place with each other right now.

The truth is, I haven’t been open to the idea of hanging out with a woman since I left the East Coast two years ago and came home to Boulder. But with Lynsey, I want something more. I’ve been drawn to her since the moment I saw her mumbling to herself in the hospital cafeteria. At first, her presence irritated me, but once I confronted her and her sweet, fumbling innocence spilled out, I was hooked. Yes, I was a dick to her…but only because I didn’t want to want her. Then she showed up at the same bar that night, looking seriously fucking sexy and talking about her profession like she knows a damn thing about the world, and I tried to push her away.

But she didn’t budge.

In fact, she asked me to kiss her.

And a whole lot more I never would’ve expected.

And now we’re having a child together, and the fact that I might want more from her than just being the biological mother to my child is confusing as fuck.

“Maybe we could see each other outside of appointments,” I offer, watching her face for a reaction.

“Like how?” she asks, pinning me with a dubious look. “Like more therapy sessions? Hard pass. I only did this one because I wanted to meet this doctor, but this isn’t the normal way men and women interact, Josh. If you want to hang out with me, it has to be more personal than whatever this was.”

“Like?”

She shakes her head like she can’t believe we’re having this conversation. “Like a normal outing, you fool. Think of stuff you’d do with a date.”

I hit her with a flat look. “I’ve always been a little busy with my job. Dating has never been a priority for me.”

Her brows knit as she looks me up and down. “Well, dates usually involve dinner and an activity.”

“An activity?” Arousal builds in the crotch of my jeans when my mind goes to a very dirty place that involves naked activities.

God, she really does look sexy in those overalls.

Lynsey shrugs. “I’m open to that if you are.”

“Okay, then. Dinner and an activity,” I repeat and then a thought hits me. “Oh, there was something I wanted to ask the doctor about but I forgot.”

“What?” Lynsey asks, watching me expectantly.

I deadpan, “I was going to ask her if the fact that you like to be spanked during intercourse is something I need to be concerned about.”

“You motherfucker.” She whacks me on the arm.

“Careful now,” I scold. “That phrase takes on a whole new meaning now that you’re pregnant with my child.”

“Oh, my God,” Lynsey groans into her hands. “I just realized that we conceived this baby while I was begging you to spank me.” Her face turns beet red, and out of nowhere, she starts laughing—a full-on belly laugh.

“I wasn’t spanking you the whole time.” I fight the smile that wants to spread across my face as I watch her come unglued. She really is stunning in her pigtails with the sun shining behind her as she wipes away her tears of laughter. Shaking my head, I reach into the back seat and grab something. “I don’t want to forget to give this to you.”

She calms and stares at the white box. “What is it?”

I shrug dismissively. “Open it and see.”

A dubious look spreads across her face. “If there’s a kinky whip in here, I am getting out of this vehicle right now.”

I have to bite my fist to stop from laughing. “You’ll have to save that for your Christmas list, Jones.”

She pops the top open and gasps. “Is this French silk pie from the cafeteria?”

I nod curtly while putting the car in reverse. “I figured you’ve been missing your favorite food group.”

She blinks rapidly, and I swear tears fill her eyes before she leans back and shoots me a coy smile. “I’ll try to keep this off your crotch this time.”

I wait to back out of my spot so I can pin her with a serious look. “If you want to drop it there, just make sure you’re up for cleaning up your mess this time.”

She bites her lip, and her eyes lower to my mouth. In the few seconds it took for me to deliver that reply, the temperature shot up ten degrees. We stare at each other for a heavy moment.

I don’t want the damn pie in my lap—I want her.

Before either of us can say or do anything, a car honks behind us, breaking the sexual tension fogging up my windows as they wait for me to back out.

I sigh. “It’s probably wise for you to wait to eat that until after I get you home.”

“I think that’d be for the best.” She nods and faces forward, her cheeks flushing with a heat that seeps all the way through my core.
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“You really think it’s a good idea to tell Kate you’re pregnant at her The End party?” Dean asks, driving north toward Jamestown.

“Well, telling her at the Tire Depot Customer Comfort Center seemed a little tacky.” I stretch back and adjust my flowy black top that hangs off my shoulders. I selected this shirt specifically to take attention away from my stomach. I’m definitely not pregnant-looking yet, but I’m now rocking a pie belly to match my pie butt. “And there’s no way she’s not going to notice I’m fake drinking. She has a freaky Spidey sense for that stuff.”

“It’s true.” Dean nods. “And she can sniff out when I’ve had sex recently too.”

This comment has me turning my full attention to Dean. “Speaking of which…” I lift my brows. “I heard some peculiar high-pitched sounds coming from upstairs when I got home the other night.”

Dean shoots me a flirtatious wink. “You were busy with Dr. Dick or those could have been your noises, Lyns.”

A laugh bursts from me, assuming Dean’s just being a flirt. “So, who was the girl?”

“No one you know,” he replies flatly.

“So, you just brought some random girl home?”

“Don’t act like you haven’t done the same.” He pointedly directs his attention to my belly. “At least I had the sense to check the expiration date on my condom.”

“Too soon,” I grumble and cross my arms over my chest in a mock pout.

Dean laughs. “Look, I’m sorry for the noise, okay? But since you’re clearly not giving it up to me, I have to get it somewhere.”

A sinking feeling weighs heavily in my belly over that candid response. I never expected Dean to turn celibate after I moved in with him. But considering I’ve only been there a couple of weeks and he’s already brought a girl home, I wonder how long this arrangement can really last.

The thought of being eight months pregnant and woken in the middle of the night by a strange woman’s cries of passion just seems…wrong. Or even breastfeeding in the living room when Dean comes back from working at the bakery. This isn’t a true long-term option for me.

“So, are you going to see whoever that was again?” I ask, watching Dean curiously for his reaction.

“No!” He laughs as though it’s the most ridiculous question in the world. “It was just a hookup to help me get over my obsession with the owner of Rise and Shine Bakery. Fuck, that woman Norah is all I can think about lately. You’ve seen her, right? She’s the stunning blonde who’s always wearing a bandana over her hair. We’ve been doing this weird non-flirting thing ever since I started going there for my lunch breaks, and it’s making me insane. She either wants me or hates me, either of which could make for some great sex.”

I smile at Dean’s little crush. “What’s holding you back? You’re usually one to go for it no matter what.”

“Well, Rise and Shine is the bakery Max wants me to invest in for a franchise opportunity. I have this rule about not shitting where I eat.”

My nose wrinkles. “That’s a disgusting phrase.”

“We’re roommates now. You’re going to hear this and a lot more. But don’t worry, I’ll cool it after the peanut’s born.” He shoots me a smirk, and then his face falls, probably because of my lack of amusement. “Unless you’re actually considering moving in with Dr. Dick now that you two are getting to know each other?”

I pull my lip into my mouth and chew. It’s been a week since our therapy session, and Josh and I have spent a few nights together. He’s taken me out for a couple of dinners. And we even went bowling like actual humans. Although, he got all snappy when I picked up an eight-pound ball and he downgraded me to a four-pounder that I think was meant for children. I laughed it off, but I’m getting the sense that Josh is paranoid about me hurting myself. He is overprotective to the extreme.

Which is probably why he keeps asking me to move in with him every time he drops me off at Dean’s. Every. Single. Time. It’s weird but sort of cute. He’s very serious about wanting to watch over me, and I guess that’s comforting. I appreciate the fact that he’s invested in the life growing inside me. It makes me less alone in this whole process. And there’s been no sign of the original dickholeitis ailment he had when we first met. He’s not Mr. Warm and Fuzzy by any means, but he’s at least not calling me crazy anymore.

Plus, we have had some seriously intense moments when I think he wants to kiss me, or devour me, or lay me out naked in a public setting. And I find myself encouraging those moments. I don’t know if it’s the pregnancy hormones or just the Josh-effect, but dammit, his scowly demeanor is even occupying my dreams as of late. And they aren’t PG-13 kind of dreams.

“Josh is definitely still pushing for me to move in.” I shrug. “I think a part of that is because he just doesn’t want me living with you.”

“Me?” Dean asks, shooting me wide, innocent eyes. “What’s his problem with me? Is he offended by the fact that I bought you those baby books and booked you a prenatal massage? Man, I’m such a dick.”

I hit him with a flat look. “Obviously none of that, but you could be a little nicer when he comes to pick me up. You stand at the door like you’re my bodyguard or something.”

Dean smiles, clearly pleased. “I’m just not sure he’s worthy of you, Lyns.”

“I’m more interested in knowing if he’s worthy of this baby we’re going to have together.” I rub my hands over my jeans-clad thighs. “I’m still not sure if he’s even interested in me beyond sexual attraction, or if I’m interested in him for something more.”

Dean glances at me for a moment before turning his eyes back to the road. He goes quiet, his bearded jaw sliding back and forth as he chews on a thought. “If you want my advice…my parents’ divorce was messy and dramatic, and they gave no fucks that I was smack dab in the middle of it at twelve years old.” Dean’s jaw tightens. “But if you’re going to try to figure out how you feel about each other, you need to do it before the kid is old enough to know how miserable you make each other.”

I frown at Dean’s very candid reply. He’s normally not much of a sharer, choosing to be Mr. Fun instead of Mr. Real most of the time. But his parents’ divorce is a big reason he’s not good with relationships. In fact, a psychologist might say it’s why he only tries to date his close friends. He can only attempt to settle down with people who he feels safe with before he eventually sabotages the relationship.

He’s jaded against commitment, which is why he gets into heated arguments with Kate over her happily-ever-after romance novels. He says that’s not real life, and one of these days, she needs to write a messy, sad ending because that’s how it works out for most people.

Yet deep down, he has a huge heart, and he cares about his friends. I mean, he was willing to let me move in after finding out I was pregnant without hesitation. He could definitely be a happily-ever-after kind of guy if he just truly let someone in.

However, he’s not exactly the most eligible bachelor with a pregnant girl sleeping under his roof. I hadn’t really considered that until this conversation. Dean’s life shouldn’t be on hold because of my situation.

My musings are distracted when we pull up to Miles’s ranch home built into a bluff on the edge of town. It’s a gorgeous fixer-upper that Miles has been renovating for the past few years. I still can’t believe how happy Kate is with Miles. Her history with guys was never this serious this fast. But, I guess, when you know, you know.

The party is in full swing as Dean and I make our way inside. We spot Kate’s red curly hair in the kitchen with Miles, Miles’s little sister, Maggie, and Sam.

Kate’s eyes go wide when she sees us. “My best friends are here!” She rushes over and hugs both of us, and then grabs our wrists and drags us down the hall into the master bedroom.

“Gross, I don’t want to be hanging out in your sex den,” Dean groans, his nose wrinkling. “It smells like leather and balls in here.”

“Shut up, Dean,” Kate snaps, holding her hands out to get our full attention. “Tonight’s top story is that Miles’s best friend Sam is fucking Miles’s little sister.”

“Ew!” I say at the same time Dean cheers, “Yes!”

“Why did you have to say it like that?” I ask, my face twisted in disgust. “Maggie is in her twenties. It’s not like she’s a teenager. Stop saying little.”

“It was my elevator pitch,” Kate retorts, shooting me a wicked smile. “And it’s more salacious if I say it that way.”

I roll my eyes. “You are such a smut writer.”

Kate sticks her tongue out. “So, they’ve been sleeping together for weeks, and Miles just found out the night you went to the ER, Lyns. So it’s still kind of new, but Miles has accepted it even though I can tell he’s fighting the urge to punch Sam every time he puts his arm around Maggie. But like…it’s so good because Sam and Maggie are in love, and we love love, right?”

“Right.” I reply enthusiastically

A groan is all we get from Dean.

“God, this shit is better than fiction!” she squeals excitedly and then opens the bedroom door. “Now, let’s go get drunk!”

She drags me down the hall.

Dean mouths, “Chicken.”

And he’s right. I am such a mother-clucker. Kate’s bedroom was the perfect place to tell her I’m pregnant with Dr. Dick’s baby whom she met in the ER that night. But, fuck it, I’ll tell her later. After she’s had a few drinks.

The party is loud and a little crazy, so I manage to fake drink my way through it okay, but there’s no doubt Kate notices that I’m not as drunk as she is—which is unusual for me. A typical Lynsey party night involves tropical cocktails with umbrellas and red-stained lips from the juice I mix with copious amounts of alcohol.

Kate’s blue eyes pierce me from across the room, and before I can find a drink to fake sip, she pulls me up onto the coffee table in the living room, which has now been turned into a makeshift dance floor.

“What’s wrong with you?” Kate yells over the music, tipping her red Solo cup of beer to her lips while swaying her hips. “Why don’t you have a drink in your hand?”

I wiggle my hips and hold my hands up. “I was drinking them way too fast.”

“Do you have a job interview tomorrow?” she asks, eyeing me like she’s trying to count the pores on my face.

“No.” I do a small twirl on the table to give the illusion that I’m having fun.

She pokes me in the tit when I turn to face her.

“Ow!” I exclaim, holding my breast.

“What is it? I know something’s up.”

I stop dancing and so does she.

Her face grows serious, and mine mirrors it.

“I have to tell you something.”

“If you tell me you’re moving to Denver, I’m going to blow a gasket.”

“I’m not moving to Denver.”

“Then what?”

I take a deep breath in. This is it. Just jump in like a cannon ball and tell her. “I’m pregnant.”

“Very funny!” Kate bursts out laughing, throwing her arm around me and shimmying her hips to the music. She points around the room. “And who, pray tell, is your baby daddy?”

She gasps. “Is it Dean? Is this the second-chance romance you never knew you wanted?”

Suddenly, Kate’s eyes go wide, and her mouth opens. She nearly drops her drink, but I manage to catch it just in time. I clutch her red Solo cup to my chest and turn to see what has her so shocked. I nearly pee myself when Josh makes his way through the crowded party.

“Dr. Dick is at my party,” Kate says, squeezing my arm so tight I wince. “Dr. Dick is at my party!”

“Why are you freaking out?” I ask, extracting my hand from her death grip. “It’s not like it’s Sam Heughan.”

Kate turns her wide and wild eyes back to me. “You don’t understand, Lynsey. I had this dream about Dr. Dick after that night I met him in the ER with you. It wasn’t like a sex dream…well, not really. It was a book dream. Like I dreamed up a whole plot for a hot, dirty doctor whose heart is broken from some tragic pain. And don’t tell Miles, but this man walking toward us has been my muse.”

She turns to look at Josh, but I take her arm and spin her to face me. “Kate.”

“What, Lyns?” she replies with an edge of irritation that I’m not letting her ogle the man walking toward us right now.

I grab her chin. “Dr. Dick is the father of my surprise baby.”

Kate’s eyes blink just as Josh’s voice interrupts us. “Should you really be dancing on coffee tables in your state?”

Kate’s jaw drops, and I swallow the knot in my throat as we both turn in unison to face the familiar, judgmental tone of Dr. Dick. He pins me with a disapproving look and lifts his hand up to help me down. When I stand before him, Josh’s eyes drop to my hand that’s still holding Kate’s beer.

“Are you drinking?” he snaps, his tone scolding.

“It’s Kate’s.” Defensiveness wells up.

Kate’s voice interrupts our stare down as she drops next to us. “Jesus Christ, you really are pregnant.”

Josh’s brows lift. “So I see you told her the happy news.”

Just then, Kate’s eyes flutter shut, and she falls backward into the arms of Miles who has magically appeared behind her like some sort of cheesy romance novel. She’s just fainted the way only a true romance writer could.

Kate comes to moments later and fires a million questions at me in her bedroom. She then proceeds to chastise me for not telling her about my one-night stand with Dr. Dick and not telling her that Dr. Dick was the hot doctor who was eyeing me in the cafeteria all those weeks. I apologize profusely for lying and swear that I won’t be keeping secrets from her ever again. Tonight is so not the night to tell her about the spanking portion of this story. I really don’t need to see her faint again.

Before we leave her room, she asks if I’m happy about being pregnant, and I surprise myself when I tell her I am. This all certainly didn’t happen the way I had planned, and I still have a lot of shit to figure out with my life. But right now, at this moment, with this baby inside me…I’m happy.

We make our way back to the party. Josh is talking to Miles and Sam in the kitchen. He doesn’t look completely miserable, but he must feel me watching because his head turns, and our eyes connect. The music of the party swells, and he drops his chin and watches me from across the room, giving me flashbacks of the tiger stalking his prey in the hospital cafeteria. Back then, I wasn’t sure what this look meant. Now, there’s no question that that…was foreplay. And so is this.

Josh excuses himself from the group, lifting his beer to Miles before making his way toward me. It’s like the universe can feel him coming because everyone sort of naturally parts for him, like Moses and the Red Sea.

This past week, things were pretty platonic between us. There were moments when I thought Josh was flirting with me, but then he’d shut it down by refocusing on the pregnancy and plans for my future and where I was going to live.

However, the way he’s looking at me and biting that lower lip, I want to forget that I’m pregnant with his baby. Suddenly, I just want to be a girl at a party watching a hot guy walk toward me.

My eyes caress his entire body, taking in his appearance. His dark jeans, black T-shirt, and charcoal blazer fit perfectly. His hair is carelessly mussed, and his green eyes pop against his dark lashes. He’s grown-up, effortlessly stylish, and one hundred percent man.

“Hey.” He slides one hand into his jeans pocket as he approaches. His eyes drift down my body before returning to my face.

“Hey,” I reply, my voice breathier than I intend. I clear my throat and push a strand of hair away from my face. “How did you get here?”

“A car.” He takes a sip of his beer bottle that looks a bit too pedestrian in his hand.

I fold my arms casually, needing to hold myself together. “I mean, how did you know where I was?”

His brows furrow. “You texted me.”

“No, I didn’t,” I retort. I then feel in my back pocket for my phone that’s most definitely not there. I glance toward the kitchen where Dean stands, holding his beer bottle up to me in a silent cheers.

“Thanks, Dean,” I grumble and slide my hands into my back pocket.

“Dean did this?” Josh asks, his eyes narrowing as he shoots a look over his shoulder before returning his attention to me. “He probably thought I wouldn’t come. Your text said: Want to come to a romance party? Here’s the address.”

“Oh, boy.” I wince.

Josh shakes his head. “Dean seems strangely determined to test me at every turn.”

“He’s just looking out for me.”

“So you keep saying.” Josh’s eyes smolder into mine with curiosity. “I take it you didn’t want me to come?”

“I figured you had to work,” I reply with a casual shrug. “And this doesn’t seem like your scene.”

He cocks his head. “How would you know what my scene is?”

“You’re right, I don’t know. Yet another reason I shouldn’t move in with you.”

He rolls his eyes and takes another drink, his Adam’s apple sliding up his thick neck as he swallows. “You’re right, this isn’t my scene.”

“I knew it.”

“I prefer smaller groups.”

I nod. “I could have guessed that.”

“This is why you should move in with me.” He steps closer, his eyes dancing with mirth. “You know me better than you’re willing to admit.”

“So you say.” I press my hand to his stomach to stop him from invading my space anymore.

His spicy aftershave is intoxicating as my fingers flatten on the ridges of his abs. My body instantly wants to snake my arms inside his jacket and enjoy the heat of him against me, press our bodies together so he completely envelops me.

Fuck these fucking hormones.

And fuck the memories of that night we had sex months ago that still course through my mind like it was only yesterday.

He peeks at my hand. “Once upon a time, you liked what I said.”

“When was that?” I lift my eyes to him. “When you were telling me I was crazy? Or accusing me of feigning amnesia?”

He cocks his head and the corner of his mouth twitches into a smirk. “More like when you were spread out naked on my bed.”

My cheeks flush, and I have to squeeze my thighs together to quiet the need that swells in my core.

He watches me curiously. “Are you feeling hot, Jones?”

“Hot?” Am I hot? When did my hand move to his pec?

His eyes rove over my face. “Your cheeks are red.”

I swallow and turn away to fan myself, hating how much I love the way he says my last name. “There are a lot of people in here.”

He leans in, his whiskered cheek sliding against mine as his breath caresses my ear, “Which is why I won’t tell you what other parts of your body I love to see flushed red.”

My eyes close as goose bumps erupt over my entire body. My nipples pebble so hard beneath my cotton top that I could moan just from the friction.

“Oh, I have news for you,” Josh states in a crisp voice, pulling away from me and leaving me breathless.

My eyes flutter open. “News?”

He nods and takes another drink of his beer. “Should I tell you slowly or rip it off like a Band-Aid?”

“Um…Band-Aid, duh.” I snap, more than curious what news he could possibly have for me.

His brows lift before he replies, “I found you a job.”

My head twitches as I attempt to shake away my arousal. “You, what?”

“Remember that psychologist I forced you to go see with me?”

“Dr. Eve Gunthrie?”

He nods. “She called me today. She loves your plans for a children’s group therapy clinic and wants you to come work under her until the baby is born. She said it won’t pay much, but she’ll help you in any way she can because she thinks there’s a huge need for what you spoke of during our session. She said you can start Monday.”

“Shut up!” I exclaim, my mind reeling.

A real job? Working with one of the best psychologists in Boulder? Tears fill my eyes and fall down my cheeks at the overwhelming emotions rushing through me. Emotions that I’ve had zero control of lately.

Josh frowns. “What’s wrong? I thought this was what you wanted. She said you’d get to work specifically with all of her pediatric patients.”

A strange noise bubbles my throat, and I don’t know if it’s the hormones or just the sweet relief in my future not being as uncertain as it once was but the next thing I know, I stand on my toes and throw my arms around his neck. My lips collide with his as I kiss him with all the joy and lust and gratefulness I have coursing through my veins.

Josh is stiff at first, his body hard as stone beneath my embrace, but he eventually relaxes and wraps his arms around my waist, pulling my feet off the ground and kissing me back like he might actually mean it. Our tongues swirl into one another.

I want him.

Right now.
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I’m certain I’m going to regret this.

I drive away from the party full of people who all seem decades younger than me. I have no idea what came over me in there. Maybe it was the ambiance of the party and people all having a good time. Maybe it was how sexy Lynsey was in those torn jeans with her bare shoulders.

Is she even wearing a bra with that shirt? Does she ever wear one?

Fuck.

I got swept up in it and was actually…flirting with the woman who’s pregnant with my child. I couldn’t help it. She seemed so fucking happy and carefree. It made me want her right then and there.

I wanted her so much I forgot about the fact that us sleeping together could get complicated. I forgot about the fact that she’s still living with another guy—a guy who doesn’t need to be in the fucking picture if I have anything to say about it.

But fuck, maybe sleeping with her will actually make her see sense. Maybe a good orgasm will clear her mind and help her understand that living with me is logical. I’m someone who can actually take care of her, not a guy who steals her phone just to fuck with me.

I glance over at Lynsey in the passenger seat of my vehicle. She’s chewing her lip like she always does, and it takes all my strength not to pull this car over and fuck her in the back seat.

What does this woman do to me? Normally, my mind is weighed down with work and past patients and all these incessant what-ifs that my career has buried in my mind. So much heavy shit that I’m almost never living in the moment. But Lynsey puts me in the moment. She makes me do crazy things. I’m different with her somehow.

Maybe it’s because she hasn’t had a troubled career to fuck with her mind and cause her to doubt herself at every turn. All I’m sure of is that it’s been too long since I’ve touched her. It’s been three months of me replaying that night we slept together and comparing her to every other woman I’ve ever had—no one has even come close to how it was with her. And now, here she sits, squeezing her thighs together because I’m guessing the need in her is just as strong as it is in me.

We reach my house, and I park in the garage, striding around the car to grab Lynsey’s hand and pull her toward the door. Her eyes are hooded with arousal.

Fuck, I could easily spread her out over the hood of my car because that sexy, doe-eyed look she’s giving me is making me insane.

This past week of platonic dates were the most painful kind of edging I’ve ever experienced. Now it’s time for the dam to break free.

My lips connect with hers as we tumble into the side entrance of my house, yanking ourselves out of our coats and kicking off our shoes as we move down the hallway. She pants against my lips as she tugs away my jacket, and I grope her ass, feeling like I need to commit this entire exchange to muscle memory.

We end up in the bedroom, and I ditch my T-shirt and pull Lynsey’s top down over her shoulders. She’s wearing a bra very similar to the one she left here months ago which reminds me of that morning after.

“I’m missing some joggers, you know,” I grumble before reaching behind her and unclasping her bra. “And a dress shirt.”

She gasps when the bra drops, and her rose-colored nipples pucker. Her dilated pupils lift to meet mine. “I’m missing an entire outfit. Including some panties and my favorite bra.”

My lips twitch with a smile I won’t allow to spread. “You should’ve skipped the underwear and saved us both the effort.”

She smirks, and then her face falls when I gently cup her breasts in my hands, hungrily taking in her reaction to my touch. Her breasts are larger than I remember as I dip my head to kiss her cleavage while pulling her shirt off and unbuttoning her jeans. She wriggles out of them, and our lips lock while my hands slide from her tits to her seriously supple ass. I pull her body into my erection, showing her the effect she has on me.

She groans with desire and pulls away. “I want you to spank me again.” She turns in my arms and presses her ass against my dick while placing her two hands on the bed, offering herself up to me on a platter. “Spank me just like before.”

My hands end up on her belly. An image of her abdomen swelling as the pregnancy grows thwarts me. She won’t be this size for long. Soon she’ll be bigger. I’ll be able to feel a bump, and she’ll be even more fragile.

I quickly move my hands to her hips, my body tense with fear when I reply, “I…don’t think I should do that.”

“What?” She looks over her shoulder, her glossy chestnut hair a curtain beside her. “Why not?”

I grimace as she stands in front of me wearing nothing but her thong with her seriously sexy ass bumping into my stiff cock.

My voice is pained when I reply, “You’re pregnant. It feels wrong.”

She lets out an incredulous laugh. “Is that a medical opinion?”

I level her with a glower, pissed off because she’s calling me on something logical when nothing about anything we’re doing is logical. “It’s just how I feel.”

Her brows lift when she realizes I’m not joking. “Oh, my God, seriously? I’m barely showing. You can’t honestly believe this could hurt the peanut!”

I wince, my cock begging me to change my mind, but my head not letting me move a muscle. Medically, this is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, and I’m embarrassed to be thinking any of this. But regardless, I can’t bring myself to do this to her.

She turns to face me, propping her hands on her hips. “Well, at least pinch my nipples.”

I frown at her gorgeous tits. “Too much nipple stimulation can cause early contractions.”

“What?” she snaps, dropping onto my bed and pushing her hair out of her face. “You can’t be fucking serious.”

I shrug. “I’m a doctor. That’s a fact that I’ve actually retained.”

Her eyes are wide and fierce. “Well, I want a second opinion!”

Pulling my lip into my mouth, I sit beside her and jam a hand through my hair. “Look, we can still have sex…just…gentle.”

“Gentle,” she scoffs like it’s the worst idea in the world. “My vibrator isn’t gentle, and we’ve been getting along just fine.”

“Fucking hell,” I groan as the image of her playing with herself flashes into my mind. Goddammit, I want nothing more than to see her ass pink up beneath my hand as she cries out for more. I could come just thinking about it. But I won’t be rough with her when she’s in this state. It’s not worth the risk, but I need to turn this around or she’s going to bolt and never consider moving in with me.

I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Jones, I can still make you feel good.” My voice is deep as I slide my hand to her breast and palm it in my hand like a delicate water balloon. Her head drops back as I squeeze and massage her flesh, her nipple hardening beneath my touch. I trace my fingers around her buds and watch her chest rise and fall with need. “Just because I won’t spank you doesn’t mean I can’t still make you scream.”

She turns to me, panting for air. “Oh, my God, yes. Can you keep talking to me like that?”

I have to hold back my victorious smile before I reply, “Fuck yes, I can.”

Slowly, my hand trails down her belly and steals under her panties. I move over her smooth mound and swipe gently along her clit. She gasps, turning her head to rest on my shoulder as I circle her sensitive nub in smooth, slow strokes.

“You like it when I finger you, sweetheart?” I murmur, biting her shoulder and pulling back to watch her reply.

She nods, her eyes closed as her teeth sink into her lower lip. “Yes, I like it.”

I slide one finger down and push, my body tensing as I slip into her tight, wet heat. “Fuck, you’re soaked for me.”

“Yes.”

I press my finger deeper, groaning when I hold it inside her and graze my thumb over her clit.

Her voice is breathy when she adds, “That was actually a pregnancy side effect that I didn’t really feel comfortable mentioning to you before cuz…well…you were kind of a big dick back then.”

“Is that right?” I murmur with smirk. “And now?”

She gets a bemused expression. “Now I’m comfortable enough to tell you it’s like a river down there sometimes…is that normal, you think?”

I have to look away to stop myself from laughing before I reply, “At this stage, it’s very normal…especially if it’s me you’re thinking about that makes you wet.”

“Oh, goody.” She wiggles her hips with need, and I pump in and out, slowly adding one more finger. She cries out when I stroke her G-spot, her hand covering mine as she falls back onto the bed and squirms with desire.

Possessiveness takes hold of me for a moment. I love that she’s on my bed, mostly naked, panting, and riding my hand like it’s hers. I could watch her like this for hours, but I want more. “If you think my fingers feel good, wait till you see what I can do with my tongue.”

Her eyes open as I lower myself onto the floor between her legs. I slide her panties off and spread her legs wide. My dick nearly bursts at the seams when I gaze at her sex, bare and glistening with desire.

“I can’t fucking wait to taste you,” I groan, placing her legs on my shoulders.

I press my lips to her pussy and suck. She groans out her shock, and I release her and swipe my tongue over her clit, flicking back and forth and up and down, over and fucking over. Her hands thread through my hair, lightly scratching my scalp and sending shivers down my spine. I nip and kiss and lick her into a frenzy. She’s so worked up, her thighs begin to squeeze tightly around my head so all I can hear is my own heartbeat and her muffled cries.

I bring my hand up to press a finger inside her, finger-fucking her G-spot before clamping down on her clit and sucking again. Harder this time. She screams, her sudden release surprising both of us as her body tightens around my fingers like a vise grip. I relish the sensation of her responsiveness to my touch.

Once she’s stopped trembling, her legs relax and fall off my shoulders. I stand to remove my pants as her eyes flutter open, her lashes dark around her chocolate gaze as she stares at me fisting my cock in front of her.

Biting her lip, she stands and grabs my shoulders, turns me around, and pushes me down to the bed so I’m lying on my back.

“Medically speaking, we don’t need condoms, right?” she asks, her voice deep and husky, causing my dick to thicken with need. “I mean it’s not like I can get pregnant twice.”

“That would be a medical anomaly,” I reply, my eyes caressing her naked body as she moves to straddle me.

“And I think it’s safe to assume we’re both clean,” she says it like a statement, and I nod as she slides her wet slit over my erection.

“Squeaky clean,” I croak, grabbing her thighs and inhaling sharply as she wraps her fingers around my cock and positions my tip at her entrance.

“Good, because I’ve always wanted to try this.” Her eyes close as she lifts herself and sinks down onto me.

“Fuuuuck,” I growl as her slick heat wraps me like a cocoon.

My hands dig into her legs as my body attempts to recover from the sensation overload. I’ve never been bare with a woman. I was always a freak about condoms even when I was younger. And I’ve never been with a woman long enough to discuss condom-free sex, so this is a new experience for me on many levels.

She lies down on me, her breasts teasing my chest as her fragrant hair falls into my face. I reach up and brush the strands back, watching her face as she grinds her hips on me.

“You like this?” I ask, my voice gruff as I move my hands to her hips and feel her ride me. “Being bare and feeling every inch of me?”

“Yes,” she gasps, pressing her hands to my chest to steady herself as she rolls her hips on me.

“I could fuck you like this for hours.” I glance down at her bouncing tits as I reach around and squeeze her ass in my palms.

God, she’s sexy. She’s sexy, and she’s here, and she’s mine, and I want to hear her scream. I plant my feet on the bed and hold her hips tightly as I thrust up.

“Oh, God,” she cries, her back arching as she drops her head to my shoulder. “Oh, God.”

I thrust faster, loving the vibration of her voice on my skin. My hips pump up over and over, her tits bouncing faster and faster.

“I’m going to come again already,” she gasps, clearly as surprised as I am by the quick recovery.

“You need to look at me when you say that, Jones,” I command, moving my shoulder so she has to look up.

She lifts her head and slowly blinks at me, her mouth hanging open with heavy breaths.

“Say it again.” My eyes narrow on her as I continue to pump into her. “Tell me you’re going to come.”

She inhales sharply and stares down at me. “I’m going to come, Josh.”

“Fuck yes, you are.” In a fast move, I wrap my arms around her waist and lift her to flip us over so I’m on top. I thrust hard into her, making sure to hold all my weight off her body as she screams out her pleasure.

I know I’m being paranoid because the baby is the size of an apple right now and well cushioned by her body, but she has no idea how much can go wrong. No idea how much I want to make sure she’s okay. That she’s healthy and all her needs are met. Personally, physically, and fuck, even sexually.

Especially sexually.

“Oh, my God,” she moans, her fingers digging into my biceps as her legs tighten around my hips. “I’m so close, Josh.”

Fuck, I like my name on her lips. Has any woman ever said my name and sounded this hot while I’m buried inside them? There’s no fucking way, which is why Lynsey’s face as she screams my name is going to be permanently seared into my brain forever.

I chase her orgasm with fierce possessiveness, needing to feel it on my cock and needing to watch her face when she falls apart beneath me. I didn’t savor our first night together. I thought there’d be more. I thought if I just said the word, she’d come back. But Lynsey is clearly not someone I can predict, and that makes this climb toward ecstasy all the more exciting.

“Come for me, Jones,” I demand, my voice breathless as my own release threatens to spill out of me. I pause my thrusting to move my hand between our bodies and rub her clit in hard, unforgiving stokes. “Come now. I need to feel you.”

Seconds later, she cries out, her chest heaving as her legs tighten around my hips, and her fingers grab the bedspread. Her entire body goes rigid as she spasms around my cock, pulling my own release from me at the same time.

A shiver runs up my spine as I expel every drop of sexual frustration I’ve had for the past few months deep inside her. I groan as I fall against her neck, breathing in the scent her hair and our sweat, both of us trembling with aftershocks of pleasure overload.

Once my muscles have recovered, I roll off her and prop my hands behind my head, trying to slow my heart rate.

“Fuck,” I grunt like an animal because I can’t think of anything more intelligent to say.

“You can say that again,” she says, her voice hoarse as she turns to me. Her eyes move from my face to my inner bicep. “Is your tattoo the Captain America shield? What’s that date scrawled below it?”

“Long drunken story,” I reply crisply and heave myself out of bed to head to the master bath for a washcloth. A moment later, I return and gently spread her knees to wipe between her legs. The image of my release dripping out of her is enough to make me hard again. Our eyes meet as she watches with great fascination.

“This is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” I say in a moment of rare open honesty.

“Such a caveman thing to say,” she replies with a laugh. “What is it with men liking the thought of their jizz coming out of a woman? It’s basically how all pornos end.”

My brows lift curiously. “Watch a lot of porn there, Jones?”

Her cheeks flame red. “Not a lot…just the normal amount.”

I cock my head as she squirms nervously. “What’s the normal amount?”

She scoffs. “What are you, the porno police? Guilty as charged, officer. Better haul me in!”

I grunt and press a firm kiss to her lips before tossing the washcloth into the hamper inside my closet. I return to bed and pull the covers down before motioning for her to crawl under the sheets. She does, and I roll onto my side to face her. “If I fall asleep, you’re not going to abandon ship again, are you?”

She turns on her side to face me, a sleepy smile spreading across her post-coital face. “Not unless your mom calls again.”

I huff out an incredulous noise. “She was very confused by the strange woman who claimed to be my cleaning lady.”

She presses her face into the pillow and groans. “I sounded like a raving lunatic. I was so out of it that I didn’t even realize it wasn’t my phone.” She pulls her lip into her mouth and chews it nervously. “Have you told them about the peanut?”

I shake my head. “No.”

She nods. “I haven’t told my parents either. I guess I want to feel more secure in our situation before I bring in outside feelings. And believe me, my parents will have lots of feelings.”

I nod and expel a yawn before replying, “We’ll figure it all out after you move in.”

Her face falls. “Move in?”

“Yeah,” I reply with a shrug. “Move in. What’s the question?”

“You think because we slept together tonight that I should just move in with you?”

“Kind of, yeah,” I reply honestly.

Her brow furrows as she scrambles to sit up in the bed. She sits crisscross to face me and clutches the sheet to her chest. “Did you sleep with me to get me to move in with you?”

“What? No.” I don’t think?

“Then why does having sex change anything?”

My jaw clenches with frustration as I sit up and prop myself on the headboard. “We’ve been spending time together so we’re not strangers anymore. And I’ve been clear from day one that I want to take care of you. You’re my responsibility.”

“Ew…call me your responsibility one more time, and I will bolt before you can even get your fucking pants on.”

She physically recoils from me, and my face falls. “Jesus, what is your problem?”

“My problem is the way you talk about me like I’m some sort of problem you need to fix.”

“That’s not true.”

“It’s what it feels like.” She glowers at me with so much frustration that panic starts to settle in the pit of my stomach. “Josh, I don’t want to move in here just because you feel some sort of obligation. I’m not that desperate.”

“It’s not about you being desperate.” I jam a hand through my hair, ruffling it for a moment before letting out a heavy sigh. There’s no way for me to get her to understand without giving her more. The problem is, I don’t have the ability to give her the full story. I just…can’t. “Look, Jones, I can’t explain it, but I have this strong, yes, most likely irrational fear of something happening to you or the baby. I know it sounds fucked up, but it’s real. It’s weighed heavily on me since the moment I found out you were pregnant.”

Lynsey goes quiet for a long moment, her face thoughtful as she stares back at me. “That sounds like something you should talk to a therapist about.”

“I thought you were a therapist,” I reply, my tone flat.

She levels me with a glare. “So, do you want to expand on why you think something could happen to me or the baby?”

“No,” I retort, the muscles in my body tensing. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want you to know that it stresses me the fuck out not to have you here. Not to know how you’re feeling every day. To be limited to…fucking hanging out occasionally. I need to know you’re okay.”

“Josh,” she says my name softly and reaches out to touch me, but I pull away.

“I don’t need psychoanalyzing or empathy or even complete understanding. I just need you to live here.” I swallow the knot in my throat and press my hand to my chest when that familiar ache returns. “Would it be that bad to live here and cohabitate? Doesn’t it seem like what’s best for the baby?”

She’s watching me, but I can’t bring myself to return her look. I’m too…exposed and stupid. And really fucking out of control, which is not a sensation I relish. In fact, it’s one I live my life trying to avoid.

“Okay,” she says softly, her voice barely audible.

My eyes snap to hers. “Okay?”

She nods. “I’ll move in.”

I move toward her, ready and raring for a gentle round two, but she puts her hand to my chest. “But I have conditions.”

I lift my brows and shake my head. “Of course you do.”

She chews her lip nervously and stares at my chest for a second. “No more sleeping together.”

My entire body revolts. “Seriously?”

She rubs her lips together and nods firmly. “Sex complicates things. You and I still have a lot to learn about each other and a lot of things to figure out before this peanut is born. I’m fine doing that under your roof, but that means no sex.”

Confusion hits me as I ponder her surprising reply. Most women in her situation would want a relationship or a commitment. Maybe even marriage so they can get that picture-perfect family they always dreamed about as little girls. But not Lynsey. She wants boundaries and rules, and who knows what the hell else she’ll come up with.

I exhale heavily and let this idea really sink in. Honestly, this is probably the best-case scenario for me. With my past, I’m only able to give a limited amount of myself to someone. Far from one hundred percent. This no-sex rule will save me from breaking her heart eventually.

And at least she’ll be here under my roof where I can watch out for her and take care of her and make sure that the baby is taken care of as well. This may not have been a situation I would have asked for, but now that it’s here, I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure this baby and this woman are good.

I relax my shoulders and take her hand, giving it a platonic shake. “Okay. Strictly roommates.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

The next day, my jaw drops when I pull up to my parking spot and I’m blocked by a giant storage pod sitting in the driveway. Lynsey must have seen me coming because she’s standing on the front lawn, her eyes wide and wary on me as I climb out of my vehicle.

“I didn’t know you moving in was going to involve a storage POD.” I stare at the monstrous thing in front of me.

“You’re home early,” she says, playing with the strings on her hooded sweatshirt.

“What is going on?” I ask, seriously annoyed with what’s happening. “You haven’t been doing heavy lifting, have you?”

“No, she hasn’t,” Dean says casually as he comes around the POD to stand by Lynsey.

My jaw clenches at the sight of him standing next to her, wiping sweat off his face with his T-shirt. He adjusts his glasses and shoots me an infuriating smile.

“So, what? Dean here has just magically moved everything on his own and you didn’t lift a finger?” I ask, narrowing accusing eyes at Dean.

“Miles and Sam are here,” Lynsey replies, biting her lip. “They’re mounting a TV in the living room.”

“They’re what?” My jaw drops as I head inside to see the damage.

“You said she could move in,” Dean snaps, stepping into my path and crossing his arms over his chest. “Did you think she was just going to sit on that ridiculous plastic chair throughout her whole pregnancy?”

“No,” I growl defensively, my body tensing from his proximity. “I told Lynsey I was going to buy shit. I even said she could pick it out.”

“I didn’t want you to do that,” Lynsey interjects, standing between me and Dean as we glower at each other. “There was no need for you to buy anything when I have a pod full of perfectly good home furnishings.”

Dean scoffs and shakes his head. “What kind of freak doesn’t have any furniture?”

“The kind with a grown-up job,” I quip back.

He narrows his eyes and smiles. “And what I do isn’t grown-up?”

“I still don’t know what the hell you actually do.”

“Ask your buddy Max. I’ve made him a lot of money.”

I roll my eyes and turn my attention to Lynsey, taking a deep breath to calm the nerves that Dean riles in me. “If you wanted to move your stuff in here, you should have told me. I would have helped.”

She stares at me, fiddling with her hair. “I was hoping I could get settled before I start my new job on Monday. I like things…in order. And you were working today so I didn’t want to bother you.”

“This wouldn’t have been a bother.” I shake my head and purse my lips in disappointment because after everything we discussed last night, she still doesn’t get it.

She smiles sheepishly. “Well, we’re almost done so why don’t you come in and have a look? It’ll be a fun surprise.” She gestures for me to follow her, and I begrudgingly end up in Dean’s wake.

The guy gets on my fucking nerves.

When I walk inside, the scent of something baking hits my nose. As I take in the changes, I barely recognize my place anymore. Not only because it’s full of shit I’ve never seen, but because its energy has completely shifted from cold and sterile to warm and welcoming.

We enter the kitchen first and the counter is covered with cooking gadgets. Most of which I’ve never seen in my life. The only gadget I require is a coffeemaker, but now some sort of French press and electric whisk thing sits next to my Keurig. A red KitchenAid mixer sits nearby, and a spinner full of utensils, and floral-printed hand towels hanging off all the stainless-steel appliances.

I move through the kitchen, passing an old wooden dining table and chairs set up in the front room where Miles and Sam are adjusting a flat screen on the stone wall above the fireplace. They both turn and say hello but my attention is distracted by the orange floral eyesore sitting right in front of the TV.

“It was my grandma’s,” Lynsey says, rushing over to stand beside it. “I know it’s kind of ugly, but it’s also kind of amazing, right? Retro and shabby chic. And it’s crazy comfortable.”

“And heavier than a brick shit house,” Miles adds, shaking his head. “Took me, Sam, and Dean to move that beast in here. You’re going to have to sell it with the house if you ever move.”

“Um…thanks for doing that,” I say.

There are rummage sale-looking end tables and lamps and knickknacks scattered everywhere. Is that a giant tiki bar out on the deck?

“I’d have been here to help had I known all this was happening.”

“It’s alright.” Sam strokes his beard, wiping the sweat off his brow. “It’s a Saturday and we didn’t have anything better to do. Plus, Lynsey promised us baked goods.”

Lynsey’s eyes light, and she scurries past me, nearly knocking the floor lamp over on her way as she darts into the kitchen and returns with three foil-wrapped plates. “These are my grandma’s homemade brownie recipe. You’re going to love them.” She hands them each their own plate and clutches her hands in front of her like this is a completely normal day.

“Well, I suppose we can get out of your way,” Miles says, throwing his arm around Lynsey. “Still really happy for you, Lyns. Kate says she’ll be stopping by after she gets back from her parents’ house.”

Lynsey nods and gives Sam a quick hug goodbye. The two leave, and Dean lingers in the kitchen, helping himself to a beer out of the fridge that I most certainly didn’t put in there.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom really quick,” Lynsey says sweetly, her voice high and a little unnatural. “Try not to kill each other while I’m gone.”

She disappears down the hallway and the guest bathroom door barely closes before Dean lowers the beer from his lips, and says, “So, I hear you got our Lyns a job.”

I frown at his choice of words. “I didn’t get her a job. She got herself a job.”

Dean’s brows lift curiously. “Because of a meeting you set up.”

My fists clench at my sides. “I made an appointment. That’s it. There was never, not once, any indication that a job offer was even on the table. I got that phone call because Lynsey impressed her. That’s it.”

“You got her a job, a place to live. You’re really a knight in shining armor—or scrubs I should say, since you’re a doctor and all.” He takes another drink. “Although what kind of doctor doesn’t know about successful forms of birth control?”

I move across the room and stand toe-to-toe with him. “Do you have a problem with me, Dean? Because I’m tired of your cocky smirk, and you acting like Lynsey belongs to you.”

“She belongs to me a hell of a lot more than she belongs to you.”

“How do you figure?”

“You’re just an accidental sperm donor at this point,” Dean states simply. “You’re not in a relationship, you guys aren’t even friends. And she’s not planning to fuck you, so basically, it’s only a matter of time before she grows tired of you.”

“The way she grew tired of you?” I ask, my voice menacing. “It didn’t take much convincing for her to ditch you for me. The difference here is that she has a piece of me inside her. And that will forever bind us.”

Dean narrows his eyes and sets his beer down. He steps toward me so we’re only inches apart. “Lynsey’s testing out this situation because she’s the kind of person who needs to know she’s given her all to something before she moves on. It’s one of the things I love about her. When she realizes your all isn’t good enough, she’ll move on, and I’ll be there for her when she does. Like always.”

He steps back, releasing me from his intense scrutiny and without another word, turns and walks out of my house. Too bad it won’t be for the last time.
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“Do you guys want to find out the sex?” the ultrasound tech asks as I lay with my eighteen-week pregnant belly hanging out on the exam table.

“How have we not discussed this?” I ask.

Josh sits beside me in his blue scrubs, having popped over from his shift at the ER to be here for the anatomy scan.

“We’ve discussed a lot of other things.” Josh shoots me a pointed expression, and then turns his focus to the tech. “Lynsey loves her new job. Her favorite color is purple. She lives for tropical drinks. Nonalcoholic for now, of course.” The tech smiles like we’re some adorable couple, clearly having no clue that we’re not in a relationship, and Josh is being a total smart-ass right now. “She’s obsessed with making charcuterie boards and eating French silk pie but only the kind they make at the hospital cafeteria. And Oreos are basically a food group.”

I whack him in the arm which has kind of become my punching bag as of late. “I find it highly offensive that the majority of the things you just listed involve food.”

He presses his lips together. “You do talk about food a lot.”

“Only because you won’t respect the fact that charcuterie can serve as an entire meal!”

He rolls his eyes, and I clench my hands into frustrated fists. Living under the same roof, even though I have a separate bedroom and bathroom down the hallway from Josh’s room, has certainly been interesting. And I too have learned a great deal about the man whose baby I’m carrying.

For example, Josh has an extremely dry sense of humor. He says things that are meant to be taken in jest but he doesn’t smile while he says them, so people often completely miss the humor.

I don’t miss it.

Mostly because a lot of things he says are at my expense. He likes to tease me about how many times I change my outfit before work every day and then chastise me for walking back and forth from my bedroom to the bathroom in only my bra and panties. I explain to him that if the master bath was as awesome as the guest bath, I would have taken his room, and he wouldn’t have to see me walking around in my skivvies. But since I wanted the guest room and bath and it’s a struggle to find clothes that don’t slide down my ass when I need to get down on the floor to work with Dr. Gunthrie’s young patients, he just needs to suck it up and try to look the other way. Although him looking the other way just resulted in the two of us colliding in the hallway when I was nearly naked…twice.

Thankfully, Josh’s teasing doesn’t seem as dickish as I once thought. In fact, I think it’s how he shows someone he’s comfortable with them. And I’m getting more comfortable with him too.

“I think I want to be surprised,” I blurt, and then turn to gauge Josh’s reaction.

He shrugs, seeming completely uninterested in this decision. “Works for me.”

I turn and nod my confirmation to the tech. “We’re keeping it a surprise.”

“Okay,” she says, running her probe around my belly one more time. “Then everything else looks great. Baby’s measurements are right on track for a due date of August 14th. The doctor will be in to chat with you both shortly. You can get dressed while I print your photos.”

I sigh, looking at the small belly I’m currently rocking as the tech wipes away the ultrasound gel. I read in one of the baby books that it takes a while for a belly to pop with a first pregnancy and boy was that true for me. When mine popped, it really popped. I went from a pie belly to a baby bump in the blink of an eye.

Which makes me anxious because we still haven’t told our parents. Josh seems chill about his folks, acting like he’d be fine with just surprising them at the birth while I’ve been having nightmares of running into my mother in the grocery store and her accusing me of getting fat again, like college.

The tech hands me the photos and leaves the room. I study them, my heart in my throat, still amazed at the miracle I’m growing in my body. Josh helps me off the table, his eyes avoiding the images I set on the chair before slipping into the attached restroom to get dressed. When I emerge, he’s staring at his phone, not the photos, and I try not to let that bother me.

“We need to tell our parents,” I say while walking back over to the exam table. I hop up on it, facing Josh in the chair beside me.

He inhales deeply and looks up. “Why?”

“Because the jig is up!” I point at my belly. “I look therefore I am. We can’t hide this anymore.”

He pins me with a skeptical look. “You haven’t even told your parents that you moved out of Dean’s place.”

I scoff at that reply. “How would that have gone? Hey Mom and Dad, I’m moving in with a man who you don’t know, and that I’m not dating just…because.”

Josh shrugs.

“Why are you so resistant to telling your parents? I thought you said they were cool.”

“Cool compared to yours who are crazy religious,” he replies, sitting back in the chair and stretching out his legs. “But you don’t know my mom. She’ll be all over you, asking you what color your pee is and what colors you want for the nursery. She’ll make you go shopping with her.”

“Oh yeah…the nursery.” My jaw drops. “We haven’t even discussed where the little peanut will sleep.”

Josh shakes his head reassuringly. “My office that’s right next to your bedroom is practically empty. We can convert that to a baby room when we’re ready. But I really don’t think we need to worry about any of this now.”

I nod, slowly accepting his words. His place definitely has room for all three of us, and the office would be very practical. But I still don’t know how long I’m actually staying there. Can we really cohabitate and raise a baby together and not actually be together?

Although it should be noted that living there is no hardship. I never noticed when I was there that first couple of times how gorgeous the house actually is. Josh said it was one of his friend Max’s flipped properties. Max clearly knows what he’s doing because Josh’s house is ten times more luxurious than my old digs.

The bedroom I moved into has a walk-in closet and great natural light. The guest bath across the hall is basically my own, which is incredible because it has a huge soaker tub that sits on a bed of gray rocks with a waterfall showerhead that comes down from the ceiling. It’s like walking into a spa. Josh’s master bath is just as gorgeous with a huge sink and vanity area and a cracked tile walk-in shower with a huge stone bench and two spray heads.

Moving in all of my crappy furniture was probably a dick move, but unless I was content living in the awesome tub, it had to be done. Especially as I wasn’t about to let Josh buy all new furniture and let me live there. I don’t want to owe the man my life when this weird arrangement is over.

Thankfully, things are going well so far. Josh definitely works a lot, but he checks in on me regularly throughout the day. And I’ve been so excited about my new job. I kind of enjoy having someone to talk to about it every day.

Suddenly, the doctor comes in, and Josh and I turn our attention to her. Dr. Lizzy is a short, bubbly blonde with curly blond hair and a constantly raspy voice that makes you want to give her a cough drop. She came recommended by one of Josh’s colleagues in the ER, and I’ve really liked her at my regular checkups. She seems totally at ease with the fact that Josh and I are not a couple.

“Everything looks perfect, you guys!” she says, looking down at her tablet and scanning through the photos. “Baby growth is right on track. Heart chambers look good. Fluid is right on. Seriously, this is everything we want to see.”

“What about doing some screenings and maybe an amnio?” Josh asks, his voice deep and authoritative.

Dr. Lizzy’s brows furrow as she glances at me. “Those are certainly an option, but Lynsey is young and healthy. The scans look great. It’s not something I would recommend for you guys since you’re not high risk.”

“I just want to make sure we’re not missing anything,” Josh replies sternly.

Anxiety prickles over me because I had no clue Josh was going to ask any of this.

She nods. “I understand that, but as I’m sure you well know, there are risks to doing an amniocentesis. Infection or preterm labor being the biggest.”

“Preterm labor?” I exclaim, sitting forward and looking at Josh nervously. “No way. I’m not doing that then.”

Josh flinches as my wide eyes meet his. “I’m just getting information, Lynsey.”

“Well, it’s my body, and I’m not putting this baby at risk because you’re paranoid about every little thing.” A knot forms in my throat.

Dr. Lizzy clears her throat, interrupting my stare down with Josh. “Dr. Richardson, I understand that with your medical background, you think more information is better than less. But I really think, based on the ultrasound, you don’t have anything to worry about.”

Josh’s jaw clenches as he nods and turns his attention to her. “You’re the expert here, so I’ll defer to you.”

Dr. Lizzy smiles appreciatively and turns to me. “Now, how are you feeling, Lynsey? Any questions?”

“Uh, I’m feeling good, I think,” I croak, the knot in my throat lightening now that Josh has backed off. “A little freaked out over that bomb he just dropped.”

She smiles at me. “Guys can sometimes be a bit overprotective.”

“You can say that again.” I rub my lips together, remembering how Josh is freaked out all the time over every little bump and scratch on my body. Even that night we had sex, he seemed like he was terrified that hitting my ass would hurt my belly. I can’t stand him like this forever.

I clear my throat and pin the doctor with a serious look. “Can you tell me about how…fragile I am exactly? Because I’m kind of a klutz, and Josh thinks if I do certain things I could hurt the baby or cause contractions. Is it really that easy?”

Dr. Lizzy nods thoughtfully. “Well, any impacts to your belly are something you definitely want to avoid. But the baby is very well insulated in there with his or her very own water bed.” She laughs. “So it’d take a pretty substantial event to really cause any worry.”

I lick my lips and nod. “And like…other parts of my body are less risky.”

She tilts her head. “What do you mean exactly?”

My face instantly heats, and it’s as though Josh’s eyes are burning into me. But fuck it, this is my doctor, and I have questions. “Like…if I use my vibrator.” I rush the words out, cringing at the weird high-pitch tone of my voice.

The doctor smiles knowingly. “Sexual toys are just fine to use during pregnancy. Your placenta is in a good location so reaching completion should be just fine. Good actually. Studies say orgasm releases oxytocin and oxytocin eases pain or discomfort which many women have from normal pregnancy-related growth.”

“That’s very good to know.” I reply, crisply nodding and smiling as though she’s just told me some healthy foods to eat. Another thought hits me. “What about nipple stimulation?” Josh breaks into a violent coughing fit beside us, but I don’t lose eye contact with the doctor. “Is it true it can cause contractions?”

Dr. Lizzy smiles like a pro. “Nipple stimulation has been known to help labor along, but you’d have to do fifteen minutes of constant stimulation per breast for it to even cause a flutter of action in your uterus.”

I knew Josh was full of shit.

Dr. Lizzy sets her iPad down and glances at Josh before moving a little closer to me. Her voice is low as she says, “Any kind of sex is fine during pregnancy, Lynsey. And just for the record, regular sexual intercourse has actually proven to reduce the risk for pre-eclampsia because the protein in sperm helps regulate the body’s immune system. And orgasms help strengthen your pelvic floor, which can help prepare your body for childbirth.

“Not to mention the emotional benefits of regular stimulation are very positive. Pregnancy hormones wreak havoc on our mental health, so the more good feelings you have means your baby is being exposed to less stress hormones. So…win-win!”

“Win-win,” I repeat through a forced smile, my face frozen in horror.

I don’t know if I wanted that much information. Now it’s like I need to go out there and find me a stud horse to ride while I prepare my body to give birth to a watermelon.

“That’s a lot of information,” I add and then clear my throat as my hormones rear their ugly head once more.

Dr. Lizzy smiles. “Just remember you’re not a delicate flower that needs to be kept in a glass jar. Have some fun and listen to your body. If you’re uncomfortable, the baby will be too. If you feel good, the baby is doing just fine. And all that extra blood flow pulsing in your groin area should make you feel very good.”

She giggles and then smiles brightly like this was the most normal conversation, and she stands to shake both of our hands. When she leaves the room, I can barely look at Josh because I have a feeling all he’s going to see on my face is…

SEX.

Sex, sex, sex.

And we’re not having sex. We’re having a baby.

The irony is not lost on me.

So that means I will ignore those pulsing groin sensations she so blatantly called me out on. “I’m, um…meeting Kate in the cafeteria for lunch,” I mumble while grabbing my purse off the hook.

Josh’s voice is gruff when he replies, “I’m due back at the ER.”

“I’ll…see you at the house,” I chirp and then bolt out the door, thanking my lucky stars that I didn’t trip on the way out.
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Kate waves when our gazes meet. I’m seated at my favorite table in the hospital cafeteria, already tucking into my food because I’m stress eating like a motherfucker right now. I smile back at her as she carries her tray over.

“I totally see the appeal!” she squeals, looking around with gleeful delight. She drops her tray across from me. “They have tacos here! Tire Depot never has tacos.”

I mumble around a bite of French silk pie. “You should put it in the suggestion box.”

“Trust me, I have,” she retorts, flipping her curly red hair over her shoulder. “You’d think boning one of the top mechanics would mean my opinion matters around that place.”

“Life is so unfair sometimes.”

Kate smiles as her eyes lower to my belly. “God, look at you! It’s feeling so real now that you’re showing. Before you popped, I kept thinking you were going to explode into laughter and tell me that you moving in with Dr. McDick Baby Daddy was an elaborate prank.”

I huff. “Emptying my entire pod into his place would have been very elaborate indeed.”

“Well, we’re nothing if not committed to our sense of humor.” She smiles and then tips her head to look at my face. “How are things with my little godchild? You had an ultrasound today, right?”

I nod and dig out the black and white photo of my little peanut. I slide it over to Kate, and her eyes widen as she inspects every little detail. “Peanut looks great. Healthy. Normal. Right on track. Oh, and we’re not going to find out the sex.”

“What?” Kate exclaims, her face falling in horror. “Lynsey, I’m not patient enough for surprises. You should have consulted me! I would have convinced you that you’re stupid and that the baby is eating away at all your good sense!”

I laugh at her deadpan delivery and take the photo back, tucking it safely away. “Well, that may be true because I just asked a slew of mortifying questions to the doctor right in front of Josh.”

Kate’s brows lift excitedly. “Oh, this sounds juicy. How are things with the good doctor? You’ve been cohabitating for a few weeks now. Living in secret sin with a love child that your families still know nothing about.”

I level her with a look. “I think there has to be love for it to be called a love child. And things with Josh and I are good. He works a lot, but when he’s home, we’re normal, cohabitating adults. Having my own bedroom and bathroom eliminates a lot of problems. And I think he’s finally given up on the idea of me putting my shoes in the foyer closet.”

“Guys are so dense sometimes.”

“Totally.”

“How can you remember what shoes you have if they aren’t scattered all over the house on display?”

“Exactly!” I say. “He’s very quiet and methodical in his daily routines. It’s kind of fascinating because he’s so deep inside his own head, I don’t think he even realizes I’m watching him. But he seriously never leaves the house without checking on me. I’ve even caught him opening my bedroom door to glance at me while I’m supposed to be sleeping.”

“Isn’t that kind of creepy?” Kate asks, holding back a giggle.

“Maybe?” I shrug. “But then…kinda sweet?”

Kate smiles softly. “Yeah. Kinda sweet. Such a giant change from the Dr. Dick he was in this cafeteria to you months ago. So, if things are all good with you guys when are you planning to tell the parents?”

I roll my eyes and heave a deep sigh. “That’s one argument we’re still having. I want to do it now. He wants to do it never.”

“Never is not an option,” Kate says. “I think good ole Sue and Darren are going to notice when you show up to Christmas Eve Mass with a baby in tow.”

“Exactly.” I groan and prop my head in my hands. “I’m going to have to force him to tell his parents because when mine find out, they’ll demand to meet him and his family.”

“They totally will.” Kate nods her agreement. “But how could you force him? Dr. Dick doesn’t exactly seem like a man who can be told what to do.”

I stick out my lip. “He definitely likes to do the telling.”

Kate nods, her eyes narrowing as she taps her finger on her lips. “You need a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Yeah…like…a backup plan for if he doesn’t tell them in a week or two. Something he won’t see coming.” A wicked grin spreads across Kate’s face.

“I know that look.” My eyes go wide, and a sliver of worry snakes through my gut. “That’s your book-plotting look.”

“Except this isn’t for fiction, Lyns.” She bites her lip and waggles her brows. “This is real-life plotting.”
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Driving home on a Saturday morning after an overnight shift at the ER almost always puts me in a sour mood. Friday nights mean idiots are out being drunk idiots. Stoners are out being stoners. And it seems the rest of the world decides that once the weekend hits, it’s time for them to forget they have a brain and they’re completely reckless with their bodies, assuming that someone is going to be there to put them back together.

Tonight, I actually had a man come in because his genital piercing got stuck on his partner’s genital piercing and, when he worked himself loose, there was visible tearing.

I shudder at that thought and am suddenly hit with memories of the insane sexual questions Lynsey asked the OBGYN last week.

Fucking hell, could she have made that appointment any more awkward? Next time we have an appointment, I’ll offer to step out of the room before the doctor asks Lynsey personal questions. It was fucking torture. And the way that doctor went on and on about how good sex can be during a pregnancy just made the fact that Lynsey and I aren’t having it all the more painful.

I already think about having sex with Lynsey on a regular basis. I really didn’t need to be reminded about her heightened sensitivity in her groin area. My brow furrows.

The longer Lynsey lives with me, the harder this is going to get.

Living together is the practical thing to do, and I expected it’d feel more like an impersonal roommate situation.

It’s been a month since she moved in, and instead of avoiding her and sleeping in the on-call rooms like I’d planned, I’m actually coming home more often and picking up less shifts than normal.

It’s hard to admit, but I like being home with her. I like keeping an eye on her, and I appreciate her general presence in my house. I even like her eclectic mix of secondhand furnishings scattered everywhere.

I don’t like her fucking shoes all over the place. They’re a serious hazard and something she could trip over at any moment. The doctor made it very clear that she should be cognizant of her belly, so I don’t understand why we have to keep having that argument.

But everything else? I don’t mind. It’s nice to breathe in the scent of food when I come home, and her large collection of charcuterie boards that she’s always arranging things on. I even like the noise of her country music playing in the bathroom when she’s taking a bath. I’ve grown used to the hum of laundry tumbling despite the fact that the one time she tried to do a load of my blue scrubs, she turned them all pink because she didn’t notice her new red towel had gotten tossed in with them. The pink scrubs made me look like I was preparing for a fucking OBGYN rotation.

Aside from that, things are pretty relaxed in the house. I even sit on her ugly couch more often than not. It’s probably because I’ve never really had a place feel like home. Even when I lived in Baltimore, I had a condo that I bought fully furnished but nothing ever felt cozy.

I shake my head, pushing back memories of the East Coast as I pull into the garage next to Lynsey’s car. That thing is always a mess of books, toys, and files she brings home from her job. She and Dr. Gunthrie seem to really be connecting and I’m glad it’s working out so well. It’s lightened her mood immensely, and she appreciates that she can contribute to household expenses. Never mind that I haven’t cashed that check she gave me last week and probably never will.

As I go through the side entry of the house, the blaring sounds of Enya overwhelm my ears. I drop my keys on the counter and head toward the living room. The TV is on with some sort of fitness video. As I fully enter the room, my jaw drops at what’s happening on the floor in front of the couch.

Lynsey lies on a yoga mat, on her back, her hair splayed all around her, legs stretched above as she holds her pointed toes and spreads herself wide open, rocking side to side in slow motions. The position is erotic no matter what she was wearing. But the fact that she’s in nothing but a teal thong and a black sports bra causes seriously indecent thoughts.

I gawk longer than is appropriate before I snap out of my stupor. “What are you doing?”

Lynsey freezes, her mouth popping open as she turns to look at me.

“What are you doing home?” she asks, her voice high-pitched and panicky.

“Um…I live here.”

She releases her legs and moves to sit up on her knees giving me a full view of her lush breasts nearly falling out of the top of her bra.

She clears her throat and tucks her hair behind her ears. “You’re usually not home on Saturdays.”

I frown at that response. “Sorry to disrupt your plans. But you still haven’t answered my question…what exactly are you doing?”

She smiles nervously as she adjusts her breasts back into her bra. “It’s prenatal yoga. That was called the happy baby pose.”

“Happy baby pose?” I shake my head, and my gaze caresses her head to toe, lingering on her exposed flesh. “Does happy baby pose have to be done in your underwear?”

She bites her lips and crosses her feet. “No…I just…I’m getting comfortable with my changing body.”

I blink at her.

“One of the baby books said that walking around with your belly exposed helps you feel more connected to your growing baby. They even said I should talk to the peanut out loud because they can hear sounds now.”

“Okay then.” I flinch slightly at the idea of her focusing so hard on the connection. If she’s expecting that kind of involvement from me, she’s going to be sorely disappointed. My eyes move from her when I notice then that the couch is moved a good ten feet from where it usually is.

“Did you move the sofa by yourself?” I ask, my tone clearly not pleased.

She stands and shrugs. “It slid on the hardwood, really easily.”

I shake my head, anger coursing through my veins at that. “Still, I would have moved it for you had you asked.”

She props her hands on her bare hips, and my eyes are practically forced to zero in on her curves. “I don’t need you to help me with every little thing. Dr. Lizzy said I wasn’t a delicate flower, Josh.”

Exhaling heavily, I try my best to temper my frustration. My anger’s easily distracted by her nearly naked body standing in front of me, all soft and luscious. Her belly is round and flawless…her hips wide and begging for my hands to squeeze. And her breasts seem to heave with every breath she takes, making the fact that I haven’t had sex in several weeks painfully obvious.

“Fine.” I jam a hand through my hair. My anger right now isn’t just about the furniture anyway. “Move whatever you want. But please put some fucking clothes on. I have neighbors.”

“Josh—”

“It’s been a long night. I’m going to bed,” I growl and turn on my heel, leaving Lynsey in the living room mostly naked and still as stunning as the day I met her.
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Eight hours later, I wake with a raging fucking boner. Like I’m talking steel level hard here. I take an ice-cold shower, trying to wash away the sexual frustration coursing through my body. It’s also frustration in general. No matter how hard I try to control Lynsey, the girl just continues to fight me and makes things more difficult than they need to be. It’s infuriating.

Dressed in a pair of joggers and a white T-shirt, I head to the kitchen for a glass of water. It’s dark outside, and the only lights are a lamp and the TV in the living room.

Lynsey’s toes stick out over the armrest while I take a few long drinks from my glass. My jaw clenches with anxiety because I probably owe her an apology for snapping at her. Her doctor gave her the all-clear to be more physical, and I need to respect that.

Slowly, I make my way into the living room. She looks up from her phone long enough to notice me and drops her feet off the sofa so I can sit. Once seated, I grab her legs and place them on my lap so she can resume her position.

“I’m sorry for earlier,” I grind out, taking in her plaid pajama set with the lower buttons undone to reveal her belly. “I was tired from my shift, and you didn’t deserve to be scolded.”

She continues swiping at her phone. “It’s fine.”

I exhale heavily. Great, she’s punishing me with a mood. “Don’t you ever have a bad day at work?”

“No,” she says, still jabbing at her phone. “I actually love my job…unlike you.”

I frown at that remark. I’ve never told her I don’t like my job. I mean, it’s basically impossible to like. Shitty hours, shitty patients, overworked nurses, and not enough staff to get everything done properly. But she doesn’t know any of that.

“What makes you think I don’t like my job?” I ask, my brows furrowed as I watch her face glowing from her screen.

Her eyes slide to me, looking completely uninterested. “Because you’re miserable all the time.”

“I’m not miserable,” I snap.

“You’re not exactly cheery.” Her brows lift as she shrugs and keeps swiping.

“Not every human is meant to be cheery.” Why is she so goddamn interested in whatever is on her phone right now?

“How long have you been an ER doctor?” she asks, her eyes still not meeting mine.

I frown, wondering if she looked me up to see where I worked before. “Long enough,” I reply noncommittally.

“Too long,” she retorts, moving her phone to her other hand. “Anyone who looks like you on their way to work every day is in a rut, and you, Dr. Dick…are in a rut.”

“I told you I hate that nickname.”

She shrugs. “You kinda deserve it today.”

“If you’re going to pick a fucking fight with me, you could at least look at me, Jones.” I grab her phone.

“Hey!” she exclaims, sitting up and reaching for it.

My blood chills when her screen comes into view.

“You’re fucking swiping on Tinder?” I growl, my hand nearly breaking the phone into pieces as I stare at some douchebag’s picture.

“I only swipe left!” she exclaims, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “I’m addicted to swiping! So many people out there looking for love.”

“Tinder is not where you go to find love,” I seethe, my entire body tensing.

Shit. We haven’t even discussed if she’s still seeing other fucking people.

“Tinder is where you go to find an STD!” My voice rises in pitch, and I move her legs off me to stand and pace the room. “And I guess I’m an idiot for thinking you were smart enough to stay the fuck off it while you’re pregnant with another man’s child.”

She sighs and stands, her small belly hanging out as she squares her feet up for battle. “I’m just swiping for the fun of it.”

“This isn’t fucking fun for me!” I roar, a white-hot branding iron searing my senses at the thought of her out with someone else when she’s in this state. “Do you seriously have so little respect for me or the baby that you’d put yourself at risk with random guys off Tinder?”

“I was never going to swipe right on any of them. And I love this baby!” she exclaims, her voice cracking as her eyes well with tears. “And I respect you, Josh, but we aren’t in a relationship. I have needs, so if swiping left or watching porn or using my vibrator in the tub are what I need to get those met, I’m going to do it, and you can’t say a damn word about it.”

She releases a small huff, and my jaw drops. I open my mouth to argue, but I don’t even know what the fuck to say to that because she’s right. Though I wish like hell she wasn’t.

She steps into my space and pokes her finger hard into my chest. “And for the record, you’re not the only alpha in this house.”

She storms off down the hallway, and I sit on the sofa, stunned over that outburst. What the fuck just happened?
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Me: Where are you?

Josh: Waiting on MRI results for my last patient.

Me: When will you be home?

Josh: I don’t know. Why?

Me: I made dinner, and it’s getting cold.

Josh: Okay…I’ll be home as soon as I can.

Me: I guess that’ll have to be ok.

 

My eyes rove manically around the house, going through my mental checklist of everything that needs to be done.

Fire lit on the patio…check.

Glasses of wine poured and ready for the taking…check.

Dinner table set…check.

Marinated chicken in the oven…check.

Side dishes sitting on warmers ready to be served…check.

This is it. My entire checklist is done, and I’m ready for tonight’s activities.

Josh is going to kill me.

But not after I kill him first for being late. He was supposed to be home a solid hour before anyone arrived. An hour! Plenty of time for me to tell him my plan but not enough time for him to escape.

He deserves this honestly. He’s been a grumpy, miserable jerk since our fight a week ago. After I calmed down, I apologized for my activity on Tinder. Even though I had no intentions of dating, I finally admitted to myself how I would feel if he was doing the same thing. And I really didn’t like thinking of him and other women.

So I deleted the app on my phone and told him that I had no intentions of dating until well after the baby was born. Sadly, he didn’t seem to care anymore because Dr. Dick was officially back on call.

Which is why I’m doing this. His attitude lately was all the confirmation I needed. He wasn’t in any rush to tell his parents, and since I’m twenty weeks pregnant and well on my way to maternity clothes, Kate’s crazy plan of telling both sets of parents at the same time is happening.

Rip it off like a Band-Aid.

And hope Josh’s more sane parents protect me from my crazy ones.

The coup was easier to accomplish than I’d thought. All I had to do was sneak into Josh’s room while he was sleeping, text his mom an invite for dinner, and delete the text thread once she confirmed. Josh has no clue and, because of his tardiness, he’s going to be completely and totally blindsided when he shows up to this Surprise, I’m Knocked Up From a One-Night-Stand Dinner Party.

The doorbell rings, and I freeze, my eyes flying to the clock. They’re twenty minutes early! What kind of monsters show up to a dinner party twenty minutes early? I quickly fluff my hair, hoping my curls didn’t completely fall after working in the kitchen for the past two hours. Why I decided to try a new recipe tonight of all nights, I’ll never know. I slip on my black heels and clunk my way toward the front door. When I open it, I inwardly cringe when I find it’s not my parents on the other side.

“Hiiii,” I squeal, a bit too enthusiastically. “You must be Josh’s parents—Harvey and Lana?”

“Oh, are you the caterer who makes those great crab cakes?” Josh’s mom asks, glancing at the apron I’d forgotten I’m still wearing.

She steps inside, and Josh’s dad barrels in behind her, mumbling about traffic while removing his hat and gloves. When their backs are turned, I fling the offensive apron off and smooth my demure black dress with a square neckline that I thought looked nice and classy. I touch the pearls that my grandmother left me around my neck and shoot a silent prayer up to Gran for strength tonight.

Lana turns and glances at herself in the hallway mirror, quickly smoothing her silver bob of hair.

I take the moment to respond to her earlier question. “Um, I’ve actually never made crab cakes. I don’t really care for seafood.”

“What kind of caterer doesn’t care for seafood?” she exclaims with a haughty laugh.

“The kind who dies if she accidentally consumes shellfish.” I force an awkward laugh.

“Oh,” she replies and looks me up and down. “You’re very pretty for a chef. And skinny. You don’t see that combination a lot.”

I flush from her compliments. “Thank you but I’m not really—”

“What in God’s name happened in there?” Josh’s dad gapes at the living room like it’s some sort of science project that exploded. He’s a tall, domineering man, very similar to his son. “Did Josh seriously mount a TV on an original 1930s stone wall? What the hell is the matter with that boy?”

He stomps over to inspect the work. I cringe. I didn’t even consider that the stone wall was special. I thought a living room needed a TV. I’m like Joey from Friends—I don’t understand where to situate furniture unless it’s all pointed toward a TV. And since one whole wall is floor-to-ceiling windows…the pickings were kind of slim.

“I’m afraid I can’t answer any questions about the stonework, but why don’t you both have a glass of wine and head out to the deck?” I gesture over to the counter where I have prefilled glasses. “It’s a beautiful night, and the fireplace is lit. There’s charcuterie out there.”

Lana’s brows lift appreciatively as she saunters to the counter. She winks at me. “You’re good.”

I force a smile. “Josh should be home any moment now.” My face falls at how stupid and robotic my voice sounds. They’re going to think I’m a nut job.

“Any moment means any hour with our Joshy. He focuses on one thing and one thing only—his job,” his mother huffs and grabs two glasses of red wine off the counter. “But if there’s wine, we’re fine.” She makes her way to the living room. “Stop fretting over the stonework and come have a drink, Harv.”

I let out a heavy breath and ignore his grumbles as I run to the oven to check my food. The chicken looks good. It needs another ten minutes, and then I can take it out and tent it so it’s nice and moist.

Suddenly, the doorbell rings again. I cringe. It must be my parents, and I don’t know how much longer I can keep this charade up without Josh.

I open the door. My mother’s red hair glistens beneath the stoop light as her eyes immediately fall to my belly. “Oh, Lynsey.” She shakes her head. “You’re not eating Oreos again, are you?”

I bite my tongue and welcome them inside. My mother makes her way around the space and scopes out every last detail like a nosy Nellie. “If you can afford this kind of place with your new job, then why can’t you afford some new furniture?”

I force a tight smile. “I’ll explain all that to you over dinner, Mom.”

My dad gives me a quick hug before heading into the kitchen to inspect the appliances. He then ends toward the living room and points at the wall. “Is that original stone?”

I press my lips together. “I believe so.”

What the hell is with the original stonework that is so special?

His head jerks back. “I hope the previous owner was the moron who put a TV mount on there and not you. Otherwise, your landlord is going to go berserk.”

I cringe, and then nearly jump out of my skin when I turn. Josh stands in the doorway watching us. I lower my gaze and am surprised he’s not dressed in his normal scrubs that he usually wears home from work.

Tonight, he has on jeans and a button-down. He must have changed because he sensed something was up.

He frowns at my parents and then at me. “The driveway is blocked.”

“Oh, I’m afraid I parked there,” my dad bellows and tosses his keys to Josh like he’s some sort of valet driver. “Sorry there, pal. Go ahead and move it.”

“What’s going on, Jones?” Josh asks, his tone dubious as his view moves from my parents to the windows in the living room that clearly displays his parents sitting out there sipping wine and munching on charcuterie like it’s a normal Thursday night.

I move to grab Josh’s arm. “Mom, Dad? This is Josh Richardson. Excuse me…Dr. Josh Richardson.”

My mother practically salivates at the mention of the word doctor. “Is this your boyfriend, darling?” she asks, coiffing her short hair and batting her eyes at Josh.

“No. Look, can you guys just maybe…have a seat at the dining table? I have something I want to tell you.”

“How mysterious,” my mother tuts and turns to follow my dad to the table.

“What the hell is going on?” Josh seethes, his tone acidic as his parents wave at him through the glass.

“What do you mean?” I ask through a smile and motion them inside.

“Why are our parents here?” Josh’s eyes are practically lethal on mine.

My face spreads into a saccharine sweet smile. “Because we have news, Joshy.” I bite my lip and giggle under my breath when I use his mother’s nickname for him. .

“Joshy!” his mom peals right on cue. She pulls him down into a hug. “So nice of you to invite us over for dinner and even hire a caterer. I was completely shocked to see your place looking so…well…furnished.” Her nose wrinkles as she glances around. “Not my taste but if it makes you happy.”

Josh offers a wooden smile as his dad comes around and claps him hard on the back. “You can kiss that historical home grant goodbye after drilling holes in that stonework. God, I didn’t take you for that big of an idiot.”

Josh cuts laser eyes at me. “Yeah, I’m a big, dumb idiot, Dad.”

Cringing, I turn on my heel to grab a bottle of wine off the counter. My face crumples.

This is a really bad start.

“Harv, I keep reminding you that Josh is a doctor, not a contractor,” his mother coos. “Cut him some slack. He was saving young children from cancer when you were building silly houses. Whose work do you think is more meaningful?”

My brow furrows as I turn to look at Josh, who’s conveniently avoiding eye contact with me. Saving children from cancer? What?

Harvey grumbles. “I didn’t really mean idiot…I just mean. God, that was dumb!” He barks out a laugh and shakes his head.

I blink because I have no clue what they’re talking about, and now really isn’t the time, so I gesture to the table. “Harvey, Lana? These are my parents, Darren and Sue Jones. Mom, Dad, these are Josh’s parents, Lana and Harvey Richardson. Why don’t you guys join them at the table? I’ll bring the wine,” I bellow like an overacting child.

Josh gently grabs my arm and turns me on my heels. “This isn’t funny, Lynsey. What is your plan here?”

“It’s not meant to be funny.” I pin Josh with a confident look that I don’t altogether believe anymore. “And, honestly, you’re the one who gave me the idea.”

“What idea?” he hisses.

I shrug. “The Band-Aid ripping off thing. We’ll tear this off in one fell swoop, and then the secret’s out and we can all move on with our lives, okay?”

“You have no idea what you’ve done.” Josh lets out a huff through his nose before walking to the glasses of wine I’ve poured and grabbing one for himself. “You can’t even drink through this.”

I grimace and push him to the table. He takes the seat at the head and I sit down opposite him, offering polite smiles to Josh’s parents on my left and a wobbly smile to my parents on my right.

Just like a Band-Aid, Lyns!

I open my mouth to speak, but my mother interrupts.

“Are you two engaged?” she asks, her eyes wide and hungry over the prospect that I could be engaged to a doctor, never mind the fact that she’s never met the man.

“Oh, my God, you’re not the caterer,” Josh’s mom exclaims, clapping her hands to her cheeks. “I’m such a fool…are you Josh’s wife? Did you two elope?” Lana’s voice reaches a high-pitch squeal as she looks elated at the notion. “I’d given up on Josh ever being happy again, so this news would just—”

“You’d better not have eloped,” my mother tuts, her voice harsh and displeased. “A marriage is not even real unless it takes place in Catholic church.”

“Excuse me?” Josh’s mom exclaims, holding her hand to her shocked chest.

“Well, that’s our belief,” my mom states, reaching over and holding my obviously uncomfortable dad’s hand. “You are welcome to yours, but if it didn’t happen inside a church, then it didn’t happen in the eyes of God.”

Lana laughs. “That’s not how my God sees it.”

My mom narrows her eyes. “And who is your God?”

A slow smile spreads on Lana’s face. “The same one as yours, but a bit less homophobic and self-righteous.”

My mother gasps, and I slam my hands on the table to stop them. “We’re not married. We’re not engaged. We’re not even in a relationship!” The enormously fake smile on my face stretches to capacity as if I’m auditioning for the role of the Joker because I’m certain they can see my molars right now.

Josh watches me expectantly, his glass of red wine frozen in front of his lips as he seems almost amused by my discomfort.

I take a deep breath in and state as calmly as I can, “We’re having a baby.”

The table goes completely silent.

The quiet goes on and on. Wait—am I in the middle of a horrible nightmare? Maybe I’m about to wake up.

Reality pummels its way back in when my mother weeps noisily.

“There, there, Sue,” my dad says, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “It’s alright.”

“Guess you’re an idiot about more than just home renovations.” Harvey lets out a laugh as he takes a drink of his wine. Lana elbows him in the ribs. “It’s just a joke.”

Lana turns her wide eyes to me as she glances down. “How…far along are you?”

I touch my belly, and reply, “Twenty weeks.”

She smiles. “Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?”

My mother’s head shoots up from my father’s shoulder as she waits for my reply.

I smile and look at Josh. “We decided we wanted to be surprised.”

“Like you haven’t had enough surprises!” my mother cries, a sob bubbling up her throat. “Honestly, Lynsey…how could you have relations before marriage?”

I close my eyes and shake my head. “Mom, I’m twenty-seven. You can’t honestly be surprised.”

“I honestly can!” She looks at my dad. “Can you believe what our daughter is out there doing, Darren? This is why we should have made her move in with us while she went back to school. She had it too easy in Mom’s townhouse. No sense of responsibility. No sense of morals.”

“It’s okay,” my dad says, rubbing her arm gently.

“Well, I for one think this baby is a miracle,” Lana says, turning everyone’s attention away from my mother’s hysteria. She looks at Josh, and her eyes well with tears. “After what happened in Baltimore…I just…I never expected you to be a father.”

I frown at Josh. “Baltimore?”

Josh face pales, all humor draining from his face, sharply replaced by anger. “That’s enough, Mother.”

She turns back to me, her eyes blinking with tears. “It’s a miracle. You’re a miracle.”

“I’m not—”

“Of course, it’s a miracle. Every baby is a gift from God,” my mother blubbers, pulling a tissue from her sleeve and dabbing her nose. “But Lynsey, if you’re not in love with this man, why are you living with him?”

Lana’s eyes widen, clearly unaware that I was living here. I look over at Josh, who looks like he’s perfectly content to let me suffer through this interrogation alone. I clear my throat. “Well, as you know, the lease on Gran’s townhouse was up, and I still hadn’t found a job, and well…Josh kind of insisted I move in because it just made sense.”

“Josh insisted?” Lana repeats, getting that hopeful tone in her voice again.

“But I have a job now,” I blurt quickly. I must look like a gold digger to his parents. “And I have my master’s in psychology, so I have career goals and every intention of getting out of here and finding a place of my own very soon.”

Josh’s face hardens as he narrows his eyes and says through clenched teeth, “We’ll have to discuss that, of course.”

I frown and nod. “Yeah, sure.”

Lana gapes back and forth between us with a look of bewilderment when suddenly, the fire alarm goes off.

“My chicken!” I cry and shoot up from the table, tipping over the chair behind me as I make a mad dash for the kitchen.

“No, no, no, no!” I open the oven and horribly smelling black smoke billows out. I grab a pot holder to pull the pan out and accidentally bump the top of my hand on the top burner of the oven. “Shit!” I exclaim, dropping the chicken and yanking my burned hand back.

Suddenly, two arms are around me.

Josh turns me to face him, holding me close as he growls, “Fucking hell, Lynsey.” He holds my hand up to inspect it, a look of absolute panic all over his face. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I was trying to save dinner,” I croak, a knot forming in my throat as I wince at the red blister forming over the top of my hand.

“I need to treat this.” He grabs my good hand and yanks me down the hallway at Mach 10 speed. “Mother, take care of the mess, please.”

“Okay, Joshy,” she calls back.

He leads me through his bedroom and into his master bath before slamming the door shut behind us. His hands are on my waist as he lifts me onto the counter. He digs into his linen cupboard and retrieves a first-aid kit. Without a word, he riffles inside it until he finds what he needs, the anger billowing off him more intense than the burn on my hand.

“Josh,” I say softly as he dabs a wet cotton ball to my hand, causing me to wince.

He looks up, his face flinching.

“What?” he snaps back through clenched teeth.

My chin wobbles. “Why are you so mad?”

“Because, Jones…this is a second-degree fucking burn. This could get infected, leave a scar. This isn’t something to take lightly.”

I nod and sniff, my eyes burning with tears from the pain of the injury and the pain of this night being a complete and total failure. “Why are you really mad?”

He looks me straight in the eyes, so intensely it’s all I can do not to look away. His voice is gruff when he replies, “That was way too much in there.”

“What was too much?” I ask.

“Too much stress. Too much emotion. Too much work.” His jaw muscle ticks with anger as his legs press against mine as they dangle off the counter. “You promised me you would take care of yourself.”

I huff a breath. “I am taking care of myself, Josh.”

“By running around a kitchen all afternoon? By welcoming our parents into our home at the same time to drop a bomb on them and force us to sit through their insane reactions? That’s not taking care of yourself, Jones. That’s the opposite of taking care of yourself.”

I open my mouth and stammer, “I…I thought…”

“What?”

I shrug. “I just thought this was the only way you’d tell your parents. I don’t want to be your dirty little secret.”

His entire face flinches at my words, and he shakes his head, grabbing my chin to pin me with a serious look. “You’re nothing even remotely close to a dirty little secret, Lynsey.”

He exhales through his nose and releases my face, returning his attention to my hand to smear some ointment on the wound that instantly takes the pain away. “It’s ridiculous you’d even think that. And it’s ridiculous you didn’t tell me about this elaborate plan tonight.”

“Well, I was going to, but you were late,” I reply softly, my lower lip jutting out with my depressed state.

He places a bandage over the top of the burn. “I wouldn’t have been late had I known.”

I release a laugh, staring sadly at my hand as I reply, “Oh, I’m sure you would have gladly just left your emergency patients behind to be here for my ridiculous antics.”

“I would have.” His eyes lift to mine and pin me with such fierceness that it takes my breath away. “I would have left them for you.”

I blink back at him, shock seeping into my marrow. It’s not just overprotectiveness or anger or frustration on his face. Behind his usual fierce shield of armor is total terror.

Terror for me.

It’s enough to bring tears to my eyes.

I pull my hand out of his grasp, desperate to erase that anxiety. I cup his face in my hands, needing him to hear me when I say, “Josh, I’m okay.”

He shakes his head as though he can’t hear the words, so I hold him tight and say them again. “Josh, I’m okay.”

He closes his eyes for a long moment, and when he opens them, I nearly gasp when their red rims glisten, and his entire body literally shakes in my hands. My heart lurches.

“Josh?” I choke out, concern and worry drenched in my voice as he reveals something inside him that I’ve never seen before.

Vulnerability.

The next thing I know, our lips crash together in a hard, fast, and unforgiving embrace, and it’s as if a thousand-pound truck barrels into a stone wall covered in pillows.

We grip each other’s faces like lifelines as our mouths connect on a level so much deeper than I’ve ever experienced. He’s kissing. I’m kissing. And our bodies are heaving with need as everything we’ve ever felt…every emotion, every thought, every physical sensation pours into this embrace and into each other.

I have no damn clue who started the kiss. This isn’t what we’re supposed to be. But right now, this is what we need to be. And now that it’s begun, I never want it to stop.

My legs spread, pulling him closer, touching, feeling, needing him all over me. He thrusts his groin into my center, and I squeeze my thighs around him, wanting more, and less. Less clothes, less limits, less rules. I want nothing between us. No secrets, no boundaries, no worry…just flesh on flesh. The same way we created the life inside me.

He moves one hand into my hair and grips it by the roots, pulling my head back and deepening our kiss. It’s a claiming just like when we first met. It’s unrelenting and pressure-filled. His tongue plunges and begs for mine to give in to him, and I do. I do because it feels natural to be his like this. To let him possess my body like this. I crave it.

His mouth moves to my neck, his breath hot on my skin as I fumble for his jeans, my hands shaking as I try to unbutton them without jostling my wound. Finally, I shove them off his ass and fist his cock in my hand, squeezing the silky hardness of him as he groans loudly onto my neck. His hand slides up between my legs, and his fingers slip inside the crotch of my panties. With a grunt, he tugs on them so hard, they rip, exposing my wet center to the cool air. His finger teases my opening, and I open my mouth to cry out when suddenly, a knock sounds on the door.

“Joshy, is your little friend okay?” Lana’s voice echoes off the tile walls, and we both freeze, our mouths hanging open as our labored breaths mix with one another. When Josh doesn’t answer, she knocks again. “Joshy?”

Josh presses his forehead to mine, squeezing his eyes closed as I slowly release his dick from my hand and he pulls his hand away from my clit and takes hold of my thigh.

He clears his throat, and calls back, “Yes, Mother, she’s okay. We’ll be out soon.”

“Oh good,” she coos. She may literally be pressing her lips to the door. “Sue gave me some aloe vera from one of her hydroponic plants I thought you might like to try.”

Josh exhales through his nose, trying to steady his breathing before responding, “Maybe later, Mom.”

“O-okay,” she stutters, and then taps her nails lightly on the door handle before adding, “I’ll just slip it under the door in case that’s what Lynsey’s used to using for burns.” A little green stem in a clear sandwich bag suddenly emerges under the door. “Let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

“Okay.” Josh’s jaw ticks with agitation.

When Lana’s footsteps retreat, I can’t help the laughter that bubbles up my throat.

“Fucking hell,” Josh says, shaking his head and pulling away from me.

“Those hydroponic plants can be a real cock block,” I chortle, covering my mouth to hide my amusement.

Josh finally relaxes, the corner of his mouth quirking into a small smile as he steps back and presses himself against the opposite wall. Biting his lip as if in pain, he tucks himself back into his jeans and sets about fixing his appearance.

My dress has ridden all the way up, and my panties hang on by a thread, so I gingerly press my thighs together, ignoring my flush as I attempt to pull my skirt down.

Josh presses a hand to his chest. “I’m sorry, Jones. I shouldn’t have—”

“I know,” I finish his thought, flinching slightly at the feeling of rejection coming off him.

He watches me warily for a moment as though he doesn’t know what I’m thinking. I don’t even know what I’m thinking. Physically, I want him. No question about it. I want to finish what we started and maybe never stop. But I can see a wall going up on his face and that vulnerability he showed mere moments ago is completely gone, and I don’t know how that changes my feelings.

Josh exhales and slides his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry I lost it on you before. Hearing your mom…seeing you get hurt…I was right there and didn’t stop any of it.”

“You couldn’t have stopped it,” I reply soothingly and glance at my bandaged wound. I offer him a reassuring smile. “I’m sorry I thought tonight could be anything but a shitshow.”

He nods thoughtfully for a moment. “At least we got the job done.”

I huff out an incredulous laugh. “Only had to put out one little fire,” I reply—and I’m not referring to the chicken.

Josh’s eyes hold mine for a moment as though he knows exactly what I’m talking about, but then, just as quickly, he replaces the mask and pushes himself off the wall. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

He moves to head out of the bathroom, pausing at the door like he’s going to say more, but then he must think otherwise. Once he’s gone, I slide off the counter and turn to gaze at myself in the mirror.

What the hell is my next move now?
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By the time I come out of the bathroom, the kitchen is cleaned and our parents are all putting on their coats to leave. It’s a welcome sight because I can’t even stomach the idea of sitting through an entire dinner after everything that’s happened tonight.

My mother hugs me, trembling in my arms as she holds back her tears. When we pull back, she touches my cheek. “I think this is going to be wonderful for you, Joshy.”

I reply with a silent scowl, refusing to feed into her hopes and dreams for me. If she thinks this baby and Lynsey are going to change everything, she’s going to be disappointed. I shake my dad’s hand, waiting for his comment because he’s always been known for busting my balls, and tonight was no different.

“You’re not an idiot for living in the moment, Josh,” he says, clapping me on the shoulder and pulling me in for a rare hug. “But you’re an idiot if you don’t do right by this girl, you hear me?” He pins me with a serious look that presses a heaviness on my shoulders that I haven’t felt the entire time I’ve known Lynsey.

Just then, she emerges from the bathroom. I clear my throat and walk my folks outside to give her some privacy with her parents. They clearly took the news harder than mine, and I don’t need her feeling pressure from my parents and hers.

By the time I say my goodbyes and walk back up the front steps, Lynsey’s mom steps outside.

She says, “Are you sure you won’t come home with us, Lynsey? I think Father Tom could come by in the morning and have a good talk with you.”

Lynsey stands at the door and offers a wobbly smile to me. “I’m sure, Mom.”

Darren joins Sue on the stoop and offers his hand to me. “Just remember that Jesus is watching.”

“Yes,” Sue exclaims, pinning me with a threatening stare. “Lynsey showed me her separate bedroom, but you should still know that having a baby out of wedlock is a sin.”

“Mom!” Lynsey cries, and Sue instantly shuts her mouth.

They make their way to the car, and I follow Lynsey inside. I close the front door and pause as she scurries around the dining room table, straightening the place mats that really don’t need to be straightened. I tilt my head and take in her appearance. She’s still wearing her black dress, but her heels are gone, and her hair is in disarray. Probably from me earlier in that bathroom.

Jesus Christ, what was that? Flashes of her lips on mine flood my thoughts. I lost my shit in there, mentally and physically. Especially physically.

My dick thickens inside my jeans as I recall just how close we were to connecting again. To feeling each other completely once more. She’s right, though, this situation is complicated. Having her here under my roof and keeping my hands off of her is harder than I expected.

But I don’t want her anywhere else. I want her here.

Suddenly, I remember something she said at the table earlier tonight. I slowly make my way into the dining room and ask, “What’s this about you finding your own place? I thought we had that discussion already.”

Lynsey pauses her pointless fidgeting and looks at me from across the table. “We never said me moving in here was going to be forever.”

“You’ve been here a month, Jones,” I reply stiffly, leaning over to splay my hands on the table. “We have a long way to go with this pregnancy. I thought you’d at least stay until after the baby is born.”

“And then what?” she snaps, wrapping her fingers around the back of the wooden chair in front of her. “Do I move out when the baby is one month old? One year old? When the peanut starts kindergarten?”

“Why do we have to figure that out now?” I stand and shove my hands in my pockets as a tightness in my chest builds.

She crosses her arms and glowers back at me. “Maybe because I realized tonight that there’s still a lot I don’t even know about you.”

“Like what?” I ask, annoyed that she’s bringing this shit up again because I thought we’d moved past this. I went to great pains to open up to her just so she could feel secure around me. What more does she fucking want?

“What the hell happened in Baltimore?” she asks, her eyes fierce as she comes around the table toward me—barefoot, pregnant, and heartbreakingly beautiful.

My shoulders tense at her sudden change in subject. “Nothing,” I grumble and turn on my heel to march into the kitchen for a glass of water.

Her feet pad on the wooden floor behind me. “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

I retrieve a glass from the cupboard and press it to the water dispenser on the fridge. “It doesn’t concern you, Lynsey. It’s in the past.”

“Josh,” she pleads, grabbing my arm to pull my attention to her. “Your mother looked at me like I was some sort of divine angel that brought her son back from the dead. What the hell happened in Baltimore that would make her act like that? What were you even doing in Baltimore?”

“Nothing,” I retort and pull away from her touch, backing up against the kitchen counter. “It was just work, okay? I was working.”

Her head jerks in surprise. “I didn’t know you ever worked anywhere other than here in Boulder. How long were you in Baltimore?”

“A while.” I close my eyes and take a long drink of my water before adding, “I went to John Hopkins for med school and ended up staying out there.”

She crosses her arms over her chest, frowning up at me. “Were you an ER doctor out there too?”

I sigh heavily, really fucking irritated with the continued questions. “No.”

“What were you?” she asks, pinning me with an expectant look. “Josh, what were you doing in Baltimore?”

I swallow the knot in my throat as I prepare to drop the bomb on her. “I was a pediatric oncologist.”

Her mouth opens, and her eyes blink rapidly. “Wait…what?”

I move to lean against the counter. “After I graduated med school I received an internship at the John Hopkins children’s clinic. I did my residency there, along with my fellowship, and was an attending before I came back to Boulder a couple of years ago.”

“You treated children?” she asks, her face twisted.

“Yes.” I sigh heavily.

She shakes her head in disbelief. “But you hate kids.”

I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I don’t want to get into all of this, Jones.”

“Well, too freaking bad.” She marches to stand right in front of me. Her brown eyes are full of fire when she asks, “How could you specialize in pediatrics when you made it clear to me that you don’t like children?”

“I wasn’t always like this,” I growl, and then flinch because I said too much.

“Is your experience in Baltimore why you said all that stuff to me about kids the night we met? About how people are crazy to want children?” she asks, licking her lips and pushing her hair out of her face. “Are you afraid you could have a child with cancer?”

“No,” I grind out through clenched teeth.

She holds her ground, refusing to let this go. “Then what is it, Josh? Have you lost a child of your own or something?”

“No,” I snap, doing everything I can to keep my temper in check.

“Did you see too much heartache and now you’ve repressed any positive feelings you might ever have toward children?”

“Would you stop?” I grip my glass so hard it might break. I set it down on the counter and turn to pin her with a glower. “Don’t psychoanalyze me right now, Jones. I’m not one of your damn patients.”

“Well, you’re clearly dealing with something major,” she exclaims, and props her hands on her hips. “Something that I should be clued in on, considering we’re having a baby together.”

“I’m not dealing with anything.” I move past her to make my way out of the kitchen. “Except maybe sexual frustration like I’ve never experienced before.”

“Oh, and I suppose that’s my fault?” She follows me toward the hallway.

I stop and turn on my heel to face her. She’s right behind me and seems surprised by my about-face. I bend so I’m eye level when I say, “Considering I was this close to fucking your brains out less than fifteen minutes ago and I’m ninety-nine percent sure you’re not wearing any panties under that dress…yes, Jones. I’m blaming you for these blue balls.”

She huffs an indignant noise, her eyes doing a cursory sweep of my body before she juts her chin. “Well, I wasn’t the one who kissed you first.”

She stands on her toes to gain some leverage.

I shake my head knowingly and step closer to her so we’re mere inches apart. “I didn’t start that kiss either. And believe me, you wanted me as much just as I wanted you, admit it.”

“Duh!” she exclaims and thrusts her tits toward me. “I’m pregnant and crazy fucking horny. My vibrator has been working overtime so I’d be a fool not to—”

“Oh, fuck this,” I cut her off and eliminate the last few inches of space between us to take her lips with mine.

She yelps into my mouth, but her shock turns into something else as she moans and twines her hands around my neck.

I devour her lips and palm her ass, yanking up her skirt so I can lift her around my hips. I grunt as her body becomes flush to mine. I’ve needed this. I’ve craved this. For weeks, I’ve wanted her back in my arms. I savor the weight of her as I turn to head down the hallway toward my room. Enough talking, enough sharing, enough interrogating. Enough whatever the fuck this fucked-up night was. I want her, and she wants me. That’s the only universal truth that matters right now.

I kick the door open, bypassing my bed and heading into the bathroom. Lynsey pulls her lips from mine, breathlessly asking, “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to fuck you in my bathroom,” I state, my voice gruff with need.

“Why?”

I dip my head to her mouth and bite her lower lip before growling, “Because I like to finish things I start.”

I set her on the counter in the same spot she was before. I step back and undress, my eyes never leaving hers as I ditch my shirt, jeans, and boxer briefs. She stares shamelessly at my cock that’s been some version of hard since I left this bathroom earlier this evening. I move toward her, my bare tip gliding up her skirt as I reach behind her and unzip her dress, the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips.

She pulls her arms out of the top, letting the fabric pool around her belly, and I use the opportunity to pay homage to the breasts that have been tormenting me for the past month. I pop her bra off and assault her nipples, sucking on the hard nubs and sliding my tongue over them. After Lynsey’s very pointed conversation with Dr. Lizzy—no pun intended—I’m no longer worrying about being gentle. Right now, I want to hear her scream.

When I tap my teeth against her tender flesh, Lynsey cries out, her body falling back against the large mirror as her fingers slice through my hair. God, I love her hands in my hair. It electrifies me in the most carnal way and makes all the veins in my cock throb with need.

I help her off the counter to remove her dress. Turning her around, I bend her over, and our eyes connect in the mirror as I position my cock at her slit.

“You want me, Jones?” My eyes pierce hers like lethal weapons as I push the tip in.

“Yes, Josh.” Her voice is breathy as she splays her hands out on the granite.

“Tell me how bad you want me,” I demand, desperate to hear the desire in her voice again.

“God, I want you so bad,” she cries out, biting her lip and driving me even more wild with that sexy look on her face.

“Do you know how bad I’ve wanted to fuck you since the moment you stepped foot in my house?” I ask, pressing only another inch inside her and relishing in the way her jaw drops in a silent cry of agony. “Watching you prance around in your bra and underwear, doing fucking yoga, and changing your work outfit three times every day? Goddammit you drive me crazy.”

“Yes,” she cries when I give her another inch. “Josh, please. Please fuck me.”

“Have you wanted me to fuck you all this time, Lynsey?” I ask, watching her face as she nods. “Have you been running around half naked just to torture me?”

“Yes,” she says, her voice labored and raspy. “I’ve wanted to fuck you since the moment I told you I didn’t want to fuck you.”

“Why do you deny us this, Jones?” I ask, pressing in a tiny bit farther, my hands biting into her hips as I stop myself from slamming all the way into her. “Why deny us what feels so fucking good?”

“I don’t know,” she moans, her head tipping back as she presses against me, greedily taking me all the way inside her as she firmly adds, “But no more.”

“Damn right,” I growl with a light smack to her ass as I increase my speed, thrusting wildly inside her, as deep as her body will let me.

Her noises echo off the tile walls as we quench a thirst that has silently built inside us for weeks.

She can blame her hormones.

I can blame her.

Blame her for being so fucking sexy and so perfect for my cock.

God, she feels good. This feels good. Watching her watch me in the mirror as I plunge in and out of her in rapid succession. Thank fuck we got clearance for a little rough play because when I smack her ass, she begs for more, clearly loving to take it as much as I love to give it.

“Don’t stop,” she exclaims, panting and screaming, her breath as loud as mine as I stroke her G-spot with my cock. “I’m so close!”

“So am I,” I growl, biting my lip to hold off until she’s ready, until her climax can finish me off.

I reach around and rub her clit in hard circles, and she’s screaming my name in seconds and dropping her face to the cold countertop. Her climax squeezes my cock as I empty inside her and then still, letting the aftershocks of her orgasm milk me completely.

After a couple of minutes, I gently pull out of her and appreciate the view of her naked and sexually spent body draped over my bathroom counter. Turning my focus, I step into the tiled shower and flip on the water. Once the temperature is hot, I slowly peel her off the counter and guide her into the shower.

Her eyes are half closed as she steps under the waterfall shower. I set about wetting down her hair and washing it. I take special care to avoid her baby bump as I scrub the other parts of her body with my soapy hands, and then do the same to myself as she wipes away her makeup with a washcloth.

When we step out, she lets me wrap a towel around her and lead her to my bed. She pauses when I pull back the covers. “I can sleep in my bed.”

I frown, staring at her big brown eyes that are rimmed with leftover makeup. “You’ll sleep here,” I demand, and thankfully, she doesn’t argue.

She drops her towel and slips under the covers naked while I do the same. She turns away from me as I lie on my back and stare at the ceiling. We’re both quiet as my mind wanders to the events of the night. A lot has happened in a short amount of time, which has kind of become the story of our lives as of late. I don’t know what she’s thinking or what any of this means, but I’m too tired to give a fuck.
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Josh never fully smiles.

I lie propped on my elbow as Josh’s chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm. The early morning sun streams in through his enormous bedroom windows that have no blinds because the only thing that can see inside is nature. I hope nature enjoyed the show last night because I certainly did.

Josh’s sandy brown hair sticks out all over the place as his mouth hangs open to release his faint snore. Even with the snoring flaw, he’s easily the sexiest man I’ve ever been with. Even if he doesn’t ever smile. He grins, he smirks, and the corners of his mouth twitch quite a bit, but a full-blown smile doesn’t seem to exist for him. I wonder if he’s always been like that, or if it’s something that’s come from years of treating sick people.

Sick children.

A heaviness settles in my belly over that thought. How could he not mention that to me? He lived the majority of his adult life in Baltimore as a pediatric oncologist and that fact just never came up? Not possible. Something major must have happened there for him to purposely omit that part of his past. Surely going from a pediatric oncologist to a small city ER doctor is a demotion, right?

I’m desperate to know the full story, but one lesson I’ve learned after last night is that forcing Josh into something—like telling his parents we’re having a baby—isn’t going to turn out well.

God, last night was a mess. What was I thinking springing both of our parents on him? I should’ve never let Kate sweep me up into one of her romance novel plot twists. The girl has a good heart, but she often has difficulty separating fiction from nonfiction.

I need to do things differently with Josh. From now on, I’m not going to force anything. I’m going to let things progress more naturally. Let him share when he wants to, and let us turn into whatever we’re going to turn into. I’m only twenty weeks pregnant, so we have plenty of time. Whatever this is between us, and whatever past Josh will inevitably have to face will surely get figured out well before the baby is born.

And if I’m being honest, I hope there’s more than just co-parenting between the two of us. I want to explore what we could be and see if that man who let his guard down for me in the bathroom last night can exist all the time. If so, maybe this thing between us could work out better than either of us had ever imagined?

Josh stirs beside me, his sculpted chest, abs, and Adonis V on full display as the sheet slips to his groin. His hands rest beside him but his one wrist is bent in a weird way that looks horribly uncomfortable. I reach for it, intending to move it to a more comfortable position on his abs, but his voice interrupts my super un-stealthy moves.

“Why are you rearranging my hand?” he grumbles, his voice deep from sleep.

My nose wrinkles as my hand retreats. “Your wrist looked jacked up. Are you hyperflexive?” I blink curiously at him.

His green eyes flutter open, his dark lashes framing his gaze in a way that makes him smolder. “That’s the first question out of your mouth after everything that happened last night?”

I shrug and offer a small smile. “My mind knows that winter is coming, so I figured I’d start with the easy stuff.”

He huffs and stretches his arms over his head with a yawn. “How long have you been awake?

“Just long enough to count the freckles on your pecs. I was getting to your abs, but you interrupted my concentration.”

He pins me with a flat look. “God, you’re a freak.”

“Whatever.” I flip my hair over my shoulder. “You’re the one who still has my outfit from the first night we slept together. It’s hanging in your closet all clean and ironed. Now who’s the freak?”

Josh’s brows furrow. “Were you snooping through my room while I was asleep?”

“No,” I state defensively, my jaw dropped in offense. “I was grabbing a T-shirt out of your closet.”

He glances down at the Colorado Rockies shirt I found folded on one of the shelves. “Was your own closet too much of an arduous journey for you?”

“Yes,” I reply and tip my chin up. “Plus, grabbing one of your shirts meant I could snoop and figure out what a true pervert you are for keeping my clothes hanging up in there all this time I’ve been living with you. God, what do you do with them? Imagine me inside them and jerk off?”

His brows lift as he refuses to smile. “I usually imagine them on my floor and me buried inside you when I jerk off.”

My cheeks flush at his candid reply, and I pull my lip into my mouth and chew it nervously.

He holds my gaze and props a hand under his head. “What do you imagine when you use that little vibrator you mentioned last night?”

“I’m not telling you that!” I gasp and look away, unable to fight the smile spreading across my face. “Obviously loads of guys way hotter and a lot less freaky than you.”

“Obviously,” he repeats.

I heave a sigh and turn to gaze at the magnificent creature before me. Why does this have to feel so good with him? If it didn’t, it would be a lot easier to say this would never happen again and go on our merry way.

“What are we going to do about us, Josh?” I ask, letting out a groan as I stare down at him. “There’s clearly an attraction here, and it’s making us both miserable.”

“I’m not miserable right now,” he replies, his voice low and sexy and causing a flurry of butterflies to erupt in my belly.

“You’re not miserable because we just had sex last night.” Obviously.

Josh shoots me a lazy half smirk. Maybe a quarter smirk. “I recall.”

I slide my lip between my teeth and work up the courage to hit him with the idea that I’ve been chewing on all morning while he slept. “What would you say if I told you we should keep having sex?”

Josh frowns as he turns onto his side to mirror my pose. “And what else?”

“Nothing else,” I reply quickly, already feeling him want to pull away. “It’d be just sex.”

He narrows his eyes. “You’d seriously be okay with that?”

“Um, yeah, cuz the sex is really good from what I can tell so far,” I chirp, trying to lighten the mood.

He licks his lips and watches me cautiously. “But what if…you decided you wanted something more?”

“Do you want something more?” I volley back at him.

“I’m not really capable of more, Lynsey.” His lips thin as he stares at the space between us. “After Baltimore and just…everything I went through…this is basically all I’ll ever be.”

I wait, curious if he’s giving away any clues as to what could’ve happened there.

My voice is soft when I ask, “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about Baltimore?”

He shakes his head and looks up at me, a tightness to his jaw that reminds me how great he is at putting up walls. “The truth is, I don’t have it in me to give any woman more. I’ll admit when you and I first met, I wanted to see you again. But not necessarily to have a relationship with you. Just to…”

“Fuck me.” I finish his sentence, ignoring the hurt that stirs in my gut over that blunt admission.

He blinks slowly. “I sound like a dick when you put it like that.”

“Well, your nickname is Dr. Dick for a reason,” I reply with a smile that he does not return. “Look Josh, it’s fine. If you’re a dick, then so am I because sex is all I’m interested in too.” I lean in and pin him with a serious look that I hope he believes. “I have plans for my future and opening my own clinic and starting a relationship now when I already have a baby to think about would seriously screw up all of those plans.”

Josh stares at me, a glimmer of hope in his eyes that wasn’t there before. “Do you really mean that?”

“Yes,” I reply with a playful shove. “And I asked Dr. Lizzy all of those sex questions because these pregnancy hormones are no joke. I’m horny, and I’m emotional and thinking about sex constantly. My vibrator is waterproof, but I don’t think it’s built for this much use.”

Josh narrows his eyes accusingly, his lips dancing with mirth. “I knew I could hear something vibrating whenever you took a bath.”

My jaw drops. “Ew, were you listening at the door?”

“No,” he replies defensively. “Well…a couple of times, yes. Sometimes I worry about you falling so I press my ear to the door to make sure I hear movement.”

I expel an incredulous laugh. “You’re insane.”

“I know,” he replies softly, looking a little sad.

A few seconds tick by, but I finally say, “You really should talk to someone about your anxiety, Josh. I know some good therapists that you could probably connect with really easily.”

He hits me with an unamused look. “Don’t push it, Jones.”

I hold my hands up in defeat. “Okay, okay. I’ll quit psychoanalyzing you as long as you put my Womanizer Pro40 into retirement for a while.”

The corner of his mouth tips up. “You’re such a giver.”

“You have no idea, Dr. Dick,” I deadpan.

“I’ll show you Dr. Dick.” He lunges for me, his lips connecting with mine briefly before sliding down my neck to rub his morning scruff roughly against my sensitive skin.

I squeal my protest as he nips and bites, laving at my flesh with exquisite torture as he lays me onto my back and positions himself between my legs. He moves his kisses down my shoulder and over my left breast, stopping to suck hard over the T-shirt I’m wearing before kissing a path all the way to the other breast to do the same.

I groan and thrust my pelvis upward, craving the thickness of him inside me again. “So I take it that was a yes, and we’re doing this?” I ask breathlessly and hear Josh murmuring his agreement into my cleavage. “Just sex?”

“Just sex and eventually a baby,” he replies, his head moving past my stomach and between my legs to the place that most definitely deserves some attention from anything other than the Womanizer Pro 40.
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“I can’t believe you’re having a kid,” Max says, his expression a mixture of shock and possible mirth over his glass of whiskey before taking a fortifying sip. “You of all people. I mean…I can barely see you breaking out of your robotic shell long enough to actually have sex with a woman, let alone sex without a condom.”

“We used a condom,” I drone, checking around the bar to make sure no one is within earshot.

Max and I are downtown at Corner Bar in the middle of the day, bellied up to the counter like a couple of townies. I’ve been working nights for two weeks straight and eleven a.m. on my first day off was the only time Max had available to meet. And telling the only friend I have left that I’m about to become a father seemed like news that was best told in person. Over whiskey. In the morning.

“So, the condom broke?” he asks, still shaking his head as he processes the atomic bomb of information I just dropped on him.

“It was expired,” I reply with a shrug.

“Fuck.” Max shoves a hand through his blond hair. “And she’s living with you now?”

“Yep.”

“And you guys are sleeping together?”

“Yes, we’re sleeping together,” I reply, my mind instantly flashing back to several occasions Lynsey and I have had sex in the past two weeks.

Fuck, it’s been good.

More than good.

Which is impressive because with me working nights, we’ve only had small windows of time together in the mornings when we actually get to see each other.

But we’ve been making very good use of that time. So good that we don’t even exchange pleasantries before she launches herself at me the second I walk in the door. We deserve some sort of medal to be honest, because in the course of two weeks, we’ve fucked in the kitchen, the living room, the laundry room, and even on the dining room table.

And then there was the episode the other morning when I came home to find her in my shower…touching herself. I was not pleased.
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It was just after seven a.m. when I arrived home after a particularly grueling night in the ER.

Most of the time after a difficult shift, I end up crashing in one of the on-call rooms, too mentally drained to drive home. But I had to go home. I craved it. I wanted to be in my own house, in my own bed, or sitting on Lynsey’s shitty sofa eating her leftovers and tripping over her stupid shoes. Plus, the sex I’ve been coming home to makes that drive a lot more appealing.

After walking inside the house, I looked around, surprised Lynsey wasn’t making coffee in her underwear like usual. My brows pinched as I made my way down the hallway, the sounds of the shower running in my master bath growing louder. Because of our shift differences, Lynsey and I haven’t spent the night in the same room since the family dinner.

Why did she decide to use my shower to get ready for work instead of her own?

As I drew nearer, a faint buzzing was audible over the running water. My jaw clenched as I moved through my bedroom and rounded the corner to glance into the bathroom.

Through the foggy glass, seated on the bench in my shower, was Lynsey with her eyes closed and her legs spread wide as she moaned against the motions of the vibrator going to town on her clit.

I paused, taking in the sight for several minutes as her labored breathing echoed off the tile walls. My cock thickened inside my scrubs.

I was equal parts irritated and turned the fuck on.

“What do you think you’re doing, Jones?” I asked, my voice firm as I made my way into the bathroom, standing only a few feet from the shower door.

Her eyes popped open, and she immediately pulled the vibrator from between her thighs.

“You’re late,” she croaked, her voice hoarse with desire.

I dropped my chin and pinned her with a glower. “You’re busy.”

She pulled her lip into her mouth and closed her legs. “I was going to surprise you in here when you got home and let you use this on me.” She held the vibrator up to me as if it’s a peace-offering. Her face guilty as she added, “But you took too long and…well…”

“You decided to start without me,” I finished her thought, my eyes narrowing on her. “I thought we discussed exclusivity a couple of days ago.”

I pulled my shirt off over my head and dropped it to the floor.

“We did,” she replied, her eyes caressing my chest, abs, and groin as I stroked myself over my scrubs. She cleared her throat and added, “I told you, after the Tinder Battle of 2020, I wouldn’t dream of us being nonexclusive while we’re sleeping together.”

I tilted my head and stared at her through the steam dripping down the glass while dropping my pants and kicking them off to the side. She stood, moving to press her hand to the glass as she gaped open-mouthed at my cock.

“Exclusivity means all your orgasms are mine, Jones,” I ground out, my voice deep and authoritative.

She licked her lips and looked up at me, her eyes hooded with desire. “I didn’t know that included battery-operated devices.”

“It even includes your hand,” I stated firmly, pulling the door open and stepping into the shower. “And your fucking dreams.”

I fisted my cock, staring at her lush, naked body only two feet from me. Her cheeks flushed from her arousal and her rose-colored nipples hard from the cool air. “You living here with me, sleeping with me, means all your pleasure comes from me.”

She smiled and lifted her chin to make eye contact. “Aren’t we a bit of a narcissist?”

I shook my head slowly. “I’m not a narcissist. I’m a Jonesist. And I will be the giver of all your pleasure. Understood?”

She nodded.

“Now sit down on that bench and spread your legs so I can show you how inadequate that fucking toy of yours really is.”
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Max’s voice interrupts my walk down memory lane. “So, you’re having sex all the time, but you’re not in a relationship?”

“Correct.” I take a long sip and hold the alcohol in my mouth to let it burn before swallowing because—fucking hell—now that we’re talking about sex, all I want to do is go home and have sex.

Max turns on his stool, propping his elbow on the bar to stare open-mouthed. “How can you be living with and sleeping with a woman who’s carrying your child and not be in a relationship with her? That sounds like a relationship.”

“It’s not,” I reply with a shrug. “We’re compartmentalizing.”

“Not her.” Max shakes his head knowingly. “She’s not going to want it like this for long.”

My brows furrow at his tone. I mean, I get it. Honestly, I was skeptical at first. Which is why all of last week, I kept asking her if she was sure she wanted this and she adamantly confirmed that she did, usually right before she put my cock in her mouth.

But she seems good with it. In fact, she seems more at ease than ever before, and so do I. Even the nurses have been giving me funny looks this week because my mood has been lighter. Regular sex is a win-win for both of us.

“You don’t understand, Max. We were at each other’s throats before and we’re getting along much better now. And Lynsey is adamant about not wanting a serious relationship because it’ll get in the way of her career.”

He laughs disbelievingly. “And a baby won’t?”

I hit him with a flat look. “She doesn’t exactly have a choice with the baby, Max. But she has a choice with me.”

“Well, that works out really well for you.” He picks up his glass. “You’ve never been a relationship guy and that was a fact well before everything that happened in Baltimore.”

I clench my teeth at his pointed remark. I hate how everything always comes back to Baltimore. My parents and Max are the only ones who know the details of those dark days and, most of the time, I wish I’d never told them.

But Max is right about my lack of relationships. I’ve never cared about women beyond a physical connection. Growing up, my focus was on school because I always knew I wanted to be a doctor, and nothing was going to get in my way.

Until a couple of years ago.

Max distracts my thoughts when he asks, “Do you think maybe Lynsey and this baby could…I don’t know…heal you?”

“Heal me?” I snap, my shoulders tensing. “Am I sick?”

“You know what I mean,” he replies, his expression wary. “After everything with Julian, don’t you think maybe this could be your—”

“Second chance?” I snap, my voice gruff with anger as I finish his sentence. “Don’t bring up Julian’s name, okay? He’s gone. And it was my fault, and he wasn’t even my kid to fuck up to begin with. So, no, this baby isn’t my second chance. The two situations are nothing alike. My situation with Lynsey is just that…a situation that I’ll take care of.”

He shakes his head, sadness filling his eyes. “It’s more than a situation, Josh.”

“Stop, okay? I don’t need this from you.” I dig my wallet out for some cash to throw onto the bar. “You’re the only friend I fucking talk to. Don’t make me regret that, man.”

He holds up his hands in defeat and offers me a smile that I’d really like to punch off his face. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m here for you, Josh. However you need me.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I need you to be the kind of friend that gets me drunk and tells me it’s going to be okay.”

His lips pull back into a wide smile. “Good thing that’s my specialty.”
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It’s after five when the Uber drops me off in front of my house. Max and I ended up playing pool all afternoon and drinking our weight in whisky so driving home wasn’t a good idea.

The day turned out halfway enjoyable once we got the heavy shit out in the open. I had no idea how badly I needed to go out with a friend.

When I walk in the door, the tantalizing aroma of dinner welcomes me inside. In the kitchen, I open the oven to sneak a peek. A pan of lasagna cooks. The clock shows fifty minutes ticking down.

Timers are good, Jones. Timers means no fires and no burned hands and no accidents that make me lose my damned mind.

I make my way down the hall, following the country music pouring from the guest bathroom. I pause and press my ear to the door to make sure I hear movement.

“Fuck me deep and hard. I want you to touch my cervix with that big, fat cock that gets me so damned wet.”

My blood pressure sky rockets. I shove the door open, my heart in my throat. But when my glazed eyes focus, the only person there is Lynsey—in the tub, covered in bubbles, except for her two hands which are popped out of the water, holding a paperback book.

“Jesus!” she cries, nearly dropping the book into the water and recovering it before it fully submerges. “You scared the shit out of me, Josh.”

I check around the bathroom, needing double confirmation that nobody is with her. I stride to the counter and shut off her Bluetooth speaker, stopping the music and attempting to restart my heart. “Who the hell are you talking to in here?” The image of Lynsey talking dirty to another guy—a guy I hate to admit that I pictured as Dean—doing its best to sober me up.

“I was talking to the peanut,” she retorts, turning to set the book down on the round wooden stool beside the tub. She pushes back some loose strands of hair that have fallen out of her messy bun and pins me with an angry look. “Mind telling me why you decided to barge in here and scare me so much I almost peed in the tub?”

I stand awkwardly in front of her. “I um…thought someone was in here.”

Her brows furrow. “You thought I was asking someone to touch my cervix in here?”

I recoil at the memory. “It sounded bad on the other side of that door, okay?”

She rolls her eyes and moves to rest her arms on the edge of the tub, water dripping off into the rock bed drain below. “My pregnancy book says that the peanut can hear now so it’s a good idea to talk to the little one so they get used to the sound of my voice. I’ve been talking out loud all week. It’s a bonding experience.”

I close my eyes and shove a hand through my hair. “And you thought reading an erotic novel by,” I bend to pick up the damp paperback “Mercedes Lee Loveletter would be a good choice?”

“That’s Kate’s pen name.” she exclaims proudly, splashing water over the edge with her excitement. “And the baby can’t understand what I’m saying anyway so it really doesn’t matter what I read, just as long as I use my voice.”

I shake my head and open the book, my eyes widening when I read a small excerpt. “This is your friend Kate’s book?”

A dirty smile spreads across her face. “That one was a New York Times bestseller.”

My brows lift and I turn it over to read the back cover.

“This is kinky shit,” I state, sitting down on the stool and flipping through the pages. “Are you into this stuff?”

Lynsey giggles. “I might be.”

I pin my eyes to hers. “Care to elaborate on that thought?”

She bites her lip, and that small act alone gives me the urge to pull her out of this tub and fuck her over the counter. But I shake off those thoughts and focus on her lips as she speaks.

“Well, obviously, I like it when you spank me and a little rough play is kind of a thrill. But anything with butt plugs or anal anything…I’m out.” She wrinkles her nose and shudders. “Although I wouldn’t mind being tied up every once in a while.”

My lips part as I stare at her. “How do I know if this is real Lynsey speaking or the pregnancy hormones speaking?”

Her shoulders lift with a small shrug. “Guess you’ll have to stick around to find out.”

That comment has my brows furrowing because in the back of my mind, I’m scared this arrangement can’t last forever. She won’t be happy with only a part of me. Eventually, she’ll want more and when she realizes I’m incapable of giving her more, she’ll leave.

She grabs the book out of my hands, tossing it across the room to focus her attention on me. “Why don’t you join me in this tub and we can act out our own erotic scene?”

She waggles her eyebrows playfully, and all thoughts of the future disappear as my cock stiffens in my jeans. Without hesitation, I stand and pull my shirt off, getting even more turned on by the look on her face as she watches me undress with abandon. I step into the tub and lower myself on the opposite end. Water sloshes over the top and into the rock bed as I situate myself.

“Fuck, this feels good,” I groan, leaning my head back on the ledge behind me and stretching my legs out around Lynsey’s ass. “I’ve never actually used this tub.”

“Are you kidding me?” she exclaims, her brown eyes wide with shock. “This is my favorite room of the house. Those shower jets in the ceiling are freaking baller.”

My lips twitch. “Baller? Are you a rapper now?”

She shrugs. “I’m just saying this is way nicer than my old digs.”

“It’s all Max,” I reply with a sigh. “He has a contractor and an interior designer he works closely with. They renovate old houses all over Boulder and sell them for a huge profit. When I moved back, two years ago, I stayed in one of his apartments above the Pearl Street Pub for about a year until this house was ready.”

“Really?” Lynsey asks, playing with the bubbles on the surface of the water. “My friends and I hung out at Pearl Street Pub all the time. Kate, Miles, Sam, Dean. I’m surprised we never ran into you there.”

My lips pinch with her mention of Dean but I lower my chin into the water, trying to drown out those possessive thoughts. “I wasn’t at that apartment much. I was always at the hospital.”

Her eyes narrow as her fingers dip under the water and touch my legs, the sensation causing my dick to harden. “You’re here at this house more than I thought you’d be.”

I quirk a sardonic brow and grab one of her feet, pulling it onto my lap to massage the pads. “Is that a problem?”

Her eyes flutter closed and she drops her head back on the edge. “It’s your house.”

“But?” I pry further.

She opens her hooded eyes and gazes back at me. “But when you first pushed me to move in here, you made it seem like—”

“Like I lived at the hospital?”

She nods.

I shrug. “I guess I like being around you, Jones.” I pinch her big toe and she squirms. “Which is very convenient considering we’re having a baby together and stuff.”

“And stuff,” she repeats and the way her eyes narrow and a small grin teases her lips makes me worry that her mind is wandering to places it shouldn’t.

“You sure you’re still good with this?” I ask, watching her closely as Max’s cynicism rears its ugly head in my mind once again.

“Good with what?” she asks innocently.

Be specific. Make sure she understands.

“Us just being physical.”

“Yes, Josh.” She rolls her eyes and exhales an annoyed breath. “I told you I want to be focused on my work and I understand that you’re not a relationship guy. The terms of this just sex agreement are crystal clear. We’re friends.”

“Friends,” I repeat, watching her carefully.

“Friends who happen to be having a baby together.” She shrugs her shoulders. “Not much different than me living with Dean.”

My body instantly tenses. “You’d better not be trying to tell me you were fucking Dean before you moved in here.”

“God no.” she exclaims with a laugh. “Calm down, would you?”

My eyes narrow. “You told me you two used to date.”

“We never had sex though,” she replies with a scoff. “Chill out. You’re looking at me like I’m that crazy girl in the hospital cafeteria all over again.”

I purse my lips and relax as images of her working there day in and day out flood my mind. “I sometimes miss that crazy girl.”

Her brows lift. “She’s right here, reading smut to her belly.”

She angles her head and eyes me curiously. “What about your past relationships?”

“What about them?” I ask as her breasts bob in and out of the bubbles.

She watches me curiously. “Were you ever serious with anybody?”

“I was serious about medicine,” I reply honestly. “Anything beyond that was only a distraction.”

“Like me,” she replies with a Cheshire cat smile as she pulls her foot from my hand and hooks it around my hip to use as leverage. She glides across the bottom of the tub so she’s straddling my lap. “Only I got knocked up so now you’re stuck with me.”

“It’s not so bad being stuck here.” I wrap my hands around her and rub the sudsy water up and down her back in slow, sensual strokes. The tip of my cock nudges her belly as she dips her head to kiss me.

Suddenly, she gasps and pulls away. “Oh, my God!”

My face falls, at the shaken look on her face. “Lynsey, what is it? What’s the matter?” Through the soapy water, her hands clutch her twenty-two-week belly. Eighteen thousand nightmare scenarios go off in my mind.

If this is preterm labor, the baby isn’t gestationally developed enough to survive outside of the womb. And odds are meds couldn’t stop the contractions if that’s what’s even going on. Something else could be wrong with her entirely. She could have a kidney infection which could lead to sepsis, or she could have high blood pressure which can lead to a stroke. She could have an indirect infection from a fucking papercut. It could be placental abruption, a uterine tear, or fucking worse than anything, a blood clot in her brain that kills her instantly.

Her brown, watery eyes meet mine and her expression morphs into pure joy. “Josh, I just felt the baby move!”

My eyes drop to her belly accusingly. “What?”

She nods enthusiastically. “Seriously! I’ve been feeling little bubbles for the past week but I wasn’t sure if it was the little peanut or gas. But right now, there’s no doubt. The baby is moving!”

A shiver ripples through my whole body as I remove my hands from her back and wrap them firmly on the edges of the tub.

“You want to feel?” She smiles excitedly and reaches for my hand.

I tighten my grip on the tub. “That’s okay.”

“What do you mean?” Her smile falters.

“I don’t need to feel it,” I reply through clenched teeth, a sense of unease washing over me from this very intimate moment.

“What? Why not? It’s incredible.”

She smiles again, and it’s so big and genuine and heartfelt that I fucking hate myself for ruining this for her.

“I’ve been drinking and I’d just rather not.”

I make a move to get out of the tub. Her gaze heavy on me as I grab a towel out of the cupboard and wrap it around my waist. I turn to her, sitting on her knees in the tub still clutching her belly, hurt, confusion, and disappointment written all over her face.

I gesture toward the door. “I’m going to go check the food you put in the oven. We don’t need the smoke alarm going off again.”

Without another word, I turn on my heel and leave, willfully ignoring that ache in my chest because it’s not the only thing that I’m not interested in feeling.
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“How’s my knocked-up sister who’s bringing shame to the Jones family?” my sister peals into the phone, her judgmental voice coming through loud and clear.

“Hey to you too, Christine,” I drone, propping my cell against my shoulder as I make a pot of de-caffeinated coffee, wearing nothing but one of Josh’s white T-shirts.

“Good God, it’s been a month and Mom is still blubbering to me about your situation.”

“Yeah,” I reply flatly and sigh. “Our phone calls are not going well.”

“She really doesn’t want you living with that doctor,” she says, her voice clearly amused. “I mean, it’s hilarious actually because, in any other situation, you being with a doctor would be top of the fold news on her annual Christmas letter. But being pregnant out of wedlock and living with a man in sin means that she’s at church every night praying the rosary and lighting every candle at St. Boniface.”

“Did you call for a reason or just to remind me what a complete and utter failure I am?” I reply through clenched teeth because I’m seriously over the whole big sister hazing chats we’ve been having as of late.

“I was wondering if you could watch the girls overnight for me on Saturday? Are you up for that?”

“Yeah, totally. I miss them!” I exclaim, a pang of guilt for going this long without seeing them niggling my gut. Between pregnancy and work, I haven’t made as much time for them and that seriously needs to change. “What are you doing?”

“Lance surprised me with concert tickets in Denver for my birthday, and we’re going to make a night of it.”

“Sounds fun,” I reply with a smile.

“It should be. I’m sure Mom will be angry I’m not giving the girls to her for the night but they keep asking when they can come see your new house and the baby in your belly.”

My lips purse together. “That’s adorable but they do know my belly isn’t see-through, right?”

“They have no idea, they’re real dumb like that,” Christine deadpans. “So how have you been feeling?”

“Great,” I reply honestly. “Missing the whole first trimester has made this all fly by. I’m twenty-six weeks along already.”

“You’re so lucky you missed the first trimester,” she groans. “I puked nonstop with Lennon.”

“I remember. And with Claire you were obsessed with pineapple.”

“So obsessed!” She laughs into the phone. “Are you having any weird cravings?”

Besides Josh cravings? “Not really. Although the other day I devoured an entire charcuterie board that probably would have fed six people.”

“Enjoy it while you can.”

“I intend to.”

She tsks knowingly. “Pregnancy does weird things to your body that’s for damned sure. Hey, if I come over around four on Saturday will Dr. Dick be there for me to meet finally?”

Her comment throws me so much that I miss my mouth as I attempt to take a sip and dribble coffee down the front of Josh’s white shirt. “Um…maybe?” I reply with a cringe as I dab at the mess. I glance over my shoulder to see if Josh is nearby. “And if he is, please don’t call him Dr. Dick when you’re here. He really hates that nickname.”

“Got it,” she replies firmly. “So, I take it you’re still sleeping with him and pretending you’re not going to fall in love with him?”

“Yes,” I reply briskly and scrub my hand through my hair. “And please don’t say anything about it, okay? Kate’s already trying to warp this situation into one of her romance novels, and I don’t want pressure from anyone. Just let this be what it’s going to be.”

“Fine with me. What do I know? I’m just your big sister with tons of life experience and could maybe be of some use to you on occasion.”

“Speaking of life experience,” I interject, trying my best to change subjects. “Was Lance ever…weird about your body when you were pregnant?”

“Weird how?”

“Like…not wanting to touch your belly and stuff?” I slip my hand under my shirt to rub the engorged bump I’m sporting. I love the feel of it. Movement or not, I can’t understand why Josh isn’t as amazed by all of this.

“Um…yes,” she barks out a laugh. “He used to stare at my stomach like an alien was going to pop out any second. He was a total freak. Not to mention he completely refused to have sex with me. He thought the baby would see his penis coming—so good for you for having a guy who’ll actually do you while you’re knocked up.”

I force out a laugh as I think about how Josh has been with me recently. We’re definitely having sex, so that’s clearly not the issue. But he doesn’t even look at my belly. In fact, he acts like it’s not even there. And after he refused to feel the baby kick in the tub a few weeks ago, I’d prefer him to be like Lance and gawk rather than nothing at all.

My voice is tight when I reply, “So, it’s normal for guys to be a bit…detached. They can still make great fathers in the end?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. I mean…a lot of people say that women become mothers the instant they find out they’re pregnant but guys need to see and touch the actual baby before they can really accept what’s going on.”

I sigh. “That makes sense.”

A loud crash cuts through the line. “Oh shit, Claire just knocked over my entire Tupperware of craft buttons. Dammit. I gotta go.” The line ends before I even have a chance to say goodbye.

“Who was that?” Josh asks, stepping up behind me in the kitchen as I pour more creamer into my coffee.

“My sister,” I reply cheerily as I turn, mug in hand. My eyes drift down his body as he stands before me in nothing but a pair of gray joggers. I clear my throat and focus on my thoughts. “She wants me to babysit my nieces Saturday night. I was thinking I’d bring them over here. Do you mind?”

“Of course, I don’t mind,” Josh says as he moves to stand beside me and pours himself a cup of coffee. He pins me with a serious look as he adds, “This is your house as much as it is mine.”

I narrow my eyes. “Except you still haven’t cashed any of the checks I keep giving you.”

“Can’t friends pay for shit for friends?” He turns to take a sip of his coffee giving me a nice view of his square jaw. “And besides that, you do a lot around here which certainly earns your keep.”

“Like what?”

“Um…like all the cooking.” He gestures to his belly. “I’ve gained five pounds since you moved in.”

“Maybe I’m just trying to help you work on your dad bod.” I bite my lip coyly, a warmth spreading inside me. His abs are still quite visible above his low-slung waistband.

He huffs at that, and then his face turns a bit more serious. “So, do you want me to make myself scarce Saturday? I’m off this weekend but if you want the place to yourself I can go hang with Max.”

I frown and shake my head. “No, you can be around. I might need your help and my sister kind of wants to meet you.”

His brows lift. “That sounds ominous.”

“She’s cool. Mostly.” I bite my lip, hoping he doesn’t see through my bluff.

He nods slowly. “Then sure, I’ll stick around.”

He leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead, wafting me with his delicious aftershave before taking his coffee to his bedroom where I’ve been sleeping every night.

As he walks away, I have no shadow of a doubt that Josh would still be sexy as hell even with a dad bod. I can’t wait to see him with my nieces.
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Craft shit is scattered all over the dining room table, and Lynsey’s been running around for the past hour trying to make everything perfect for her two nieces. I knew she loved those little girls based on how much she’s spoken about them. But I had no idea she’d empty all of Hobby Lobby in preparation for their visit. This seems a bit extreme.

Lynsey’s in the bathroom when the doorbell rings so I head to the door to let them in. I’m greeted by a tall brunette who looks about my age. Standing on either side of her are two little blondes who are elementary school-aged.

“Holy shit,” Lynsey’s sister blurts, taking off her sunglasses to look me up and down. “Are you Dr. Dick?”

My body tenses and suddenly Lynsey’s voice peals from behind me. “Christine, this is Josh! Josh Richardson.” She clamors in front of me, shooting me an apologetic smile over her shoulder before bending to hug her nieces. “Josh this is my big-mouthed sister, Christine.”

“Very big,” Christine adds with a smile as she offers her hand. “And I’ve heard you’ve got a very big—”

“Television!” Lynsey finishes, squeezing her nieces’ shoulders to her sides, her face stricken with guilt. “We’ve got all sorts of movies and games and popcorn and we’re going to have a great slumber party, right girls?”

“Is that where the baby is?” the younger one asks, poking Lynsey in her stomach.

“Yes, Claire, this is where the baby is.” Lynsey pats her bump and glances nervously at me.

“That’s so weird,” the older one says and reaches out to pet Lynsey’s belly next.

The whole scene makes me uncomfortable. These kids just got here and they’re already rubbing Lynsey like a Buddha statue.

Lynsey clears her throat and gestures to the taller one. “Josh, this is Lennon. And the little one here is Claire.”

Claire holds Lynsey’s hand and tucks herself behind her aunt. “I’m not little.”

Lynsey purses her lips. “You’re right, Claire. You’re eight now. Nothing little about that! And Lennon, is eleven,” she offers to me. “God, where did the time go? Come on you guys, come inside.”

I step back so they can make their way in. Lynsey’s sister stares at me as she enters. Appearance-wise, she’s basically a taller version of Lynsey, but her brown hair is short and cut at an angular level around her face. The girls beeline for the craft table and drag Lynsey with them while Christine sidles up beside me.

She crosses her arms over her chest. “Are you ready for all this?”

I shrug. “I’m not much of a crafter I’m afraid.”

Christine narrows her eyes at me. “I mean are you ready to become a dad?”

“Is anyone ever ready?” I reply with another shrug. “We’ll figure it out.”

She tilts her head and glares. “How old are you, Josh?”

“Thirty-four.” I square my shoulders to not look weak in front of this oddly intimidating woman.

“Ever been married?”

“No.”

“Ever close?”

“No.” I turn to face her. “My job takes most of my focus.” My hand grips my neck as my muscles tighten under her rapid interrogation.

She nods, looking me up and down like a zoo animal. “And now my sister is taking some of your focus.”

My brow furrows at that remark.

She leans close. “And a baby will take even more focus.”

I nod as a prickle of anxiety skates over me. “Have any advice for me?”

“Yeah.” She pulls back and slaps my shoulder. “Don’t fuck it up.”
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Children are exhausting. Don’t get me wrong, I always knew they were a lot of work, and back when they were my patients in Baltimore, I could tell parents were run ragged between chasing siblings and dealing with the one who was ill. But the fact that Lennon and Claire never stopped talking or moving or spilling or asking for something or feeling some emotion the entire time is a mentally exhausting reality.

And from everything I’ve been told, babies are even harder. How will Lynsey and I cope? Thank fuck she moved in here with me so we can help each other because to consider doing this all on our own seems completely unrealistic. And to imagine people actively choosing to have more than one seems like a confusing life choice.

It’s nearing ten o’clock by the time Lynsey’s nieces finally fall asleep on the couch during the movie. I’m on one end of the sofa, and Lynsey’s on the other. Both girls sprawl on top of us as their soft snores echo through the room.

It’s a strange sensation being so close to kids again.

If I’m being honest with myself, I don’t hate it.

Lennon rolls onto her back, her head sliding off my shoulder and onto my lap as she lets out a funny noise in her sleep. She looks so much like Lynsey. A small ache spreads in my chest as I wonder for the first time if our baby will look like her. Maybe we’ll have nights just like this where the three of us sit on the couch together.

How have I never thought anything like that before?

Lennon mumbles something in her sleep, and Lynsey giggles. I turn to see her brown eyes sparkling with mirth in the dark living room, illuminated only by the TV. “Did she just say something about the Jonas Brothers?”

Lynsey nods, covering her mouth as she tries to stop laughing. “When you were out picking up the pizza, the girls were arguing about which Jonas Brother you looked most like.”

“Why?”

Lynsey shrugs. “Probably because they like you.”

“Well, I like them too,” I reply and move a piece of blond hair off Lennon’s face. “I’ve been around some kids who suck, and these two definitely aren’t like them.”

“Well, be careful because I think Lennon likes likes you,” Lynsey interjects, pursing her lips together. “She’s in middle school, and she’s totally boy crazy. She said you were the hot Jonas Brother, for sure.”

My nose wrinkles. “Which one is the hot one?”

She shrugs. “I have no clue…I’m into country music.”

“I’m aware,” I reply with a fond smile.

Lynsey tilts her head and watches me. “You were good with the girls today. Kind of in a gruff, no bullshit grump sort of way but I think they responded well to you.”

I rub my lips together and cringe. “It’s sort of my default.”

“I gathered that the first time we met in the cafeteria.” Lynsey’s belly shakes with quiet laughter, causing Claire to nuzzle deeper onto her bump. She settles her and then turns a quizzical brow to me. “Is that how you were when you worked with kids in Baltimore?” Her eyes are anxious as she holds her breath to await my reaction.

I exhale a long breath, wishing I could avoid this conversation. Considering there’s a sleeping child on me right now, cutting and running would be really dramatic. And maybe if I tell Lynsey a little, she’ll stop being so curious. “I was pretty blunt with my young patients. But that’s because I never believed in treating them like they were kids. They were dealing with heavy, grown-up shit, and they deserved to be addressed like a grown-up. It felt right for me.”

Lynsey nods, rubbing her lips together as she quietly listens.

“And I never patronized them,” I state, recalling so many of the patients I saw in great detail and how some of the hospital staff would talk to them in baby voices. It drove me nuts. “Those kids had gone through enough by the time they got to me that they didn’t need sweet bullshit and nonsense.”

The corner of Lynsey’s mouth tips up into a half-smile. “I’m sure they loved you for that.”

Lennon stirs on my lap, her bare arm slipping from under the covers. I noticed the scar on her upper arm earlier today but didn’t say anything.

My voice is tight when I ask, “Why does Lennon have a PICC line scar near the brachial artery of her arm?”

Lynsey stills on the end of the couch, her eyes falling to her niece and becoming glossy with each passing second. “I should have figured you’d spot that.”

My brow furrows as I await her reply.

Lynsey exhales heavily. “Lennon was diagnosed with severe aplastic anemia when she was seven.”

My entire body tenses, knowing instantly what that diagnosis entails.

“Shit,” I murmur.

She chews her lip and stares at the television, the lights of the animated film dancing on her face. “I was working at this rehab clinic after college when my sister called me bawling. She said Lennon was in the ER because her mouth started bleeding at school for no reason, and that the ER was transferring her to Denver for further testing. All we knew at that point was that her labs indicated cancer, and it could be fatal if she wasn’t treated right away.”

A familiar feeling weighs heavily on me as memories of my work at John Hopkins flood back.

“After a bone marrow biopsy, they told us it was SAA and that there were no bone marrow donors who matched her. So our whole family got tested. Thankfully, I was a full match.”

I stare at Lynsey, her anxiety radiating off her as she recounts the painful memory. Slowly, I maneuver my hand from under Lennon to stroke Lynsey’s shoulder. I’m not sure if I do it to comfort her or myself, but when her eyes meet mine, I’m more connected to her than I’ve ever been.

Timing-wise, Lynsey’s past trauma probably matches up pretty closely with my own. My chest aches over that. My pain, her pain. Her sister’s and her parents’ pain. And especially Lennon who was the same age as Julian at the time.

When treating sick children, you learn how to emotionally detach for your own survival. It’s called “professional detachment” where you completely suppress your natural reaction to feel badly for a patient who’s in pain and inherently blame the disease or treatment instead. It’s easier to blame something than someone.

The problem is, sometimes you slip. Sometimes you feel too much or you let down that wall. Sometimes your patient is your best friend’s son who came to you because he trusted you could save him. And you’re certain you have the answers, but because of the personal nature of that relationship, you let your guard down and put yourself at risk for missing things.

Lynsey offers me a weak smile. “Lennon’s doing great now, but as you know, this is an illness she’ll live with her whole life. And she really struggles with that. There was a good chunk of time after she got better when she totally isolated herself, refused to join any school activities, and didn’t want to talk to her parents. I was the only one she confided in, and the anguish she felt over not being able to feel like a normal kid was brutal.”

I nod and stare back at Lynsey while so many things click into place. “Is Lennon the reason you went back to school to specialize in pediatric psychology?”

Lynsey nods, a tear slipping down her cheek as she stares down at her niece. “My experience with her and her illness was what my thesis focused on. There was only so much I could do for her when she was going through all the emotions of being a sick kid. She needed more than just another grown-up who talked at her. She needed to be around other kids who were dealing with stuff, grown-up stuff like you said, happening in a child’s body, so she’d feel less alone, you know?”

An ache in my sternum spreads as I stare at the woman who continues to amaze me with her unflinching willingness to just…live. She’s brave and strong and vulnerable in ways I don’t know if I could ever truly be. It’s hard to look away from.

I lift my hand to touch Lynsey’s cheek, dragging the pad of my thumb along the damp trail left by her tears. “Lennon’s why you want to open your own clinic, isn’t she?”

She nods and offers me a wobbly smile. “It was such a scary time for her and for all of us. I just think creating a clinic like I want could help so many other kids and families.”

I stare into her brown eyes for a long moment, amazed that out of all of the women I could be having a child with, it’s this one. “You’re one of a kind, you know that, Jones?”

She exhales through her nose and tries to laugh off my comment. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It’s good.” I pin her with a serious look. “Because your fears don’t shut you down. They propel you forward.”

All humor on her face disappears as her eyes lock on mine. I lean across the two sleeping girls and pull her close to press my lips to hers. I need this touch. I need this moment. I need to feel everything that Lynsey is right now—goodness, optimism, light. She is hope personified. A sign that there are people in this world with open souls and open minds, risking their hearts every day, and living to tell the tale. Lynsey Jones is everything I wish I could be.
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I’m breathless when Josh breaks our kiss and rises from the couch with Lennon in his arms. He instructs me to stay where I am, and his expression leaves no room for argument. I sit patiently while he takes her down the hall to my bedroom, still reeling over the fact that he opened up about his life in Baltimore.

Something tells me he’s still not sharing a lot, but the fact that he didn’t shut down on me gives me hope that maybe he’s starting to let his guard down. Perhaps he considers me more than just his responsibility and the woman carrying his child.

He returns and lifts Claire from my arms, and I get up to follow him down the hall into my bedroom. He tucks Claire in next to Lennon like he’s done this a million times before. I can’t help but stare, slack-jawed.

Josh is normally so composed and stoic, almost like a statue version of himself. Even tonight when he helped me babysit, he never really tried to connect with the girls. He just remained his normal, reserved self. The kind of man who rarely shows any loving emotion.

But when he brushes a strand of hair out of Claire’s face with all the tenderness of a loving father, hope blooms inside me. It’s possible that his heart is in there, after all. And the sexy dad vibes he’s putting off are making my hormones scream for attention.

He backs away from the bed and grabs my hand, pulling me behind him and out of the room as he closes the door. Before I can tell him how hot that scene was, I’m pressed against the wall, and his mouth is on mine in a desperate, hungry kiss.

I whimper my surprise as he silently commands my lips to part. His tongue plunges in, tasting, consuming, and devouring me. I know this man’s body by now. I know what drives him wild, what turns him on.

But this kiss.

This kiss is something I don’t know.

It’s intense and frantic. So much so that I can barely catch my breath.

My core throbs for the release he’s stirring inside me with his lips while my mind races with confusion from this obvious change in him. A change I don’t want to stop.

His dark eyes rove hungrily over my face. “I need you, Lynsey. I need to be inside you.”

His tone is guttural and full of so much longing that it sends shivers over my breasts. I yank him down and kiss him again. Our tongues swirl into each other as we fumble our way down the hall.

It’s always like this with him. Instant lightning bolts of desire that strike out of nowhere, catching us completely off guard. Since I’ve now experienced this kind of passion, I wonder if I’ll ever be able to live without it. Especially this. This mix of lust and devotion is something I could easily get used to.

“We have to be quiet,” I croak, my voice thick with desire as he pulls me into his bedroom. The place where we have sex and sleep next to each other afterward, but never cuddle. I’ve told myself all these weeks that Josh just isn’t an affectionate kind of guy and the fact he wasn’t kicking me out of his bed after we made love was a good sign.

But do we actually make love?

Not really.

We screw.

We fuck.

We have wonderfully dirty sex that sometimes involves spanking.

But we never make love.

And he never looks at me the way he’s looking at me right now as he locks the door and stalks toward me.

I swallow the knot in my throat as Josh’s dark green eyes blaze into mine with longing and urgency and something deeper. Something similar to the night he tended to my burned hand. Something that feels important and impossible to tear my gaze away from because I don’t want to miss it.

When he reaches me, he silently bends to peel off my cotton dress before divesting me of my bra and panties. My arousal dampens with anticipation.

With a low growl, he dips his head to my chest and worships my breasts with his lips and tongue, palming me in a way that hurts so good, I could orgasm on the spot. My breasts have been so sore lately, but the delicious agony of his touch on my tender flesh causes my clit to throb with the rhythm of my heart, stoking my embers of desire into a roaring flame of combustible need.

He pulls away from me to remove his own clothing, and deep inside me, the sting of loss echoes. When he stands before me, gloriously naked, his hard cock bobbing between us, I move to drop to my knees and suck him deep into my throat. Unfortunately, Josh has other plans.

He turns me on my heel so I’m facing away from him as his hands roam over my hips and groin. He squeezes me against him so his silky hardness presses against my soft backside, the sensation causing goose bumps to ripple over my entire body.

I cry out loudly as his fingers find my clit in desperate need of a release. His hand stills as he touches his lips to the shell of my ear. “Quiet, baby. You need to be quiet.”

Baby? He’s never called me that before.

He settles me onto the bed, spooning behind me as he holds my leg up, and positions his cock at my center.

“You ready, baby?” he whispers, his voice deep and soothing as his lips trail along my shoulder, causing shivers over my entire body.

“I’m ready,” I moan, my voice soft as I fight to keep my noises quiet. “God, Josh, I want you.”

“I need you,” he replies sharply as if correcting me.

He cups my jaw and turns my head so I’m looking over my shoulder at him. The warmth in his eyes, the vulnerability he’s no longer hiding is everything I’ve wanted from him. This man here, this is the real Josh. The un-broken, un-secretive, all-in kind of man.

Which is a relief because well…

I’m falling in love with him.

Dammit all to hell.

In one faint breath, his hand slides down my body and spreads my thighs as he presses deep inside me, stilling there for a moment while my body reacts to the tight intrusion. When I cry out, he seals his mouth over mine and assaults me with deep, drugging kisses all while frozen inside me. Unmoving, unrelenting. He kisses me lazily as if he has all the time in the world. The entire act stirs me into a state of delirium where I contemplate if it’s possible to orgasm from kisses alone.

But then.

Then he pumps his hips, his hard cock moving inside me, over and over and over again. So deep. So slow. So rhythmic and utterly intentional. I grip the sheets as he strokes the spot he’s memorized for the past several weeks, the spot that he’s tended to and serviced all in the name of sex.

But this. What we’re doing here and now—it’s more than sex.

Josh stops kissing me and stares into my eyes as he says, “I want to watch you come, baby.”

“Yes,” I whisper, my body trembling in his arms as my hoarse voice gasps for air.

His eyes move down my body. “You’re beautiful like this.”

“Yes,” I moan, my climb building from his words and eyes on me.

“Your body, your mind, your heart. All of it is so fucking beautiful.”

My tummy flips at his guttural words of devotion, my entire body spasming into shock as his eyes redden around the edges. He gazes down the front of me. At my belly.

Tears spring to my eyes. “Josh?”

What’s going on? Where’s his head? What’s he thinking?

I need to hear his full heart and for him to say the words I’ve longed to hear him say. “Josh, what is it?”

“Nothing,” he murmurs, biting his lip. His hand tightens on my leg as he stares at my belly longer, almost like he’s seeing it for the first time. “I just…I want to feel…”

His voice trails off, and I hold my breath when his hand moves to my stomach. He strokes the bump, his hand warm and large on my well-established pregnancy. His fingers run over the smooth, taut skin like he’s reading Braille. Like he’s committing every bump to memory. My heart could burst at the sensation. The emotions spill out of me as I waffle my fingers over his, and our two hands embrace this baby together for the first time. A staggered breath expels from my lips, and Josh’s breathing picks up as he rocks inside me and runs his hands over me, all of me.

“Baby,” he groans, his face flinching. “I need you to come. I need you to come now.”

He slides his hand down the curve of my belly between my legs and circles my clit swiftly. My eyes slam shut as instant fireworks shoot off every one of my nerve endings.

“Look at me, baby,” he commands, and I open my eyes and bite my lip.

“Josh,” I cry, and he presses his mouth over mine to muffle my screams of pleasure.

“Lynsey,” he murmurs into my lips, kissing me like he can’t get enough.

And then he pulses inside me, his release hot and heavy as his entire body shakes. He moves his hand to clutch my stomach as he empties everything he has inside me.

“I want you to sleep like this,” he says, his voice deep and soothing.

“What?”

He sits up so he can look me into the eyes. “I want you to lay here with me inside you…with my cum marking you as mine…just for a while.”

I stare at him, marveling over this new act of possessiveness he’s never shown me before. “What is going on with you?”

He gets a sad look on his face, and without pulling out of me, he lowers to his pillow and releases a shaky breath that sounds like he’s been holding it this entire time. “Just lay like this with me for a while, baby.”

Baby. I repeat the word in my mind over and over, and that one term of endearment gives me hope that I’ve told myself I couldn’t have all these weeks.

But I was a fool.

I was a fool when I tried to tell myself I could handle a sex-only relationship. I was a fool when I tried not to notice all the mornings I’d wake up to find him watching me sleep. I was a fool when I ignored the butterflies in my belly when he kissed me goodbye before going to work. And I was a fool for acting like I haven’t been picturing a family with this man from the moment I found out I was pregnant and completely in love with his child.

God, I’m a fool.

And this man is going to break my heart.
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It’s the middle of the night when my eyes pop open to a strange sensation on the palm of my hand. Did my arm fall asleep, and it’s the needle-prick sensation?

I shake my head and force myself to come to.

I’m completely wrapped around Lynsey as her naked back presses against my naked front. Neither of us have moved since the way we fell asleep after making love—including my hand on her belly.

A belly we created together.

The strange sensation happens again. I shift to sit up on my elbow and glance at Lynsey whose deep breaths indicate she’s still fast asleep. My eyes move from her face shining in the moonlight to the action happening beneath my palm.

The baby is…moving. Or kicking. Or hell, maybe even doing flips because the flutters happening right now are some serious Cirque du Soleil acts for such a tiny little thing.

My fingers widen, warmth flooding through me as I feel my child move for the first time. That warmth is almost immediately overshadowed by regret. I should have experienced this sooner. With Lynsey.

Damn, she’s been so good with all of this. She’s completely embraced this interruption into her life and every step of this process—even at the expense of looking crazy. And she does look fucking crazy with her prenatal yoga poses or when she’s reading dirty novels out loud to the baby.

Lately, however, I’ve been lingering in the doorway, eavesdropping as she connects with the little peanut and marveling at just how easy it is for her. How easy any of this is for her.

Lynsey makes everything personal and fun and carefree. Even when she sleeps, she seems completely at peace, her lips parted slightly and her dark hair fanned on the white pillow. Frankly, watching Lynsey sleep and talk to the baby has become almost therapeutic for me these past couple of months. I’m sure she could psychoanalyze the shit out of whatever fucked-up meaning stands behind that, but for now, all I care is that I like her here in my bed, knowing she’s safe.

And the sex…is fucking mind-blowing. For being so sweet and innocent-looking, the girl likes some kink in the bedroom. And fuck—that combination is lethal for me.

Maybe if things were different…maybe if my past hadn’t fucked me up so much, we could be something more. Though Lynsey’s past isn’t all sunshine and rainbows. Lennon’s pain was her pain. She felt it acutely, even beyond the fact that she donated bone marrow for her niece. How is it possible for Lynsey to experience such heartache and still feel she can make the world a better place?

After everything that happened with Julian, the ER was literally the only contribution I could continue to make to mankind. And that’s only because I don’t have to follow up with patients or see any of them beyond the emergent state they find me in. I patch them up and pass them off. End of story. No connection. No long-term commitment.

Julian was different. He was small and wide-eyed and hopeful, just like Lynsey. He was my favorite little man. And now he’s gone.

And it was all my fucking fault.

The baby moves again, and my eyes sting with unshed tears over all that could happen to this kid too. All the pain and horrors in this world that are out of my hands. I can’t prevent everything, and that thought is terrifying.

That’s why I professionally detach. That’s why I can’t fully give myself to this baby or Lynsey. Because I need to keep my eyes wide open. I need to be able to see past them. Caring about them, loving them, will distract me from what’s most important—their safety.

But for right now, I will take this moment. I will savor this quiet time in the dark between this little baby and me and imagine what it would be like if life could be different.
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“The directions say to slide the loose springs over the dowel and insert it just above the bottom hole in the drop side railing,” Lynsey says, her voice strained as we stand over a half put together crib in my once upon a time office.

“I told you there are no fucking dowels,” I growl, chucking the wrench to the floor. It clunks loudly on the hard wood, probably leaving a scuff, but I seriously don’t give a shit right now. I’m hot and irritated that something made for a baby needs a fucking team to put together. “I told you this crib you ordered online is missing parts.”

“I’m telling you that I went through all the parts earlier, and they were here!” She looks around the room with one hand on her thirty-week swollen belly.

“So what the hell happened to them?”

“I don’t know,” she exclaims, balling up the directions and throwing them over her shoulder. “Everything is a mess in here! If you’d get your big-ass desk moved out, then maybe we’d have some room to work.”

“Maybe if we didn’t get so many damn packages every single day, we’d know where shit is.” I retrieve the stupid wrench off the floor. “My garage is so full of cardboard boxes that I’m still going to be breaking them down when this kid goes to college.”

Lynsey makes a guttural noise in her throat. “Maybe if you’d let me have Dean over to help me move some of this stuff and put things together like I said in the beginning, it wouldn’t have piled up so much.”

“I told you I don’t need Dean’s fucking help,” I grind out, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. I don’t want him coming in and showing her how much better he can do this. That he could replace me. “And you’d better not tell him about this crib debacle, or I swear to God—”

Her brown eyes flash with rage. “Are you ever going to stop being jealous of Dean?”

“Are you ever going to stop acting like he could replace me at a moment’s notice?” I snap back.

“I don’t say that,” she exclaims, her face paling. “I’ve never acted like that.”

“You did in the beginning.” I can tell by her face that she knows I’m telling the truth.

She huffs out a noise while turning to leave the room when suddenly, her foot slides on a pile of bubble wrap. Her hands fly out as she falters. I lunge forward, just in time to wrap my arms around her waist and pull her into my body. I heave several large breaths as a sharp pain in my chest erupts when I think of what could have happened had I not been here. How bad that fall could have been for her and the baby.

I can’t lose her.

I can’t.

I won’t.

Lynsey exhales heavily and looks up at me with wide, apologetic eyes. Her gaze dips to my lips and darkens with something I’ve seen before, and the next thing I know, we’re naked and fucking on the hardwood floor amidst a sea of cardboard boxes and bubble wrap because, well…

We have lost our fucking minds.

And I don’t know how to stop it.

We’ve been playing house for months, and I’ve become completely obsessed with the woman riding me and calling out my name at the top of her lungs. A strand of her brown hair is stuck in her mouth as her nails bite into my chest. Her moans are loud and sexy as fuck as she gyrates her pelvis over top of me, chasing her orgasm like it’s on the run. I grip her sides and pump up into her, matching her intensity and marveling over how I’ve become so used to her belly now, and so consumed and beguiled by everything else about her.

How did this happen? How did I go from low-key stalking her in a hospital cafeteria to arguing over baby room furnishings and fucking her like it’s my last day on earth? Things are nothing like what I expected when I first asked her to move in with me. Somehow, I blew past professional detachment to rushing home from work to watch Grey’s Anatomy reruns with her on the couch.

It’s fucking terrifying.

Yet I don’t want it to end. The house could be burning down around me, and I’d choose to stay right here, desperate to taste her orgasm on my lips, tongue, cock, fingers. Every fucking part of my body. Or hell, even just holding her as she sleeps on my chest. I want it all all the time.

“Josh!” she screams, panting and tensing on top of me. “I’m going to come.”

“Look at me when you do, baby,” I command, and her eyes pop open as her teeth sink into her lower lip.

She stills, releasing that sexy pout of hers as she groans out her release with complete abandon, and I do the same inside her.

I sit up and hug her, her sizeable bump making that embrace more and more challenging with each passing week. I keep expecting her to not want sex anymore and for the changes in her body to trump her need for release, but it’s not happening. In fact, she’s hornier and more responsive than ever.

And annoyingly, the bigger she gets, the more anxious I become. Our appointments are going well, and she’s the picture of pregnancy health, but I’m not sleeping well on the nights I spend thinking about how badly things could turn out. Not only medically but also emotionally. When she realizes my limits, she won’t stay. She’s too good to stay.

“We still have to finish this crib,” she says, pushing herself off me and standing, her legs spread wide.

“Watch your step,” I warn, grabbing her calves. A strange burst of pride swells in my chest as my semen leaks out of her. “In fact…just stand here for a minute and catch your breath.”

“You are so gross!” she exclaims, shoving my shoulders and stepping away from me so she can press her thighs together. “Your seed is firmly planted in my uterus, but you still demand to watch it drip out me every time we have sex. You seriously need to talk to a therapist about your caveman issues.”

My belly shakes with laughter. Real laughter that lifts both sides of my face. I’ve been doing that a lot lately, and it doesn’t take a therapist to tell me why.

I help Lynsey clean up in the bathroom, and we return to the mess we left behind, both feeling marginally lighter after fucking out some frustration. And thankfully, our sexual tryst revealed the missing dowels, so assembly goes a lot smoother now.

I’m just attaching the last pieces when Lynsey’s voice quietly says, “So it’s Dean’s 30th birthday on Friday.”

I level her with a look. “Are you trying to get fucked again, Jones? I can’t get you pregnant again, but that won’t stop me from trying.”

She rolls her eyes and hands me a bolt. “He’s renting a party bus for the night.”

I purse my lips. “Isn’t he a little old for that?”

She gives me a playful shove. “Come on, Grandpa. Don’t you remember being young and carefree?”

“No,” I deadpan because I basically skipped that part of my life the minute I decided to be pre-med.

Lynsey licks her lips and eyes me flirtatiously. “You should come along.”

I shake my head from side to side. “You go ahead.”

“Oh, come on. It’ll be fun,” she coaxes, blinking her big brown eyes at me.

“Dean doesn’t want me there.” I latch the last dowel into place. “He doesn’t even like me. And the feeling is mutual.”

“He told me to invite you,” Lynsey argues, grabbing my arm and redirecting my attention to her. “He even invited Max so you would have a friend there and not feel like the only outsider.”

I blink back my surprise. “He invited Max?”

She nods. “Unlike you, Dean sees the benefits to becoming friendly with you.”

Because he wants what he can’t have. I recall the look in his eyes that day he helped Lynsey move. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Come on,” Lynsey groans, rubbing her belly. “This will probably be our last big night out before peanut comes. I’ll wear a sexy maternity dress.”

I shake my head from side to side. “You could wear a garbage bag, and I’d still want to fuck you anytime, anywhere.”

“Romantic,” she replies flatly, shooting me a scowl.

I tilt my head and watch her. “You really want me to come?”

Her face lights up, and she nods enthusiastically. “A thousand times yes.”

“Fine,” I groan, rolling my eyes before she launches herself into my arms, knocking over my tools as she does.

“Oops,” she croaks, looking around us.

I hold her sides and shoot her a glower. “If we lose that last dowel, I am going to have to fuck you again.”

“Promises, promises.” She waggles her brows playfully and stands, giving me some space to work. “We really do need to get this desk out of here. Maybe Miles can stop by some evening after work.”

I hear her begin to rummage in my desk, and I turn to glance at her just as she pulls an envelope out of the top drawer. Her brow furrows. “You have an unopened letter here, Josh.”

My face falls and my ears drum with my increased heartbeat. My voice is tight when I flatly tell her, “Just leave it.”

She turns it over in her hand, and says, “Who’s Mark Jacobson? It has a Baltimore address.”

“I said leave it.” I drop the tools and walk to where she stands. I grab the envelope and stuff it back into the drawer before slamming it shut.

She blinks to me in confusion. “Who was that letter from?”

“It’s seriously nothing, Lynsey,” I grumble, my jaw clenched as memories from the past creep up in my mind. “Old garbage I need to throw out. I told you I’d take care of this desk, and I will.”

She stares at me, her brown eyes blinking rapidly. “Why are you acting so cagey?”

I exhale heavily. “Because some shit just doesn’t need to involve you, okay?”

“Seriously?” she replies, shaking her head in disbelief.

“What?” I say harsher and louder than I meant to. Why does she have to make a fuss over a fucking unopened letter?

I cringe when she touches her belly protectively in response to my sharp tone. My gaze drifts to eyes that reveal more questions. But instead of fighting with me, she simply juts her chin and moves past me to exit the room, leaving behind nothing but silence.
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The sun is still up as I step onto the party bus. This obnoxious monstrosity even has a stripper pole and a mirrored ceiling with glittery lights dancing all over the interior. It’s full of several friends of mine and Kate’s from college who Dean has bonded with over the past couple of years, a few of Dean’s stock market buddies, plus the Tire Depot crew, Miles, Sam, and Maggie.

Kate’s bright blue eyes find mine as she stands to point at me. “Look, everybody, the stripper’s here!”

Everyone erupts into laughter, and as if on cue, the song from Magic Mike booms through the speakers.

I shake my head and laugh, grabbing the shiny pole and doing a careful twirl while holding my belly. My black high-low maternity dress swirls around my legs, and I pray to the pie gods that the off-the-shoulder straps don’t slip because I’m not exactly wearing a bra right now.

You’d think getting dressed up with a basketball on your front half would be the hard part, but oddly enough, it’s my swollen tits that are giving me drama. None of my bras fit anymore, and I hate the idea of spending money on new ones, so I’ve been going without whenever I can.

I finish my twirl and point at my belly. “Two strippers for the price of one!” The bus erupts into laughter.

Josh glowers at me.

I bite my lip and shrug. “Too soon for stripper jokes about our kid?”

He nods and squeezes my sides. “I think it will always be too soon.”

He shoots me a wink that shows me he’s not really mad, and I’m grateful for it. Things have been a little tense since I found that letter in his desk, but tonight before we left, he touched my belly and told me I looked really pretty. It was so simple and sweet that I resigned myself to be grateful for what I have with him, even if it’s not all of him.

Josh holds my waist protectively as we move to the back of the bus to join Kate, Miles, Sam, and Maggie. I wrinkle my nose at the seat before sitting down in the open area next to Kate. “Man, I bet a blue light would reveal some serious jizz stains on this shaggin’ wagon.”

“Same goes for your uterus,” Kate replies, throwing her hands up in the air for a high five from Josh who begrudgingly gives her one.

I turn to Miles sitting on the other side of her. “How much has she had to drink?”

He shakes his head with a smile. “That’s her first drink.”

I roll my eyes and then glance around the bus for Dean. “Where’s the birthday boy?”

Kate points at the front of the bus just as Dean steps on, wearing one of his signature anchor button-downs with the sleeves cuffed around his biceps. His mountain man beard is trimmed short, and his dark eyeglasses are firmly in place as he walks in, saying hello to everyone.

Josh hands me a bottle of water while cracking a beer for himself. I eye it enviously. “Tell me what it tastes like. Describe it in vivid detail.”

“It’s IPA,” he grumbles, wincing slightly at his first sip, “which means it tastes like piss.”

I sigh dopily. “Sounds magical.”

Josh smirks and drapes his arm around my shoulders. I like him smirking. It’s maybe not a full smile, but it’s getting there, slowly but surely, and that’s a good sign for us.

Kate elbows my arm. “You two look shockingly happy.”

“Shockingly?” I ask, furrowing my brows at her.

She shrugs. “I’m just saying…for a sex-only arrangement, you two sure appear to actually like each other.”

“We do like each other,” I reply with an eye roll. “Which is very convenient on the account of me bearing his one and only heir.”

“Oh!” Kate squeals with delight. “I didn’t know you were having a royal baby. Have we dreamed up a name for this little golden-diapered peanut yet?”

“No,” Josh interjects, leaning over to eye Kate. “And please convince her to give up on the name Spector. I don’t care how many times she’s watched Suits, I’m not naming my kid something that sounds like Inspector.”

“But his middle name could be Gadget!” Kate retorts, and Josh’s face falls.

“I’m so fucked,” he grumbles before taking a sip of his beer.

Miles leans across Kate to get Josh’s attention. “It’s better to just let them have their little rants. They’re impossible to go up against when they’re together.”

Kate giggles and nuzzles into me before shouting, “Let’s get this show on the road, Dean! Your old man balls are starting to show!”

Dean glances at his smart watch. “Max says he’s almost here. Said he’s bringing me a special gift.”

“A gift?” I ask, watching Dean curiously.

He shrugs, and then, all of our attention is diverted to the front of the bus again when Ken doll Max climbs aboard with a pint-sized Barbie in tow.

“Everyone, this is Norah!” Max calls out.

“The Rise and Shine Bakery owner!” Kate exclaims, standing with her jaw dropped. “Your croinuts have changed my life. Seriously, I worshiped the devil before I found your pastry goodness, and now my soul has been saved by Donut Jesus.”

“Thank you?” Norah replies with a polite smile.

“No, thank you…did you happen to bring any with—”

Miles pulls Kate down onto his lap, and she giggles as he pinches her sides.

“Ow! What did I just sit on?” Kate yelps, reaching back to hold her butt cheek. “Is that some sort of tool in your pocket or did your dick morph into a cube shape?”

Miles gets an awkward expression and turns to Sam.

Sam says, “Kate, will you grab me another beer?”

Kate slips off Miles’s lap to head to the cooler. Miles and Sam exchange quiet words, but then the bus moves, so I face forward, enjoying the madness of everyone around me getting drunk. Norah and Max are seated across from Dean who looks decidedly more tense than he did a moment ago. I wonder if something’s happening there?

The bus takes off, and the music is so loud we all have to shout to talk to each other. I smile and enjoy the view of Josh and Kate connecting over Game of Thrones and discussing the finale in vivid detail. And Josh laughs harder than I’ve ever heard him laugh when I tell him the story about how Kate bought a burnt tire candle when she and Miles were in a fight and she couldn’t bring herself to go into Tire Depot to write. Even Dean chimes in on that story, telling Josh that he caught Kate and me wrestling over the candle, and while I thought Josh might get jealous, he actually just shook his head and took it all in stride. Hopefully, my urgings for Josh to give Dean a chance are not falling on deaf ears.

The bus pulls into a parking lot, and I look out the window to see that we’re at Tire Depot.

“What are we doing at my office?” Kate asks with an amused frown.

“I forgot my wallet.” Miles grips the back of his neck with a weird expression. “Dean said the bus could make a quick stop.”

The bus lurches to a halt, and the door opens, causing the smell of rubber to waft in like that awful candle Kate still has.

“Grab me a cookie while you’re in there, babe.” Kate swats Miles on the butt as he stands.

He turns and holds his hand out to her. “Actually, I was hoping you’d come with me.”

She frowns and looks up at him in confusion. “Why?”

He runs a hand over his short, black hair. “I want to show you something.”

She shoots me a look, and all I can do is shrug. He’d better not be taking Kate inside for a quickie because this is supposed to be Dean’s night. Although, glancing over at Josh, all cute in his jeans and casual tee, drinking a beer and making friends, I’d probably be up for a quickie right about now myself.

Kate begrudgingly takes Miles’s hand, and he pulls her off the bus, but instead of heading toward the shop where I assume his wallet is, he walks her over to the Tire Depot marquee located by the curb.

My eyes widen when I see Kate’s name scrolling across the screen. “What does that say?” I ask, turning to Josh who looks as confused as me.

Everyone suddenly turns to look out the bus windows, effectively blocking my view. I stand and carefully make my way off the bus because there’s no way I’m going to sit back and not see what’s happening out there. The entire party ends up following, and by the time I stand in front of the bus bumper, Miles drops to one knee.

“Is he proposing right now?” I shriek, cupping my hands over my mouth to mirror Kate’s reaction as the sign spells out: MARRY ME, KATE.

“He is definitely proposing,” Dean confirms, sidling up next to me with a knowing smirk.

I jab him in the arm with my elbow. “You knew about this?”

He scoffs. “You think I’d actually make Tire Depot a stop on my birthday party bus?”

“Oh, my God,” I exclaim and obnoxiously shush everybody so I can hear what Miles says.

“Kate Smith—” he says, holding a ring box out to her. His lips open to say more, but the sound of a really obnoxious power tool blasts from the shop at that same moment.

“Seriously, who is working on cars at Tire Depot right now? It’s six o’clock at night,” I hiss, shooting daggers at the garage like my sheer rage can will the tool to stop making noise.

Dean cranes his neck forward, turning his head to try to hear. “I can’t hear him at all.”

“Me either,” I mope, crossing my arms over my chest as Miles’s lips move while Kate laughs and tears stream down her face.

Dean sighs. “I’m sure he’s saying something like…Rubber, blah, blah, blah. Tires, blah, blah, blah. Suspension and free coffee, blah, blah, blah. Danishes and cookies are complimentary for life, blah, blah, blah. Marry me.”

“This is romantic to exactly no one but these two freaks,” I croak, my eyes filling with tears at the sight of my best friend getting engaged.

The power tool stops just in time for all of us to hear Kate cry, “Yes, I’ll marry you!” She falls into his arms, her lips locking with his as he holds her face, the ring still in his hand.

I turn wide, watery eyes to Dean who deadpans, “Twenty bucks says they name their first kid Michelin.”

I burst out laughing and holler out some cheers for the newly engaged couple all the while marveling at the comedy and the beauty of this whole scene. It’s so perfect for Kate that I could die of happiness. How she found the man who embraces her brand of crazy so completely and gives himself so freely in return is a beautiful, wonderful, magical thing. We could all be so lucky.

“That could be you next, Lyns.” Dean half smiles and hugs me to his side. “You and Josh seem to be good together. Falling in love with your baby daddy wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, you know.”

My body stiffens at Dean’s remark.

It scares me to hope.

Hope can be painful when it’s crushed. And the truth is, despite how far Josh and I have come in the past few weeks, he’s still holding something back. Something that makes him guard his heart from me. And the longer we go on like this, the more painful that barrier becomes.

Where is Josh anyway?

When I turn, he’s standing by the bus watching the scene with a peculiar expression on his face. He offers me a small smile that I reciprocate.

It’s always half with this man.

Am I crazy to wish for whole soon?
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Well, tonight is nothing like I expected.

The group finish toasting Miles and Kate with champagne and cookies in the parking lot of Tire Depot in front of the marquee that exclaims SHE SAID YES.

Apparently, the party bus birthday plans for Dean were all a ruse for this elaborate proposal by Miles. I’m not going to lie, though, proposing in a parking lot of a tire shop doesn’t seem all that romantic to me. But hell, Kate and Lynsey have been crying happy tears the entire fucking night, so what do I know about romance?

We climb onto the bus and continue the bar-hopping tour. As the night progresses, an uneasiness creeps up in my shoulders. Marriage isn’t something Lynsey and I have discussed. It’s certainly nothing I ever wanted for myself, considering my past, but I also never wanted a baby, and now I’m having that.

Life sometimes has other plans for you.

Lynsey’s happiness for her friend clearly shows that she holds marriage in high regard. Is this something I could give her? Perhaps marriage is what’s best for everyone—the baby, Lynsey, and me.

If we’re married, there’s no chance of confusion for where we stand in our relationship. And if we’re married, I can take care of them forever.

By the time we pull up to Pearl Street Pub, I’m so deep in my own thoughts that I excuse myself from the group to head downstairs to the bathroom to try to snap myself out of this mindfuck I’ve gotten myself in.

When I’m on my way back up, I run into Dean on the steps.

“Having a good time?” Dean eyes me up and down.

I purse my lips and nod. “Yeah sure, and Happy Birthday, by the way.”

Dean laughs and shakes his head. “Not really the point of tonight, but I get why you, of all people, would choose not to notice that.”

My brows furrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Something tells me you’re not the marrying type, Doc,” Dean says as he walks down the three steps separating us so we’re on the same level.

I narrow my eyes. “I really don’t know why you think you know me so fucking well, but it’s starting to get on my nerves.”

Dean shrugs. “I know that you’ve had Lynsey under your roof for months now, and you guys are still just what…fucking?”

I bristle at the fact he knows about our situation. It exposes and irritates me because I’d rather Lynsey not confide in Dean about anything pertaining to us. Dean isn’t in my corner, so I’m sure he’s doing everything he can to get her away from me.

I exhale and level him with a glower. “My situation with Lynsey is of no concern to you.”

Dean shakes his head. “Everything pertaining to one of my best friends concerns me.”

“What the fuck do you want from me, Dean?” My temper boils over. This douchebag has been eyeballing me all night. At this point, I should just knock him out so we can stop this stupid dance. “I really don’t enjoy these little face-offs you seem hell-bent on every time we see each other.”

Dean props himself against the wall and slides his hands into his pockets. “I just want to give you some friendly advice, Doc.”

“Friendly advice.” I give a dry laugh. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

“Maybe advice is the wrong word.” Dean rubs his bearded chin and looks up before saying, “Perhaps I should say a word of warning.”

I roll my eyes and wait for this discussion to fucking end.

He pins me with a serious look as he says, “If it’s not going to be you, it’s going to be someone else.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I grind out through clenched teeth.

“A girl like Lynsey won’t stay single forever, man,” he says, shrugging like he’s talking about the weather. “She was raised Catholic. She wants a traditional family, not a baby daddy she lives with for the rest of her life. And if you won’t give that to her, it’s only a matter of time before someone else will. Hell, I’d marry her if she’d have me.”

“She won’t have you,” I growl, my hands balling into fists at just the idea of Dean and her together.

“You’re right.” Dean’s brows lift, and he takes a step closer to me. “She won’t have me because she’s not in love with me. But you do fucking realize she’s in love with you, right?”

I jerk backward, nearly tripping down a step as I process the words. “What are you talking about?”

Dean laughs and grips the back of his neck. “Max said you were oblivious, but I thought he was just protecting you. I figured you were just a dick and ignoring the fact she’s head over heels in love with you. That you were just going to continue to string her along so you can keep control of her and the baby. Max also says you’re kind of obsessed about their safety.”

I swallow the knot in my throat because everything he’s saying sounds dangerously close to the truth, and the sensation is like he’s pushing his finger into a painful bruise.

“I care about Lynsey,” I grind out, the words like chunks of glass in my throat.

Dean nods and gets a somber look on his face. “Then you’d better do right by her because at this point, I shouldn’t be the one to catch her if she falls.”
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I need to marry Lynsey Jones.

She sleeps beside me. The morning sun is just beginning to stream through the windows, illuminating her beautiful features.

I’ve been up all night thinking about what Dean said.

Fucking Dean, I grumble, and that ache in my chest returns with a vengeance all over again.

I hate that he called me out like that last night, but he’s fucking right. I could very easily lose Lynsey and the baby if I don’t do something. Lynsey isn’t the type of woman to just let us stay as we are forever. She wants more out of life. She could find someone who actually loves her and wants marriage or more kids.

Someone who’s not me.

That thought makes my blood run cold. I might not want a traditional life with Lynsey, but I don’t want her having it with someone else. Dean’s right—at this point, I should be the one who catches her when she falls. She belongs here. With me. So I can watch over her and the baby. No one can take care of them the way I can. And if being a family on paper is what she wants, I can give it to her. I can marry her and still stay detached enough to keep them safe. I’ll give her anything she needs to just stay with me.

She stirs beside me, her lips curling up into a small smile before she croaks, “I can feel you gawking at me.”

I exhale heavily. “I think we should get married.”

Her eyes pop open, and she stares up at the ceiling dazedly blinking. “What?”

The words that have been on the tip of my tongue all night poise for a second leap. “I think we should get married.”

She turns to look at me, her eyes squinting in the light. “Getting married is something you should probably know, not think.”

She sits up in the bed, shoving tousled hair out of her face to hit me with her gorgeous, confused eyes. “Is this because Kate and Miles got engaged last night?”

I shake my head. “No. I just think it makes logical sense for us to get married. We’re having a kid together.”

She huffs out a laugh. “Um…I’m aware!”

I sit for a moment and wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t. “Are you going to tell me what you think?”

She opens her mouth to speak but then closes it, shaking her head in disbelief. She makes a weird series of noises and then suddenly rolls off the bed, clutching the sheet around her naked body as she pads into my closet. She grabs a T-shirt off the shelf and looks at me with her mouth hanging open like she’s going to say something but then she must think differently, so she turns to leave the room. I hop out of bed and grab a pair of joggers, hurriedly dressing before chasing her down the hall.

She’s in the kitchen with the refrigerator open.

“Are you going to answer me?” I ask as she pulls a handful of meats and cheeses out of the fridge and sets them down on the counter.

She narrows her eyes and storms past me to the pantry to grab her round charcuterie board.

“What are you doing?” I ask as she heads back to the kitchen.

“What the hell does it look like?” she hisses, her tone scathing as she grabs a big knife out of the butcher block. “I’m making charcuterie.”

“For breakfast?”

“Yeah, because you just asked me to marry you while I still had morning breath, Josh!” She angles toward me with the sharp knife in hand and tears welling in her eyes.

“Okay.” I grip the back of my neck nervously. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that me asking you this would make you upset.”

“What makes you think I’m upset?” She rips open a package of aged cheddar and slices away at it.

I grimace at the sight of her sniffling. “Because you seem to be crying?”

She shoots wide, accusing eyes at me. “Can’t I just cut some cheese and cry a little?” She grabs the blue cheese crumbles.

I make a noise in my throat.

“What?” she snaps.

“You can’t have blue cheese.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s unpasteurized, remember? It’s in your baby book.”

Her jaw drops in horror as she holds the knife up. “Are you kidding me with this shit? Why don’t you just cut my head off while you’re at it?”

I can’t help but roll my eyes. “I think you’re being a touch dramatic, Jones.”

“I am not!” she exclaims, abandoning the blue cheese and setting about arranging the pepper jack on the board instead. “I literally can’t do anything fun. I can’t eat lunch meat. I can’t drink. I can’t eat unpasteurized cheese.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask, seriously fucking confused that she’s more worked up about food and drink right now than me asking her to marry me. Lynsey barely complains about being pregnant, so none of this makes any fucking sense.

She drops her knife on the counter and points at her belly. “I can’t find out I’m pregnant in a fun way. I can’t move in with a guy in a fun way. And now I can’t even get engaged in a fun way. Everything that’s happened to me is by fucking default.”

I splay my hand on the counter and face her, my chest aching at the pain in her voice. “Did you really want a big grand gesture like what Miles did?”

“Maybe.” Her brown eyes are wide and watery. “Would that have been so bad?”

I bow my head in frustration. “But those are typically for people who are…”

“What?” she huffs, her nostrils flaring with indignation. “In a relationship?”

I press my lips together, knowing that anything I say right now will upset her further but also knowing that she needs to look at this pragmatically, not emotionally. I take a deep breath and clutch her shoulders, ignoring the way she winces beneath my touch. “We’ve been doing really good here together, Jones, and I think getting married would be a lot more of the same but just take any of the uncertainties out of it.”

Her brows pinch together. “Uncertainties meaning?”

I shrug. “Where we’re going to live. Who’s going to pay for things. Whose last name the baby will have. Whether we’re ever going to date anyone else in the future.”

Lynsey’s lips part in surprise. “Seriously?”

My irritation spikes because all of this seems so fucking obvious to me. We’re having a baby together, for fuck’s sake. I glance at her belly, the ache in my chest thumping again because the baby is right here, between us, growing, living, thriving. Why can’t she see us getting married as a good thing?

I speak calmly. “Lynsey, this child is going to tie us together for life, no matter what. That’s why you and I getting married makes so much sense. I thought with your Catholic upbringing and the millions of hints your mother has been dropping, you’d be happy with this idea.”

Her chin trembles as she deflates in my arms.

“This isn’t how I imagined any of this would happen,” she croaks, her voice wobbling as the emotions she was barely holding onto before spill out. She presses her head to my bare chest, and murmurs, “I was barely awake, and you asked me to marry you like you were asking me if I wanted pancakes or waffles.”

“How was I supposed to know you’d want charcuterie?” I reply, rubbing her back and trying to make a joke.

She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she pulls back and looks up at me fiercely. “Do you even love me, Josh?”

My chest heaves with that loaded question, and I press my lips together, hating that she’s putting me on the spot right now and hating that I can’t give her the answer I’m sure she wants.

My voice is thick when I reply. “I care about you, Lynsey. You’re honestly my closest friend. But I’m not capable of love. My brain just doesn’t work like that anymore.”

She bites her lip and closes her eyes as two tears fall down her cheeks. “Sounds like a great reason for me to say yes.”

I tilt my head. “I thought this would make you happy.”

She shakes her head, her eyes red with tears. “You really thought proposing to me without being in love with me would make me happy?”

When she puts it like that, it sounds awful. But fuck that, it doesn’t have to be. Unconventional relationships happen all the time. Lynsey and I are good together. These past several months have proven that fact. “Marriage doesn’t have to be that big of a deal, Jones. We can still be us but just…married.”

“And not in love,” she replies flatly, turning away from me and getting back to her food. I move to put my arm around her, but she holds her hand up, halting my motions. “I need some time and space to think about this, Josh.”

I nod and rub the back of my neck. “Do you want to come back to bed though maybe? It’s so early.”

She shakes her head. “If I do, I’ll go to my room.”

My heart lurches at that reply. Her room hasn’t been her room since we started having sex again. My room has been her room. And so ridiculously, unfairly, unimaginably…my chest aches at the sense of rejection cast over me.

Her hands tremble, and a horrible sense of guilt hits me for so many things. For getting her pregnant. For letting Dean get into my head. For my past changing me in a way where I can’t even fall in love with the perfect woman for me.

“I’m sorry, baby.” I try to take her hands, but she pulls away.

Shaking her head, she replies, “I know you are. But I can’t deal with this right now. I fall so easily into your arms, and I ignore the fact that you keep me at a distance.” She wipes her eyes, and my guts twist.

I screwed up monumentally here.

She adds, “Maybe I can think better if we take a step back again. My hormones are all over the place, and we both need to really think about what’s happening here and where this is going.”

She turns to leave the room, but I can’t let her go like this. Leaping after her, I stop her. “I’m here for you, Jones. For this baby. You want to think about it, and I get that. Just know this truly is what I want, and I think we could be happy together.”

She nods stiffly pulling her lip into her mouth, obviously doing her best not to cry as she leaves the room.

I just made the situation worse.

Fuck. I really am a dick.
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“Oh, my God,” I groan as I double blink at the scale, hoping my eyes are deceiving me.

The nurse smiles. “Totally normal at thirty-four weeks pregnant.”

“Normal?” I exclaim, my jaw dropped in horror. “That much weight gain is normal? What’s abnormal?”

Josh shifts behind me.

I swing around, holding a finger up to him. “Don’t you dare look at the number on this scale, or I swear to the pie gods I will shank you with a well-sharpened plastic fork.”

Josh levels me with a flat look but smartly backs away.

The nurse writes the horrifying number down before guiding us to the exam room. Peanut wiggles, clearly doing everything he or she can do to find room in there because my pie butt is clearly having a pie baby.

“Just slip into this gown, and Dr. Lizzy will be in to see you guys soon,” the nurse says, her eyes checking out Josh who’s looking all hot and doctory in his work scrubs before she steps out of the room.

I change quickly in the bathroom and shuffle out feeling like a beached whale in a muumuu as I crawl up onto the exam table. “You get to stay hot and be checked out by cute nurses while I get to pork up and be optioned as inspiration for a Thanksgiving Day parade float.”

“Stop,” Josh grumbles, leaning back in his chair beside me. “You’re not fat. You’re pregnant. And even if you were fat, you’re still hot.”

“I don’t feel hot,” I groan and lift my gown, pointing at my belly. “I now have that weird vertical pregnancy line, and I’m certain my belly button will never look the same after this.”

Josh turns his attention away from my belly, his eyes narrowing slightly on me. “Well, you are growing a human inside you, Jones. Some changes to the external are to be expected.”

I roll my eyes at his ridiculous doctory reply. And his ridiculous doctory reaction. And our ridiculously, ridiculous situation.

It’s been a month since he proposed, and we went from happy couple having great sex and genuinely enjoying each other’s company to barely cohabitating. I’ve been sleeping in my bed, he’s been sleeping in his. Occasionally, he asks me if I’ve considered his “proposal” like it’s nothing more than a business deal. And every time, I tell him that I still don’t know what I want to do.

Because I don’t.

Because I’m a fool. I’m a fool who knew this man wasn’t capable of love, yet I let myself fall for him anyway. I let myself dream of being a happy family of three, and having more kids, and going on normal family vacations, and doing things that two people who are in love and want to have a life together do.

But that’s not Josh, which is something I have to decide if I can live with. And I have no clue what the hell I think about anything. Which is why I haven’t even told Kate or Dean about the proposal. I don’t want any outsiders influencing my decision. Kate will tell me I deserve real, epic love, and that I should kick Dr. Dick to the curb. And Dean will tell me that there’s no way Dr. Dick won’t fall in love with me…just give him some time.

The problem is, I don’t have time. I’m having a baby, and I’d like to know what kind of happily ever is in store for me before this baby comes.

Dr. Lizzy comes in, interrupting my internal tailspin. “Hi, guys. How are we doing?” She reaches into a drawer and grabs the Doppler.

“I’m humongous,” I deadpan.

She smiles. “You’re just where I want you.”

She squirts some gel on my belly and moves the microphone around for the heartbeat. “Have you been doing your kick counts?”

I nod. “Yes…this peanut is very active, which is surprising because I wouldn’t think there’s enough room for the kid to breathe, let alone flip around in there.”

Dr. Lizzy nods. “A woman’s body is a wonderful thing.”

The baby’s heart rate pumps through the Doppler, and my insides melt just like they do every time I hear that magical sound. It’s amazing how madly in love you can be with someone before you’ve even met them. Too bad Josh doesn’t have a clue what that’s like. What kind of a dad will he be to this baby if he’s truly incapable of love like he says he is?

“Heart rate is good. I’m just going to check your cervix now,” she says, handing me a towel to wipe off the gel.

“Oh good, the fun part,” I drone as I get into position.

This is the most action I’ve had in a month because my baby daddy decided to offer to put a ring on it. Except…there was no ring. Yet another reason my proposal will go down in the record books as the most pathetic.

Dr. Lizzy finishes examining me and then helps me sit up. “Have you guys discussed your birth plan?”

I shake my head. “Not yet but I did find a daycare center inside my boss’s wellness center building.” I smile because Dr. Gunthrie and I have been getting along so well that she’s offered me a more permanent position in her clinic after I get back from maternity leave. Despite everything going on between Josh and me, that’s one positive that I’m holding tight to.

Dr. Lizzy smiles. “That’s wonderful and don’t worry about the birth plan. You have a little time to figure it out, but don’t wait too long. You’re thirty-four weeks, fifty percent effaced, and dilated to a one already. I wouldn’t be surprised if this little one comes a touch early due to limited square footage.”

“How early do you think the baby could come?” Josh asks, his tone not the least bit casual.

Dr. Lizzy holds her hands up. “Many women stay dilated at a one all the way up until full term, so try not to worry.”

“If she delivered now, that would mean NICU time for sure, right? Does she need to go on bed rest? She can quit her job.”

My jaw drops. “Excuse me,” I snap and turn to level Josh with a warning. “Don’t speak for me right now.”

Josh’s eyes narrow. “Lynsey, if you’re dilating already, you should be on bed rest. This isn’t the time for you—”

“Hey, please calm down. A lot of my patients dilate to a one this early on, and their cervix doesn’t budge until the very end. I even have to induce some of them.”

“We do not want an induction,” Josh snaps, and I turn to gape at him again. His eyes flare defensively. “Have you read up on inductions? They have a lot of risks.”

“So do baby daddies who act like dicks,” I growl, immediately mortified because Dr. Lizzy is witnessing our domestic disfunction. I turn my attention to her. “I’m so sorry.”

She shakes her head. “These arguments happen all the time. You guys are doing great. Baby is good, and I’m not worried about your cervix, but we’ll check it next week to confirm. Just try to do some talking this week so you both can get on the same page. Okay?”

Dr. Lizzy says her goodbyes, and Josh stands to help me off the table. I yank my hand away from him and slip off the table. “I don’t need your help, okay?”

Josh growls under his breath. “Can we just talk about this already, Jones? You’ve been quiet for weeks, and you look at me like I’m a fucking monster.”

I cross my arms over my chest like a shield. “I do not.”

“You do too.” There’s a glimpse of pain in his eyes that he rarely shows. He crouches slightly so he’s eye level with me. “I’m not a monster. I’m just a man who wants to be with you and raise this child together. What’s so fucking bad about that?”

“You’re a man who doesn’t love me,” I force myself to say the words out loud for him but mostly for myself. My eyes well with tears.

He straightens, his face hard. “It’s just how I’m built, Lynsey.”

“I don’t think you used to be that way,” I argue, taking a step closer to him and touching his cheek. “And I know you aren’t this way at the core. I can see you, Josh. I can see your heart. Maybe if you just talked to someone about what’s going on with you, we could be something more.”

“What do I need to talk to anyone about?”

My eyes flare. “Um…for starters, what’s in that letter I found in your desk? That seemed to trigger you.”

He steps back, his entire body going ramrod straight. “I’m not going there. I don’t want you to push me on that, Jones.”

I slice my hands through my hair in complete frustration. “Well, then don’t push me on your proposal. If I’m going to sign up for a loveless marriage, then I need to be sure I’ve given this mess of a situation plenty of thought.”

I stride past him and slam the bathroom door, needing to stop looking into his smoldering, hurt-filled eyes that I miss gazing into every day. Which is completely insane because the man is detached, and he’s broken, yet…I miss him. I miss being what we were together, even if it wasn’t true, undying love.

I swallow the knot in my throat.

Well, crap.

It may very well be for all of those reasons that I actually say yes.
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“I’m losing my fucking mind, Max.” I take another sip of whiskey, staring at my friend. He sits at the bar next to me, day drinking with me like a champ. “I need her to say yes. I can’t lose her.”

Max pinches the bridge of his nose. “You should have thought that proposal through then, Josh. Fuck. Why didn’t you talk to me first?”

I grind my teeth. “I didn’t need to talk to you, and I stand by what I did. I’m not going to give her a hearts-and-flowers proposal when this isn’t a hearts-and-flowers relationship.”

Max turns to hit me with a sympathetic look. “And you’re sure you don’t think you could be in love with her? Because that’s all she’s looking for, man.”

My chest swells with a pain that I want to push my finger into until it pops. “I don’t love her, Max. And I don’t want to love her. If I love her, I don’t see clearly. I can’t let my guard down the way I did with Julian, not with her or anybody else—ever again.”

“But Lynsey and this baby aren’t your patients, Josh.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I slam my fist on the bar. “Scary shit happens every day in life, and I need to know that I won’t be blinded by some stupid emotion like I was in Baltimore.”

“That was different, Josh. There was a lot of heavy, complicated shit tied up with Julian’s death.”

“You don’t think loving Lynsey and our baby would be heavy and complicated?” I exclaim, my eyes stinging at the mere thought of giving my heart to them. “Loving them would take away the best parts of me. It would ruin me, Max.”

Max shakes his head. “You think you can actually not admit to loving your own child after you hold it for the first time?”

“It’s not about love, Max,” I reply, taking another sip of my whiskey. “It’s about keeping them safe. I’m going to be there for them in all the ways a father and a husband should be. But I have to compartmentalize them into a safe space for their own protection.”

Max’s face falls, but I’m distracted when my phone pings with a text notification.

 

Lynsey: Cervix is still measuring at a one. Dr. Lizzy says all is good, and there’s no need to worry.

Me: What? Why didn’t you tell me your appointment was today? You told me it was tomorrow.

Lynsey: I went in early because I have a work thing tomorrow.

Me: Why didn’t you tell me?

Lynsey: Cuz you didn’t need to be there. It was a quick appointment.

Me: Lynsey. I want to be at all the appointments. Every single one.

Lynsey: There are things I want too, Josh. And I’m not getting them.

 

“Dammit.” I slam my phone down. “She’s pushing me away. She’s going to leave. I can feel it.”

“Then what are you going to do about it?” Max asks, nudging me with his elbow.

“I don’t fucking know but I can’t lose her, Max. Give me some advice. Something useful for a change.”

Max sighs heavily. “Well…she wanted a real proposal. Something that wasn’t impulsive and casual. Something that she could be proud to tell her friends and family about. I don’t think it’s impossible to give her that while still protecting your heart.”

I frown over at him. “So maybe flowers but no hearts?”

Max nods. “Yeah, but not fucking flowers. That’s so cliché. Just think of all the shit you know about her and tie some of it into a new proposal. Make it personal. And get a fucking ring this time, you cheap asshole.”

I nod and ponder his suggestion. It’s the best advice he’s given me so far, that’s for damn sure. Maybe it could work.
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I switch shifts with one of my fellow attendings so I’m home while Lynsey’s at work. I turn on her favorite country slow songs that I always hear her listening to in the bath and light candles throughout the house…even though they’re cliché as shit. What’s not cliché is the charcuterie board-inspired portion of this proposal.

My heart lurches when the garage door opening warns me that she’s coming. I quickly turn the music up and get into position in the living room.

A moment later, Lynsey strolls in, holding her belly. Her brows furrow as she looks around at the candles.

I meet her in the dining area with a round charcuterie board in hand. “Hey, Jones.”

She glances at the board. “Josh, what are you doing?”

I smile. I smile a full, real smile this time because fucking hell, I might not love this woman, but she does make me happy. Happy and crazy and angry and passionate and I don’t want to lose her.

I drop down to one knee and lift the board filled with French silk pie slices from the hospital cafeteria with a princess cut engagement ring nestled right in the middle.

“Is that a sprig of aloe vera on a pie board?” Lynsey asks, her eyes wide in disbelief.

I shake my head. “Only your crazy mind would notice the garnish before the diamond ring sitting right in the middle.”

She blinks back her surprise, and croaks, “What are you doing, Josh?”

“I’m proposing to you in a way that makes you realize that I do care about you, Jones. That I know who you are and that you deserve a real proposal.” I lift the board up as proof. “You’re the most important person in my life, and I want to be there for you, supporting and encouraging you because there is seriously nothing I wouldn’t do for you, baby.”

Lynsey inhales sharply, her emotions spilling over as her eyes well with tears. “Josh…I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll marry me,” I reply quickly. “Say that you’ll let me take care of you and the baby forever. Please.”

I hold my breath as a heavy silence descends. She could still say no. And hell, I’ll deserve it because she could do better than me. She could find someone who can love her and give her the life she’s always wanted. But I can’t go down without a fight. And I can only hope that she feels I’m worth sticking around for.

My heart thumps when tears fall down her face. I’m pretty sure they’re happy tears.

I hope they’re happy tears.

After a long pause, she smiles softly, and says, “Yes Josh, I’ll marry you.”

My eyes close as an immediate sense of comfort washes over me. I quickly recover and stand to put the ring on her finger. She opens her mouth to say something as a fleeting look of sadness crosses her face. Shaking that doubt away, I press my lips to hers and exhale because for the first time in a month, I can finally take a full breath again.

Lynsey is mine now. She’s with me, and I can protect her and our peanut from whatever this cruel world might bring.

I’ve got her.
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I’m engaged to be married, and I’m having a baby.

My goodness, what a difference a year can make. This time last year, I was a full-time student, living rent-free in my grandma’s condo, stressing out about my pie butt and sad dating life, and having tiki bar parties with my friends in my backyard.

Now, I’m thirty-seven weeks pregnant, staring at my swollen ankles while counting down the days to meeting this giant peanut inside me.

Josh has relaxed now that I’ve reached full term. Despite Dr. Lizzy’s soothing words, he was really anxious about my cervix dilating too soon. He was so anxious that he even withheld sex, which irritated me beyond comprehension because I’ve never had sex with a fiancé before.

Thankfully, he’s skilled with his fingers and tongue so it wasn’t the worst few weeks. But now that the baby is fully developed, we’re breathing a little easier and back at it like before. The nursery is still a mess, but the birth plan is set. So we’ve got some things in order.

Josh and I are talking about getting married next summer so I can set up my dream tiki bar-themed outdoor wedding. Even our parents and friends are happy for us. As a whole, it seems like the stars have aligned.

Except for the small fact that we don’t say I love you. It’s really hard not to tell the man I love that I love him, especially when I wake to find him watching me sleep or see that he’s pre-tied all my shoes because I can’t bend over to do it myself anymore. He even installed a gorgeous shoe organizer in the master closet complete with a bench for me.

He doesn’t love me? I call bullshit.

He’s capable of love. He loves this baby, even if he doesn’t say it. I can tell by the way he touches me. He never used to touch my belly, and now he’s very affectionate. And he’s so protective of the baby—and that, right there, is a father’s love. If he can feel a father’s love, then surely, he can love me. Which is why I’m holding on to hope that when this baby is born, his heart will be so full he won’t be able to deny loving me anymore.

I just need to be patient. I need to hold my love and accept him for what he is and not focus on what he isn’t. Josh does a lot of things in his own time, so loving me could easily be one of them.

For now, I’m giving myself permission to be happy. I have a great job, I’m pregnant with a healthy baby, and I’m getting married. Life could be a hell of a lot worse.

It’s Saturday afternoon and Josh was just called into the ER for a consult. I’ve made myself a charcuterie board and plan to sit out on the back deck with a mocktail and enjoy the summer sun when the doorbell rings. I set my fruity drink on the counter and adjust my cotton maternity dress.

I open the door to a stunning blonde on the front step. She’s dressed in all black and holding a satchel that’s overflowing with manila files.

“Can I help you?” I ask as her eyes shift from my face to my watermelon-sized belly, just like everyone else’s do these days. A pregnant belly this size is like a car crash—people can’t help but stare.

“Do I have the right house?” she asks, diverting her gaze to my face.

“I don’t know…who are you looking for?” I ask, holding my taut belly and eyeing her curiously.

“I’m looking for Dr. Josh Richardson.” She grips the bag on her shoulder and straightens her dark rimmed glasses.

“You have the right house,” I reply, my brow furrowing. “And you are?”

She sighs. “I’m Dr. Kayla Wilson. I’m an old colleague of Dr. Richardson’s.”

I prop my left hand on top of my belly and wiggle my engagement ring. “Oh, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Josh’s fiancée, Lynsey.”

The woman’s eyes go wide. “Seriously?”

I purse my lips. I might be the width of this door right now, but it’s not that farfetched to think Josh would marry a girl like me. “Does it sound like a joke?”

“No!” She steps closer, holding her hands out. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I just…I never imagined.” She glances at my belly, a tender look in her eye. “You and Josh are expecting?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, but how exactly do you know Josh?” This entire encounter is getting weirder and weirder.

“I worked with him at John Hopkins Pediatrics. He and I…well…we used to date, but that’s not why I’m here. I actually have a young patient that I really need to consult with Josh about, but I can’t get him to return my calls. The situation is urgent.”

Her mention of a young patient and urgency sends a throb of guilt into my chest. I shouldn’t be so cold to her. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Please come in.”

I step back and make room for her to come inside. She points at me and says, “I should be the one who’s sorry. I’m acting a little nuts because I had no idea Josh had…”

“Gotten someone pregnant?” I finish her thought with a smirk.

She shrugs. “Well, you know Josh.”

And apparently so does this woman. “He was called into the ER, but said he’d be home soon, so you can wait if you like. Can I get you some tea, coffee? A mocktail?” I laugh nervously.

“Honestly, just a water would be great,” she says, stepping inside and moving toward the kitchen. “I…didn’t realize Josh was still practicing.”

I frown at that comment. “What else would he be doing?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry.” She blinks rapidly as if dazed at this information. “I flew into Denver early this morning and took the train to Boulder, so I’m exhausted. I nearly fell asleep on my Uber ride over here.” She glances at me, amazement all over her face. It reminds me of the way Josh’s mom still looks at me. When we told her we were going to get married, I thought she’d never stop crying.

I grab Kayla a bottle of water from the fridge and gesture to the dining room. “Have a seat.”

“Thank you.” She drops her heavy satchel on the table and takes a sip before pinning me with wide eyes. She sits and says, “Wow…so you and Josh. Can I ask how long you’ve been engaged?”

“If you’re asking which came first, the chicken or the egg…the egg.” I point at my belly. I’m very used to this question. Boulder is a small town, and getting knocked up without a ring on your finger means everyone wants the dirt.

“You’re adorable.” Kayla smiles. “I bet you’re good for Josh.”

“I’ve never gotten adorable,” I reply with a laugh. “I get emotional and crazy pretty regularly, though, just ask Josh.”

She laughs. “So Josh must be doing well after everything?”

I frown at her comment.

Oh. Wait. She must be talking about whatever happened in Baltimore.

“He’s doing well…ish,” I add this ish because I’m curious to learn a bit more about what Josh was like back in Baltimore. If this woman dated him, then surely, she can provide insight.

Kayla nods like she knows exactly what I mean. “What happened to him is a hard thing to come back from.”

“Yeah,” I reply noncommittally and then take a drink of my mocktail, trying to decide how horrible I am for seeking information from a stranger instead of my own fiancé. “He doesn’t talk about it much.”

“I’m not surprised.” She gives a sharp nod. “Med school gives us coping mechanisms, but the death of a patient that you’re close to will truly change how a doctor views himself and his career.”

I bite my lip and nod slowly. “Which death are you talking about exactly?”

“Well, Julian, of course,” she says, gesturing with her hands. “Josh loved him like his own son.”

I inhale at her remark and can’t help but pry further. “It’s crazy everything that happened there.”

Kayla nods. “It really is. I mean to be sued for malpractice is bad enough, but to be sued by your best friend…”

My entire body goes cold, but I school my features so I don’t give myself away. “Josh is lucky he can still practice medicine.”

“Well, the lawsuit was unfounded to begin with. Mark is a doctor, too, and he should’ve known. As doctors, we can only do so much, as sad as that is for people to realize. But so many malpractice suits come from grief. The complicated part of this issue was that Josh never should have been Julian’s doctor to begin with. He was too close to Julian. But Josh could never say no to his best friend. Mark and Josh were like brothers as I’m sure you know.”

I nod, frowning as I attempt to process everything she’s said. Complicated is right.

“And you know Josh, he’s so headstrong and confident, which, makes sense because he’s a genius. I mean, top of our class, and the resident everyone tried to beat. Plus, he had this incredible way with kids that made your heart melt. He could be straight with them while crawling on the floor with them. It was beautiful to witness. Honestly, the warmth and love he had for his patients were what drew me to him. He was going to be the best attending John Hopkins had ever seen…but then everything with Julian happened. It’s mind-blowing how quickly things can change in this profession.”

I nod, blinking rapidly and trying hard to ignore the knot in my throat and the tears stinging my eyes.

Josh and love in the same sentence? Was that really him? If so, then who is the man that I’ve been growing to know these past few months?

“Are you a doctor, too?” Kayla asks, ripping me out of my emotional tailspin.

I shake my head. “I’m a pediatric assistant counselor right now.”

Kayla’s brows lift. “Repairing the mind is a whole other animal, let alone the minds of children.”

“Yeah,” I reply on autopilot because my thoughts are suddenly pummeled with the name on that unopened letter. “Do you know if Josh and Mark speak anymore?”

Kayla balks at my question. “Josh doesn’t speak to any of us anymore. He hasn’t returned our calls, emails, letters. It’s like he wants to pretend his life in Baltimore never happened. Mark has tried to reach him countless times.”

“So, what makes you think he’ll want to talk to you today?”

Kayla sighs heavily. “I think he can help me save this kid’s life if he just looks at this file. And I figure if I’m standing on his front doorstep, he can’t ignore me.”

I swallow the knot in my throat before asking, “Was it cancer that killed Julian?”

Kayla jerks her head back, clearly surprised at my lack of knowledge. “No…I mean…do you not know the full story?”

I take a deep breath. “As I said, Josh doesn’t talk about it much.”

Her face softens as she must realize how truly in the dark I am. “Josh was treating Julian for cancer, but it was an undetected brain aneurysm that took his life. Josh blames himself for not seeing the signs, but aneurysms are hard to spot in children. And Josh and Julian had this superheroes thing they did all the time where they acted like they couldn’t feel pain. Julian was always Captain America, and Josh was the Hulk. They crushed pain with their powers, and Josh thinks if he wouldn’t have been so close to Julian, Julian wouldn’t have masked his symptoms, and Josh could have saved him.”

Tears well in my eyes for the agony of that scenario. “That’s terrible.”

Kayla’s face falls. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

I shake my head and lean forward. “So Josh blames himself for Julian’s death because he loved him too much?”

Kayla bites her lip. “Josh is going to kill me for saying all of this.”

I swipe away my tears, sad for the little boy, sad for the little boy’s dad, and sad for Josh who was trying to save him. “I’m glad you told me.”

She smiles and looks me up and down. “But you and Josh seem good, right? He’s dealt with his past? You’re clearly planning a future.”

I rub my lips together and ignore the trembling in my chin. “A psychologist would say no, he hasn’t dealt with his past.”

Her face pales. “I’d hoped that him coming home was what he needed. Or just…some time. I mean, you opened the door looking so sweet and happy. I hoped that meant that things had improved for him.”

I shake my head sadly. “Not entirely.”

Suddenly, a throat clears from behind us, and I turn.

Josh stands at the side entrance by the kitchen staring at us. I stand, holding my belly protectively at the hard look in his eyes.

Josh’s voice is flat when he slides his gaze to Kayla. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Kayla stands as well, grabbing her bag off the table. “I need your help with a patient.”

Josh sets his keys on the counter and slowly walks toward us. “I can’t help you.”

“That’s a lie. You’re the only person I know who can help.” She widens her stance, clearly not wanting to take no for an answer. “It’s a kid, Josh—a little girl, and I just need an hour of your time. If you could look at this chart, I’m certain you’ll see something I’m missing.”

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Josh states through clenched teeth as his jaw muscle ticks.

Kayla glances at me with a look of desperation on her face that I feel on a deep level, but based on Josh’s body language, this request isn’t up for discussion.

With a resigned sigh, she digs into her bag and pulls out a business card. “My flight leaves from Denver tomorrow morning.” She sets the hotel card on the table. “Please Josh, come by tonight if you can find it in your heart to help.”

Josh doesn’t even look at the card, continuing to stare broodingly out the window.

“It was lovely to meet you, Lynsey,” Kayla says, rubbing my arm soothingly.

“It was nice to meet you too,” I croak as I walk Kayla to the door and try to hide my emotions that are reeling with everything I’ve just discovered about a man I’m in love with.

When I return to the table, Josh simply stares at me, so I break the tension with a bang. “Kayla told me everything about Julian.”

His eyes narrow, and he gives me the same silent treatment he gave Kayla. I’m not okay with it.

“I guess that explains the Captain America tattoo.”

Nothing but more jaw ticking.

I swallow the knot in my throat and will myself to stand strong. “I’m sorry about what happened to him.”

His lips thin. “I’m not going to talk about him.”

“Josh, you loved him, so you should talk about him.”

“I’m not going to talk about Julian,” he grinds, his voice laced with anger. “I’m not going to talk about any of it.”

“You’re not dealing with it, though.” I move toward him so I can look up into his eyes. “You’re masking it. Masking it will only make your grief worse.”

He cocks his head and eyes me harshly. “I’ve told you not to psychoanalyze me, Jones.”

“Well, clearly someone needs to.” This is the wall he’s built. This is the divide between us. “Kayla says you don’t talk to anyone from Baltimore anymore.”

“Stop it, Lynsey.”

“Josh—”

“Enough,” he snaps, and the angry veins in his neck give my heart a jolt.

He turns on his heel and storms past me toward the bedroom. I follow because this is the first glimpse of a real explanation I’ve gotten for the way he is, and if he could just deal with this and push through it, then maybe we could be a family. Maybe he could be open to love again.

I stand in the doorway as Josh changes out of his scrubs into a pair of joggers. His body is taut as he yanks a T-shirt off the shelf.

“That letter is from Julian’s father, isn’t it?” I cross my arms over my chest.

He heaves an exhale, all of his abs visible with that one breath. “Why can’t you just leave it?”

“You should open it.”

“I don’t need to open it.”

“Why?”

“Because I know what it will say.”

“What will it say?”

“That I screwed up!” he growls, his voice deep and thundering. “That I killed his fucking kid. That I’m a monster.”

My heart lurches at the pain in his words that vibrate through the closet as he walks out to face me at the doorway. I steel myself to sound confident when I reply, “You don’t know that. Maybe he’s forgiven you.”

Josh narrows his eyes. “I don’t deserve his forgiveness.”

“Well, maybe I do.” I grab the shirt, halting him from putting it on for a moment so he can look me in the eyes. “Maybe I deserve to see you forgive yourself so we can be more.”

He closes his eyes as if in pain. “This isn’t about us.”

“I know it’s not, but can’t you see this is all connected?”

He shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter if it is. I screwed up, and it cost my best friend his son’s life.”

“You’re human, Josh.” My voice wavers with the pain still radiating off him. “You’re not perfect.”

“I was, though,” he snaps, his tall frame bowing over me as his fiery green eyes connect with mine. “I’ve been perfect my whole damn life. Until Julian. Until you. Until this.”

He gestures to my belly.

I instinctually place my hand over our baby. “So, getting me pregnant was all a mistake?”

“Of course it was,” he booms, his temper boiling over.

His words are like a punch to my stomach. Like a punch to the life growing inside me. The life that can hear our voices and the life that I have easily fallen head over heels in love with.

This baby. My peanut…is not a mistake. This baby is my life. And it deserves better than being called a mistake.

I clutch my belly and stare at it as my voice trembles, “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

He grumbles under his breath. “Can you honestly say you would have wanted a child this way?”

I inhale deeply, the pain of this reality harsher than I could have ever imagined. “No, Josh, but now that I have this baby, I’m happy. And I would never ever call this a mistake. I love this baby too much to disrespect him or her like that. Don’t you?”

The muscle in his jaw ticks nervously, and my stomach somersaults. Holding the swell of my belly, I steal a breath before asking, “Do you love this baby, Josh?”

My eyes well with tears as I brace for his answer.

He purses his lips and pulls his T-shirt over his head, avoiding eye contact with me. “Don’t ask me questions like that, Lynsey.”

“Why not?”

“Because you won’t like the answer.”

And there it is: The truth I hadn’t allowed myself to consider.

“Do you think you’ll ever love this baby?” I ask, my voice wary as realization settles like a pit in my belly.

He shoves a hand through his hair. “You don’t get it, Jones.”

“What don’t I get?”

“If I love this baby, then I can’t see clearly. If I let my feelings get involved, then what happened to Julian could happen to you…or the baby. I need to keep a safe distance so I can take care of you.”

“So that’s your long-term plan? To be a robot dad and husband?”

“Yes,” he responds dryly.

I hold my hand to my chest as a sharp pain shoots through me at his admission. He’ll never love me. He’ll never love this baby. I struggle to take a breath, needing the wall to keep myself upright. Through my ragged breaths, I choke out my reply, “And you didn’t think you should tell me that at some point?”

“It doesn’t fucking matter because it doesn’t fucking change anything,” he snaps, his eyes turning to slits. “Nothing will ever change this situation.”

“I hate that you’re still calling this a situation.” I close my eyes and force myself to inhale and exhale slowly. Tears falling down my face are the pain inside forcing its way out. “It’s like we’re right back to where we started. We haven’t moved forward even a fraction of a step. How could I be so stupid?”

I turn on my heel, fighting back the nausea this conversation has brought on. This is too much. This is too painful. I can’t put myself through this. Taking a deep breath, I march out of the room, heading to my bedroom to grab my bag.

I blindly shove things in it, underwear, pants, shirts, sweats.

I really wish my hands would stop shaking.

Josh appears in my room with a grave look on his face. “What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving,” I croak, my emotions bubbling over. “I should have left a long time ago.”

“You’re not leaving,” he states firmly as I move past him to head into the bathroom.

“Watch me.” I cram toiletries into my bag, willing my tears to stop. He doesn’t deserve my tears. He doesn’t deserve me.

Josh stands, clutching the doorframe like a lifeline. “Where will you go? Your parents’?”

“I’ll go to Dean’s.” I relish the sting that answer will provide. “He’s a good friend. He’s supportive. He actually loves me.”

Josh’s grip tightens on the wood trim, a crack echoing off the bathroom walls. “Of all the people you could go to…it has to be him?”

I shrug defiantly. “I want it to be him. I need someone who’s going to love what’s going on inside me. Someone who won’t treat me and this baby like a patient or a mistake. Dean’s never treated me like that. His initial reaction to this was ten times better than yours.”

“So that’s it? You’re just done with me?” he growls, his eyes growing red around the edges. “Never mind the fact that we’re engaged and that child you’re carrying is half mine?”

I plant a sick smile on my face while my spirit crumples inside me. I wish I could stay. I wish I could let him take care of me and be what he is and not need anything more from him. But it’s not enough. And it never will be.

With shaky hands, I remove the ring from my finger, and it’s like I’m stripping off a mask that I was a fool to think I could wear in the first place. I set it on the bathroom counter and move to stand in front of him, bag on my shoulder, chin raised high. “Josh, I was willing to marry you because I thought there was potential here. I thought you could grow to love me, and crazy enough, I assumed you’d love this baby. But I realize now that you’re not going to change because you can’t let go of your past. I’ve been delusional in thinking you could because all I’ve ever been…all this baby has ever been…is an obligation to you, not a new beginning. And we deserve better.”

“Fuck that,” Josh says, pulling his hand off the doorway long enough to rear back and punch the wall beside it. He steps forward and gently cradles my face, his chest rising and falling with heavy breaths, his lips trembling as he says, “I fucking care about you, Lynsey. I care about this baby. I’ve told you that countless times.”

“What you’re giving me is not enough.” I clutch my belly protectively, feeling like I need to hold this baby as I do this. “And it’s cruel to pretend it is.”

“I won’t let you go,” he growls, his jaw taut with barely contained emotion as his guard drops to reveal the broken, ruined man who hides inside. He releases my face and crosses his arms over his chest, blocking the door. His face is hard and raw and difficult to look at.

“You will let me go…what you won’t let go of is the past.” I inhale sharply through my nose, knowing that I have to hurt him to get him to see. I have to hurt him the way he’s hurt me. “If you actually care about me and this baby, you will let me leave because forcing me into a loveless life with you is just as bad as what happened to Julian.”

His face falls, and his eyes spill over with tears. “No.”

I push him aside easily, his face stricken with horror as I move past him, out the door and out of this fucked-up arrangement that I never should have agreed to in the first place.

Away from his pain.

Away from my pain.
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“I need another,” I state, clunking my hurricane glass on top of Kate’s kitchen table. Or Miles’s kitchen table. Well, I suppose since they’re engaged now, it’s her kitchen table too.

I was engaged once—wasn’t that fun.

Dean cuts me a look from across the table. “I think you’ve had enough, Lyns.”

I scoff. “They’re nonalcoholic beverages!”

“Still, these mocktails are full of sugar,” Kate agrees with her sympathetic eyes on me. “You’re going to pop any day now, and you don’t want the baby coming out with a goiter on its neck or something.”

My eyes widen. “Can that really happen?”

Kate shrugs. “Hell if I know.”

“Well, don’t say scary medical things just willy-nilly like that. My mind is anxious enough!” I exclaim and then sulk because if Josh were here, I could ask him if sugar goiters are a thing.

“I’ll get you some water.” Dean heads to the refrigerator.

“Remember when Dr. Dick turned my Birds and Bees cocktail order into a water that night at the bar?” I turn to Dean while he brings me a bottle of water “Oh, my God, I was drinking Birds and Bees cocktails that night. No wonder I got knocked up. My parents never sat me down to tell me about the birds and the bees. They just always said Jesus was watching.”

“Jesus should have taken the wheel when you gave Dr. Dick one of my old-ass swag condoms,” Kate murmurs under her breath.

I jut my chin and shake my head. “Jesus should have taken the wheel when Dean let me get in an Uber with Josh that night.”

Dean exhales heavily and hands me the water. “Don’t you think I’ve thought of that about fourteen thousand times? I was such a dick that night for letting you leave with that…dick.”

“I have way too much dick in my life.” Of course…I don’t have any dick in my life now. That thought stings because, dammit, I miss him.

Kate’s voice cuts into my moping. “But you said yourself, Lyns, that this baby is not a mistake.”

“She’s not,” I rub my belly protectively, wondering why I feel drunk when I haven’t had a sip of alcohol. “Did I mention I think it’s a girl?”

“What makes you think that?” Kate asks, her eyes wide and hopeful.

“I had a dream,” I reply with a sigh. “It involved Josh delivering our little girl in the back of a minivan while he was dressed as a pirate. I have no idea why he was dressed up or where the minivan came from, but it was like a scene straight out of a rom-com.”

“A girl would be nice,” Kate says with a smile.

“A girl will be screwed,” I snap. “Because men suck. No offense, Dean.”

“No offense taken.” He shrugs.

“Although you suck too. You only love women who are safe for you to love. Friends who won’t threaten your singleness. If you tried to love that baker you’re obsessed with, then you would surely show your suckage spots well.”

“Why are we talking about me?” Dean straightens his glasses. “You’re the one who’s pregnant and just left your fiancé doctor yesterday.”

My head sags into my hands. “Because I’m stupid.”

“You’re not stupid.” Kate takes my hand from across the table. “You deserve epic love. And if he can’t give that to you, it was smart for you to leave.”

“Except that epic love isn’t real life,” Dean interjects.

“Shut up, Dean,” Kate snaps and eyes him harshly. “I’m proof that epic love does exist. Just because you’re a grumpy cynic doesn’t mean the rest of us have to be.”

He grumbles under his breath and takes a sip of his mocktail. I glance back and forth between my two friends who have been trying to cheer me up for the past few hours—it’s not working. It’s not working because having a baby alone is terrifying. And being pregnant with a broken heart is just freaking painful.

I don’t want to eat.

I don’t want to feel.

I don’t want to think.

I just want to go to sleep and wake up in Josh’s bed with the baby in my arms as he watches us sleep.

I could see that life with him. I could see it so clearly that I ignored all the signs that he wasn’t all in. God, I’m such an idiot.

“So, what is your plan exactly?” Dean asks, gazing at me from across the table. “I honestly don’t know why you’re still staying here with Kate when I told you that you could come live with me. I’ll help you raise the baby. I don’t have an epic love distracting me the way Kate does. You and the baby can be my epic love.”

“Hey, asshole,” Kate growls, glaring at Dean. “She can stay here as long as she likes. My love story doesn’t get in the way of my friendships.”

Dean shakes his head. “I just think it’s fucked up she won’t stay with me out of respect for a man who couldn’t respect her enough to be honest with her about his past.”

I exhale heavily. Dean’s right. I’m a mess. As soon as I left Josh’s, I drove straight to Kate’s, knowing I couldn’t go to Dean’s and hurt Josh like that.

“I don’t know why I still care about him,” I croak as tears blur my vision for the umpteenth time.

Kate’s voice is gentle. “Because you love him.”

“Lot of good that does me,” I mope, wiping my tear-stained face with the sleeve of my shirt. “But you know what? It’s going to be fine. I have daycare lined up in Dr. Gunthrie’s building and a good job once I’m done with maternity leave. I can totally be a single mom. I have a little money saved up since Josh never cashed any of my checks, so I’m sure I’ll be able to swing a place of my own.” My eyes widen as a thought hits me. “Do you think Josh will cash my checks now that I’ve left him?”

Kate levels me with a flat look. “He doesn’t need your money, Lynsey.”

“And he doesn’t need this baby.” Or me, I add silently and take a long drink of my water.

Dean’s voice is harsh when he says, “I still can’t believe he’s not tried to text or call once. How big of a dick do you have to be to let your pregnant fiancée leave without calling once?”

My eyes close, and I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I think he wanted an out all along. I was just too stupid to notice.”

“You weren’t stupid.” Kate’s posture straightens defensively. “You loved Josh. You were going for it because you thought you could have a family and a life with him. Honestly, you weren’t stupid before, but now, I think you’re super dumb.”

“What?” I retort defensively. “How am I the dumb one?”

“Because you finally had a breakthrough moment with him about his past, and then you let him off the hook instead of standing your ground!” Kate hits me with her wide, crazy eyes.

“I left because he doesn’t love the baby, Kate!” I exclaim, my shoulders tense with anxiety. “He’ll never love the baby or me.”

“You can’t possibly know that.”

“You weren’t there,” I reply, shaking my head as the horrors of that night replay in my mind. “You didn’t see his cold face when I confronted him about his feelings or lack thereof.”

“You’re a therapist, Lynsey…or soon to be,” Kate retorts, sitting back in her chair and crossing her arms over her chest. “Surely, you can see the power of working through past traumas.”

“He won’t work through them!”

“Not now that you’ve left,” she bellows.

“What was I supposed to do?”

“You should have stayed and fought for what you want. Fought for the family you were building.” Her face softens, and she shifts her chair so she’s right in front of me, then places her hands on my legs. “I love you, Lynsey, but you’ve always been too passive with guys. You assume they’re only with you until someone hotter or more outgoing comes along. You put yourself down and moan about your pie butt…but amazingly, you weren’t like that with Josh. You were confident. It was like you finally felt comfortable in your own skin.”

I open my mouth to argue, but the words get stuck in my throat. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and hold it in my chest until I regain control of my emotions. “I felt comfortable with him because there was no pressure.”

“Exactly,” Kate says, her blue eyes flashing with passion. “You knew he wasn’t going to fall in love with you, so you relaxed and became your true self with a man, which was beautiful to watch. But when you realized he couldn’t love the baby, the one person who you love more than anything in this world, all of the sudden, you grew a fucking backbone.”

“What are you saying, Kate?”

“You need to fight for yourself the way you fight for this baby!” She smiles and touches my belly tenderly. “You need to grow some monstrous, mama bear, hairy lady balls and tell Josh your feelings and force him to confront his own.”

“Why do my mama bear lady balls have to be hairy?”

“Because you’re shifting into big bear dick energy.”

“How did we go from hairy lady balls to a bear dick energy?”

“I don’t know, just go with it,” she says with a somber look. “I think you need to swing those balls around and make a big stink. Show Dr. Dick that your testicles are worth stroking, I mean loving.”

“The analogies are getting out of hand here, but I understand the sentiment.” I nod as I absorb everything. “I just hope my hairy balls are enough to win him over in the end.”

Kate smiles and continues rubbing my belly. “If I had a nickel for every time I wrote that in a book…”
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“Dr. Richardson, I said you’re needed in exam room three,” Nurse Sheila shouts at me for the third time.

“I said one moment please.” My fists clench as my entire body threatens to implode from my pent-up rage.

Anger and rage have been my default for the past week, which is not well received around here because I didn’t exactly have a sunny disposition before. But I’m just doing the best I can to work and compartmentalize my fucked-up mess of a life.

Honestly, I probably shouldn’t even be working, but the ER is the only thing keeping me sane right now. I need something to keep my mind busy, or I’ll wind up at Dean’s house, beating him to a bloody pulp and begging Lynsey to come home.

Which is wrong.

Because I can’t give her what she wants.

She was right to leave. She deserves better than me. A lot fucking better. She deserves the world. And I can’t stand in the way of that for her.

Rising from the desk, I stuff the chart I was working on into its prospective slot and make my way to exam room three. At least now Nurse Sheila can get the fuck off my back. I search for the chart that’s supposed to be in the door holder, but there’s nothing inside. I frown and check around for Sheila, who’s conveniently MIA.

Grumbling under my breath, I open the door to see if the chart was left in the exam room with the patient. My heart lurches at the familiar face that greets me.

“Jesus, you look like shit.” Mark narrows his gray eyes at me as he stands on the other side of the room. “You look the way we did when we were studying for MCATs, like a walking zombie. Are you sick?”

I expel the breath I’m holding high in my chest and steel myself to step inside and close the door behind me. “I’m not sick. I’ve just had a rough week.”

He tilts his head and nods. “I’ve heard something to that effect.”

I frown. “Who did you talk to?”

“Kayla,” he replies with a shrug. “She couldn’t believe she found you and that you actually showed up to help her patient.”

I bite the inside of my cheek and look away. “The problem was obvious.”

“Humble as ever,” Mark replies with a dry laugh. “We were both surprised to learn you were still practicing.”

I adjust my stethoscope around my neck, suddenly self-conscious. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Mark’s eyes flare. “Josh…what the fuck, man?”

I brace myself for the hits that will surely come. Either verbal or physical. Last time I was alone with this man, he beat his fist into my face over and fucking over again, and I laid there and let him. In fact, I egged him on. I remember begging him to punch harder and stop holding back. I told him to make me pay for everything I did to his son. To Julian.

He fractured my cheek and his knuckle in the process.

The next time I saw him was in a conference room where I wanted to give up my medical license, but the hospital silenced me and our lawyers worked out a cash settlement for him and his wife for the loss of their son. The settlement meant I got to keep my license and they got money to help with the sting of losing their only child. As if any amount of money could ever dignify what happened to Julian.

“I’m glad you’re still working, Josh,” Mark says, catching me completely off guard. “You’re a brilliant fucking doctor. Wasted in an ER like this, if you ask me, but I’m glad you’re still helping people.”

The muscle in my jaw ticks. “How can you of all people say that?”

Mark exhales heavily and pins me with a sympathetic look. “Josh, if you would have answered any of my fucking calls, emails, or letters, you’d have known how sorry I was for everything that happened after Julian.”

“What the hell do you have to be sorry for?” I ask, my jaw dropping with disbelief. “It was my fault.”

“It wasn’t, man,” he says, shaking his head and moving toward me so we’re only a few feet apart. “And don’t try to convince me it was. I’ve done months of therapy to get where I am right now, and I’ve pored over his medical records. You did everything you could, and I will not let your grief pull me back into the darkness.”

Pull him back? He’s out of the darkness? How? He lost his fucking son. “I don’t understand how you’re okay with everything.”

Mark blinks slowly, a sadness to his eyes that I know all too well. “I’m not okay with it, but I’m living with it. I’m living. Julian would want that.” The corners of his mouth lift into a smile. “I like to imagine he’s always watching, and the happier I am, the happier he is.”

A pressure pushes down on my chest that’s so intense, I have to press my hand to it because I literally feel like my body could split in half right now. My voice is hoarse when I say, “I’m still in the darkness, Mark.”

He nods. “That’s what Kayla said. She said she couldn’t even make eye contact with you when you came to help her with her patient files.”

I blink away the sting in my eyes and try to remember what the fuck I even said to Kayla. I barely remember going to meet her that night. After Lynsey walked out, I destroyed the baby’s room with a fucking wrench and stormed out of the house. I’d been driving around for hours when Kayla called me, begging me for help again. I vaguely remember going to her hotel room and feeling grateful for the distraction. And grateful for the reminder that I’m a doctor and that I can help people. Once I immersed myself in those patient files of hers, my wall came up again, and I was Dr. Richardson. Or Dr. Dick as Lynsey would call me.

Since then, I’ve been working as many hours as the hospital will legally allow me. I haven’t even been home, choosing the bed of the ER on-call rooms over the one that still smells like Lynsey. My entire fucking house is Lynsey. Every square inch is covered with something of hers, and being around it after only a week is too much to bear.

“How’s Kayla’s patient? Do you know?” I ask, trying to get my mind off Lynsey and the baby.

Mark nods. “Sounds like you were right, and they were treating the wrong symptoms. She switched some things around, and the kid is perking up.”

My nostrils flare as I exhale through my nose. “Good.”

“Josh,” Mark says, touching my arm.

I flinch at the contact, bracing for him to knock me out again but also strangely craving it. “Mark, why are you here? You don’t look like you need a doctor.”

“I don’t,” he replies with a half-smile. “I need a friend.”

“Me?” I ask disbelievingly. “Why?”

“Because I need you to meet someone.”

Just then, the door to the exam room opens, and Mark’s wife, Sierra, comes in. Sierra and Mark met when we were interns. I can still remember their wedding like it was yesterday. I remember watching her face and wishing I could have a woman look at me the way Sierra looked at Mark. Funny how life can change.

My eyes move from Sierra’s face to what she’s holding. In her arms is a sleeping baby that looks about six months old. I inhale sharply as Sierra hits me with a warm smile. “Hi, Josh. Long time no see.”

I sniff loudly, my eyes lowering from the baby to the floor. “Hi, Sierra,” I croak, hating that flashes of her sobbing on the floor beside Julian’s bed play on repeat through my mind like a fucking nightmare.

She clears her throat as she moves closer. “This is our son.”

I inhale a shaky breath as my heart thunders in my chest. They had another baby?

I flash my eyes to Sierra’s face and manage to force out through clenched teeth, “Congratulations.”

She smiles warmly at me. “We call him JJ.”

I nod and try to smile, but it doesn’t work.

“Do you want to hold him?” she asks, taking a step closer.

I shake my head. “No, thank you.”

She lifts her arms to me, gently cradling the baby as she replies, “You should hold him.”

“Why?” I hold my arms out as she forcefully places him in my arms.

She touches his cheek tenderly while gazing down at him. “Because his name is Joshua Jacob, and I think it’s important for you to hold your namesake.”

My jaw drops as my muscles tense. A sudden pressure builds in my chest, making each breath harder to take. My voice comes out in a tremble when I ask, “Why would you guys give him my name?”

Mark moves over to put his arm around Sierra. “Because you meant a lot to Julian. You were his hero, Josh.”

I shake my head, slowly taking in their perfect baby boy. “H-how can you guys be like this after…everything? How can you stand to be around me?”

Mark’s face grows serious as he stares back at me. “You couldn’t have stopped what happened to Julian. I know that now. I’m sorry I put you through the pain of a lawsuit back then. But Josh, I know now that I was wrong. And we want JJ to be a testament to how much you meant to our family. How much you still mean to our family. I honor Julian everyday through the eyes of JJ, and I want you to feel that forgiveness as well.”

An uneasiness vibrates inside my chest. The sensation is a chisel chipping away at my once granite heart that has been slowly softening since the moment Lynsey came into my life. Since the moment I let myself touch her belly and embrace the child we made together. Now with Mark’s words and this tiny, sleeping baby, I am completely undone.

Mark touches my shoulder, his eyes wide and sincere when he adds, “I’ve learned that it’s okay to let yourself feel happy, man. I want that for you too. More than you could ever know.”

Sierra nods her agreement and smiles at her husband with that same tender look.

It’s hard to breathe. My arms tremble as I look down at the baby sound asleep.

He’s beautiful. Pink cheeks and dark, glossy hair. His lower lip quivers as he dreams of whatever it is babies dream of. My eyes fill with tears when I see Julian’s little face in the hollows of JJ’s eyes and the curve of his tiny chin.

That’s when I feel it. A tiny, fluttering spark of something that I haven’t allowed myself to feel in over two years strikes me out of nowhere.

Love.

Fucking hell.

I love this kid, and I’ve just met him. I still love Julian. I love Mark and Sierra for bringing this moment to me and giving JJ my name and offering me their forgiveness.

I…I love them.

And I love my own child. My peanut.

More than anything…I love Lynsey.

Fuck.

“Are you guys in town for a while?” I ask, lifting the baby up to my nose to feel his warm head against my cheek.

“We’re here until Sunday,” Sierra replies with a smile.

I press my lips together and gently hand the baby back over. “I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

Mark smiles. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“But I have to take care of some things first.” I shove a nervous hand through my hair and scrub it over the strands for a moment, trying to clear my head. Trying to think. “Can I call you tomorrow and arrange a time once I sort things out?”

Mark smiles knowingly. “My number hasn’t changed.”

And just like that, I’m running from my dark past and chasing what could be my bright future.
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The next day, it’s dark out when I pound on Dean’s front door. His little townhouse on the outskirts of Boulder looks nothing like mine, where Lynsey and the baby belong. Because they’re my family. My everything. It’s why I’ve spent the past twenty-four hours cleaning up the mess I made of my office and transforming Lynsey’s room into the most beautiful nursery I’ve ever seen.

Thankfully, Max, Miles, and Sam were willing to help because after Lynsey left, I’d broken all the shit I had spent hours putting together into a million pieces. I needed help to repair everything I’d damaged physically. Now it’s time to repair everything I’d damaged emotionally.

I’m all in with Lynsey and it took meeting JJ and facing my past to make me realize I’ve been all in for months now. Lynsey is the one who opened my heart and made it possible for me to embrace Mark and his son. To remember Julian with love and fondness not pain and guilt. She healed me so I can give her all of me now.

I want to give her the world.

And if Dean opens this door and says he can give her more than I can, he is dead fucking wrong.

Dean opens the door and stands before me in nothing but a pair of boxers. It’s dark in the house, and he squints at the stoop light just as I catch sight of a familiar brunette behind him wrapped in nothing but a sheet.

Rage sparks inside me, and I pull back my fist and cold-cock Dean square in the face. He drops to the floor like a rock, and I shake out my throbbing hand while stomping past his groaning body to Lynsey.

I stop mid-step when the brunette turns.

Not Lynsey.

Fuuuck.

Dean has blood seeping out of his nose.

“You fucking idiot!” Dean bellows, clutching his face. “I think you broke my nose.”
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Moments later, we’re in Dean’s bathroom, and I’m tending to his injury. The strange woman ran upstairs to hide from the deranged man who’s just reset the bone of the person he assaulted and is holding pressure to the bridge until the bleeding stops.

Dean’s voice is nasally when he says, “I’d better not get a fucking bill for this.”

I roll my eyes. “Just tell me where Lynsey is, and I’ll get out of here.”

He jerks his face out of my hands and replaces my fingers with his. “She’s at Kate’s, you fucking psychopath.”

My brows furrow because I was with Miles yesterday, and he never said a word. “She hasn’t been staying with you?”

“No,” he groans. “She refused to stay with me out of respect for you. You have no idea how much she loves you, you dick.”

My chest aches with those words because I’m terrified they might not still be true. After everything I’ve said, everything I’ve done…what if she doesn’t feel the same?

“I love her too.” The words are strange in my mouth. Strange but true.

Dean pins me with a serious look. “You love Lynsey?”

I nod. “I wouldn’t have assaulted you if I didn’t.”

Dean’s brows lift, and shockingly, the corner of his mouth tilts into a smile. “Well at least now I know you’ll fucking fight for her.”
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Door number two proves a lot more fruitful because Kate answers with a big smile. “It’s about damn time.”

I exhale a heavy breath and look past her into the house. “Is Lynsey here?”

Miles catches my eye and offers me a guilty smile from where he’s seated on the couch in the living room. “What’s up, Dr. Dick?”

My lips thin at his greeting. “You could have told me she was here.”

He shakes his head. “Always take your lady’s side. If you knew that, you wouldn’t be in your current predicament.”

“Can I see Lynsey please?” My body vibrates with tension over the thought of seeing her again. It feels like it’s been months when, in reality, it’s only been a week.

Kate nods and stares at me while screaming at the top of her lungs, “Lynsey, your grand gesture is here!” Kate’s face morphs as she jabs her finger into my chest and narrows her eyes. “You better have a big-ass speech ready, or I will drop to my knees and junk punch you so hard you won’t get an erection for a month.”

I hold my hands up in surrender, and then my attention is diverted when Lynsey appears behind Kate.

She wears floral pajama pants and a pink camisole, way too beautiful to be so far away from me right now.

“Can we talk?” I ask as she steps closer to the door.

She shoots a nervous look at Kate who rubs her arm encouragingly. With a deep sigh, she steps onto the large front porch. The yellow sconce light casts a dim glow over us in the middle of this hot, summer night.

I glance at Lynsey’s belly, itching to touch it as I hesitantly ask, “How are you?”

“I’m fine.” She rubs her arms and moves by me to stand in front of the porch swing.

“Are you cold?” I ask, hooking my thumb toward the door. “We can go inside.”

She shakes her head. “I’m hot all the time lately.”

“Hormones,” I state by way of explanation.

She pulls her lower lip into her mouth and chews on it. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Us.” I shrug my shoulders. “I miss you, Jones. I miss you like crazy.”

Her cheeks puff as she blows a deep breath out of her mouth. “I miss you too, Josh, but—

“But,” I interject, moving to stand in front of her. My hands itch to hold her. My tongue craves the taste of her mouth. My body is desperate to feel her against me. “But I was a fucking dick.”

She nods sadly. “Major dick.”

“Dr. Dick,” I add in hopes of making her smile.

She doesn’t smile. “None of this is funny, Josh.”

“I know, and I didn’t come here to make light of this. I came here to win you back.”

“It’s not going to be that easy, Josh. I want more than what we were before. I’m in love with you, like crazy in love with you, and I don’t want this fractured version of you. I want all of you—the good and bad. I want you to deal with your past. It’s why I called John Hopkins nineteen times until I got in touch with Kayla, who’s really freaking hard to get in contact with, by the way.”

“Why were you trying to get ahold of Kayla?”

“Because I wanted to get ahold of Mark. You need to talk to him and deal with your past demons.”

“Wait…what?” I ask, my voice lodging in my throat. “It was you who got Mark to come see me?”

Her brows lift in surprise. “Mark came to see you?”

“Yes.” I laugh. “He showed up at the ER to talk to me last night.”

“I didn’t know,” Lynsey replies, blinking curiously up at me. “Kayla said she’d make some calls. She never told me what happened.”

My heart soars for the woman in front of me who hasn’t given up on me yet. Now I want to show her that it’s not for nothing.

“I brought you something.” I dig into my back pocket and retrieve the letter from Mark I received over a year ago. The letter I found in the rubble of the nursery. The letter I was too afraid to open because of the words it may contain. “I want you to read this.” I press the letter into her hands. “I haven’t opened it because it holds such a dark part of my past. A past that I thought I could erase by changing myself and compartmentalizing everyone I care about into a safe, unattached space. But my past is a part of me, and you’re a part of me, and this baby is a part of me. I don’t want any more secrets, Jones.”

I touch her belly, and she sucks in a shaky breath. I pull back because I don’t want to gaslight her with affection. I want her to make her own decision based on her own mind. She deserves that respect.

“I realized this past week without you that I’m not even fucking living if I’m not with you. I want your big, bright crazy light in my life.”

“Josh—”

“Just read this letter. Please. I haven’t opened it. I don’t even know what it says. It’s probably terrible, but if you can accept the terrible parts of me, then maybe we have a chance at the end of all of this.”

She nods and proceeds to rip open the envelope. I step back and nervously grip my neck as she begins reading out loud.

 

“Dear Josh,

I’m sorry to be sending this in a letter, but you won’t return my calls or emails, and this seems to be the only way for me to tell you everything I need to tell you.

While this letter should start with an apology from me, I’m going to save that for another time because this is a thank-you letter.

Thank you for loving my son as your own. Thank you for making his last days on this earth memorable and heartfelt. His life was richer because of you. Thank you for being his doctor, his companion, and mostly, his best friend.

Julian was sick…we knew that for years. None of us expected what happened, but it was no one’s fault.

It wasn’t easy to get to this place of peace I’m in, but Sierra is pregnant. And with new life comes new beginnings. And new opportunities to honor Julian’s memory.

I want you to know that we took the settlement money from the lawsuit and set up a scholarship fund in Julian’s name for pre-med students who need financial aid. I did this because the world needs more good doctors like you. And you, my friend, are a great doctor. One of the best.

I can’t thank you enough for gifting us the time we had with Julian. I hope you can find the peace that we have knowing that we all did our best for Julian, and he would want us to be happy. You didn’t fail Julian, Josh. You loved him. Forgive yourself and get in touch. I miss my best friend.

 

-Mark”

 

Lynsey looks up from the letter, her voice thick when she says, “He sounds like an amazing friend.”

I nod with a ragged exhale. “I’ve sat on that letter, torturing myself with all the horrible things I thought it would say. I’m honestly speechless.”

“It wasn’t a bad letter at all.” She hands it to me, her eyes glistening in the dim light. “But the real question is, can you actually let go of the past? Are you even capable?”

A heaviness presses against my chest as I step closer to her. I lift my hands to cradle her warm, tender face. “I didn’t want to let go because I didn’t think I deserved to feel happy after everything that happened. But you proved me wrong, Lynsey. You’ve made me happier than I ever thought I could be.”

Her lips thin as her chin trembles. “What does that mean, Josh?”

“I love you,” I say hurriedly, my voice breathy and anxious and a million other emotions I haven’t allowed myself to feel for over two years. “I love you, Lynsey. And I love this baby. Your love has healed my heart in ways I never thought possible. I’m sorry it took Mark’s words to make me realize that, but it’s been you all along.”

I glide my thumbs along her cheekbones just as I’ve done countless times before, cherishing her. “I give my heart to you and this baby, completely.”

She gasps as I drop to my knees in front of her and hold her while pressing my forehead to her belly. “I love you, peanut. I’m sorry I wouldn’t let myself admit that before. I was scared that loving you would mean I couldn’t see everything that could hurt you or scare you. I just was so afraid of losing you like I lost Julian.” My voice cracks, but I push through. “I know I won’t be able to protect you guys from everything, and that’s okay because loving is what makes life worth living.”

I stand and wipe away Lynsey’s tears with my thumbs. “I love you, Jones. I love your crazy laugh. I love that high-pitched voice you do on the phone. I love your insane need to read dirty books to our baby and eat charcuterie for meals. And I love the way you look at me because it makes me feel like the old me.”

Taking a deep breath, I press my forehead to hers; my heart pounds in my chest as that ache grows into a sensation I never want to lose. “Please marry me. Please never take off your ring again because I love you. I’m in love with you. And I will never stop loving you.”

I release her face and reach into my pocket to produce the ring she left behind. “Please marry me, baby. Please let me love you.”

“Holy shit,” she croaks loudly, cupping her hands over her mouth as tears stream down her face. “I thought you were going to come out here and ask me to go to therapy with you, but you just sort of skipped all those steps.”

“I’ve wasted too much time, denying what I knew from the moment I deleted your address in that Uber app that first night.”

Lynsey blinks. “Wait, what?”

I sheepishly shrug. “I wanted you to come home with me that night. I was such a dick—like a kid tugging your pigtails in the schoolyard, but it was only because I wanted you.”

“That’s why the Uber took off after I got out of the car!” Lynsey exclaims as realization dawns. “I always meant to write a strongly worded letter to Uber.”

My shoulders shake with silent laughter. “I should write them a letter of thanks because they gave me a tremendous gift that night.” I touch her belly, feeling closer to her and our peanut than ever. “Between that and you asking me to spank you, I should’ve known I was in love.”

Her emotional face falls and her wide eyes blink back at me in horror. “Really? After that big, romantic speech you’re going to add that my penchant for a little rough play made you fall in love with me?”

I smile a big, wide, genuine smile before replying seriously, “Among other things.”

“Would you just kiss me before you ruin this?”

“Oh, baby, with pleasure.”
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Lynsey is all over me the minute we walk in the door of my house, our house. Her hands, her lips, her giggly laugh. God, I really have fallen completely in love with her noises. And her scent. I can’t believe how much I missed just the smell of her when she left.

Lynsey ungracefully yanks my shirt off over my head and scores her nails down my chest and abs. Fuck, I love it when she gets wild and uncontrolled like this. Pushy and demanding. I’d love nothing more than to drop to my knees and worship her body until the sun comes up. But I have to show her something first.

“Baby,” I say, grabbing her arms and holding her back, my chest heaving with need as I stare down at her. “I need to show you the nursery.”

Her pupils are dilated as she blinks her long lashes. “We can finish setting it up later,” she says, moving in to kiss me again and fucking hell I let her. I let her because she tastes so good and she feels so good and if I wasn’t such a moron I’d have married her already.

I pull my lips away and say, “It’s completely different now.”

She frowns up at me and finally lets me walk her down the hallway to the bedroom that used to be hers. I open the door and turn on the light to reveal the work me and three other grown-ass men have done in the past twenty-four hours. Well, plus my mother who was basically tripping over herself as she bought out an entire boutique baby store in less than two hours.

Since we still don’t know the gender of the baby, the room is an eclectic mix of colors. I told my mom that I didn’t want it to be gray or muted. I wanted the room to explode with color and be similar to the colorful top Lynsey wore the night we met. That top still hangs in my closet and will hopefully continue hanging there as we begin our life together.

Lynsey gasps as she walks in and looks at the white crib, changing table, and dresser that are covered with colorful accent fabrics. She touches one of her grandmother’s vintage armchairs that never made it into the house before and now rests as a perfect rocking chair for the baby. She marvels over the polka dot accent wall that Max did all by himself and she reaches up to flick the color mobile that my mother hand crocheted well into the night.

“I had a lot of help putting this together.”

“Where’s all of my stuff?”

I inhale deeply. “In our room.”

She lifts her brows. “You were that confident you were going to win me back?”

“I just wanted to show you what our life will look like here,” I state, stepping inside and standing on the black and white rug. “The office was too small for our baby and this room makes a lot more sense.”

She nods knowingly. “And what if I want more babies?”

My brows lift but the question doesn’t scare me. It excites the fuck out of me. “I’ll build you a bigger house.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “Just like that?”

“Well, I figure once you get your own practice up and running, you might be the bread winner and you can build the house and I could be a stay at home dad.”

She smiles sweetly. “Is that what you want?”

“I just want you,” I state seriously and reach out to stroke her belly. “And this baby. I want to be a family.”

“Oh, Josh,” she says and then leans up and kisses me tenderly. “Make love to me.”

I lift her and carry her honeymoon-style into our bedroom. All of her clothes are packed neatly into my closet. Half the dresser is hers and her bathroom items are all organized neatly in the master bath by my mother.

I lay her down on the bed and proceed to worship her, head to toe, paying special attention to the bump that I shied away from for far too long. This baby is a miracle. This woman is a miracle. This moment and my life are all a miracle. And I intend to never take them for granted.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

“This isn’t happening!” I scream from the back seat of my sister’s minivan as we barrel down the highway at a speed I don’t even want to know.

“Just breathe, baby, just breathe,” Josh says soothingly.

“Would you take off that fucking eyepatch when you say that shit to me?” I scream, wincing at the high octave my voice just reached.

Josh shakes his head and yanks off his eyepatch, hat, and wig like he just now remembered he was dressed like Captain Jack Sparrow. “Sorry.”

“God, why is this happening to me?” I groan loudly. “Kate…I’m fucking psychic.”

“You’re not fucking psychic!” Kate exclaims, turning to face me from the front seat. She’s dressed as Davy Jones with some ridiculous homemade tentacle beard that looks kind of like long, skinny penises hanging from her face.

I howl through an intense pain and stare at the ceiling of the van. “I’m fucking psychic, which means we’re not going to make it!”

“We’re going to make it!” Kate cries as she grabs Miles’s arm so hard, her knuckles turn white. “Drive faster Bootstrap Bill or her sister is never going to let her hear the end of it if she stains that back seat with childbirth.”

“What are you guys talking about with the psychic stuff?” Josh interjects, his face crazy with eyeliner smeared all over. I told him not to rub his eyes in that costume, but the moron has no clue how to wear makeup.

My mind flashes back to the past few hours, wondering if this entire scenario could have been prevented. I can’t believe I didn’t think about my dream when I decided it would be fun for us to dress up and surprise Lennon at her Pirates of the Caribbean-themed birthday party.

I mean, in all honestly, it was a great surprise.

Lennon cried!

Then I cried…because my water broke while we were singing, “Happy Birthday,” like a bunch of drunken, growly pirates.

Now I’m lying sideways in the back seat of my sister’s van because our cars were all blocked in, and I’m holding my legs together for fear of my fiancé being the one to deliver my baby.

Nightmare scenario.

God, I’m an idiot.

I guess those cramps which came in spurts weren’t just Braxton Hicks. They were contractions. And now they’re right on top of each other, turning my lower belly into a ball of pain and—

Holy shit, this isn’t how I wanted to have my baby.

“Josh, look at me,” I cry as another contraction hits me. “I had a dream that you delivered our baby in the back of a minivan dressed as a pirate, and so help me God, if you see a watermelon come out of my vagina and never want to have sex with me again, I will burn your house to the ground.” My voice morphs into a low-pitched satanic sound that might resemble religious tongues, but it suits the mood, so I let it ride.

Josh grabs Miles’s shoulder. “Drive faster.”

“I am driving faster,” Miles exclaims, his voice cracking at the end. “This is a lot of fucking pressure right now.”

“You should feel what this baby is doing to my vagina!” I scream and then begin to cry because, God, I want drugs.

The Boulder ER lights finally come into view, and then I’m lifted out of the back seat and onto a stretcher.

“We made it!” Tears of joy fall. “Kate, I’m not psychic. I’m just a nut job.”

Kate smiles and holds my hand as they wheel me inside. “And look, this is where you and Josh first found out you were having a baby. Remember—they rolled you in on a stretcher just like this?”

“Yeah, that was neat.” I smile and look at Josh.

He’s shaking his head and laughing. The fucking asshole is laughing at me, and Kate’s walking down memory lane while my vagina feels like it’s about to split me in half.

Finally, I get moved into a labor and delivery room where they change me out of my Elizabeth Swan custom-made pirate costume and into a really ugly hospital gown. When Dr. Lizzy walks in, I start bawling.

“Thank God you’re here!” I cry, and she takes my outstretched hand. “I thought Josh was going to deliver the baby in the back of a minivan because I had a vision. Can pregnancy make you psychic?”

“Not that I know of.” She points at Josh. “Dad, the nurse has scrubs for you to change into and maybe she can get you a makeup wipe. Were you guys at a comic-con or something?”

“Birthday party,” we both reply in unison, and Josh runs off to change while the nurses hook me up to a million machines.

Dr. Lizzy finishes checking my cervix when Josh emerges dressed in blue scrubs, looking nothing like a pirate and a whole lot like my beloved Dr. Dick.

“So, Lynsey, I know your birth plan involved an epidural, but I’m afraid we have no time for that.”

“What?” I cry, a wave of pressure descending as another contraction hits.

Dr. Lizzy smiles sympathetically. “In fact, it’s time to push.”

“Now?” Josh and I both ask.

She nods. “You’re crowning.”

“That doesn’t sound good!” I exclaim, and then Josh grabs my hand and holds on tight as the nurse grabs my other. They sit me up and hold my legs.

“Push!” everyone yells at the same time.

I go completely silent as I follow orders, closing my eyes and bearing down with all my might. After a moment, Dr. Lizzy tells me to stop and breathe, and I sit back, gasping for air.

“You’re doing great, baby,” Josh says, pushing my hair out of my face.

“Oh, I’m so mad at you right now,” I groan, feeling every fucking pain in my lower body right now. “It’s such bullshit that baby deliveries all fall on the woman.”

“I know,” he says, staring down at me with a pained look.

“Fucking science, right?” I bark back. “Science is such a rip-off.”

“Total rip-off,” Josh parrots.

“And, now, I feel like you’re mocking me,” I groan, turning away from him, wishing someone would wipe the sweat off my face because I can’t be looking hot right now.

“I’m not mocking you,” Josh says, magically appearing with a wet towel as he dabs my forehead.

I look up at him sadly. “You’re a doctor, and I just said your profession is a rip-off.”

“It is a rip-off in this instance, which is why I’ll do all the night feedings for as long as you like,” Josh says hurriedly.

My brows lift. “That’s a nice gesture.”

“Anything for you, baby.” He drops a kiss to my forehead.

Then Dr. Lizzy yells at me to push again.

Man, she’s bossy.

My legs are back in position, and I give it all I have this time because I desperately want this to be over. I want this pain and this buildup and this anticipation to all be over.

What a journey the past six months have been. An asshole doctor turned one-night stand turned live-in lover turned baby daddy turned love of my life. All because I decided to sneak into a hospital cafeteria to write. I mean…as far as adorable meet cutes go, I think Josh and I kind of beat Kate and Miles’s tire shop thing, even if I did drop pie on his crotch. Although my story is likely ending with an episiotomy or at the very least, raging hemorrhoids so Kate definitely has one up on me there.

A baby crying has my jaw dropping, and I look down to see Dr. Lizzy plop a really gross creature on top of me. The nurses swarm me, wiping away the gooeyness and making it look a little less alien-like with each aggressive swipe.

“It’s a girl!” Dr. Lizzy exclaims and hands Josh a pair of scissors. “Dad, do you want to cut the umbilical cord?”

Josh looks at me with a big, proud smile while I revel over how much I love hearing him called Dad. His steady hands do a fine job, and they quickly swaddle my baby girl in a blue and pink blanket, placing a pink hat on her dark brown matted head. They lift her to me so I’m holding her, wincing at her battle cries.

Dr. Lizzy smiles from between my legs. “Talk to her, Lynsey. She’ll recognize your voice.”

I take a deep breath and swallow before saying the first thing that comes to mind, “The man fisted the woman’s large—”

“Baby,” Josh interjects with a look of shock. “You’re not quoting smut to our child right now, are you?”

“Um…no!” I exclaim, horrified that I almost did that. “I was just telling her a story about you fisting my big cankles the other night.”

Josh smiles and kisses my sweaty hair, reaching his finger out so our little peanut can grab him. She doesn’t look so creatury at all anymore. She looks like…a baby. Like…our baby.

My chin trembles when I see features of Lennon and Claire and Josh and me in her little face. She’s a miraculous mix of all the people I love the most. I stroke her downy-soft cheeks, smiling at her, blinking through my millions of tears.

I sniff and look up at my fiancé. “What do you think about calling her Julianna?”

Josh turns his loving gaze from our daughter to me. “Really?”

I nod and smile. “I think it’s beautiful and perfect.”

His eyes redden with tears. “I love you.” He kisses me chastely on the lips, and then looks down at our little girl. “And I love you,” he adds, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Julianna.”

“I love her more.” I clutch her to my cheek and want to commit every last detail of this moment to memory. “I love her so much that I want to turn to cannibalism because I want to eat this precious baby for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

I pull her fingers to my lips and murmur, “I wanna eat her wittle fingers and wittle toes and—” I look up at Josh and see that he’s blinking rapidly at me in alarm. I press my lips together and croak, “That sounded better in my head.”

He laughs and crawls onto the bed next to me so we can stare at our baby for a long while. Then he’s shaking beside me, tears running down his face. “Thank you, Jones.”

My chin trembles, and I can’t fight the enormous smile on my face. “Don’t mention it, Dr. Dick.”

And just like that…we’re a family.
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A Few Months Later

 

I stride into the hospital cafeteria, and my eyes instantly find Lynsey sitting at her favorite table. My face splits into a giant smile at her open laptop, her papers and books spread out all over, and a diaper bag, purse, and stroller parked beside her. Plus, two slices of pie sitting off to the side.

Some things never change.

I glance around for my daughter, but Lynsey is wearing a breastfeeding cover over the top of her clothing, so the odds are, Julianna is feasting. I make my way to the table, and Lynsey’s eyes lift at my approach.

“Hello, my wife.” I lower my head and drop a kiss to her lips. We’ve been married a solid month, and I still love calling her that whenever possible.

Originally, we were going to wait and do a big, traditional wedding next summer, but one baby-free night and a few too many tiki bar beverages ended up with Lynsey and me on a plane to Vegas. The wedding was impulsive, and the twenty-four-hour trip was full of nonstop sex because Lynsey had just been cleared by Dr. Lizzy. You’d have thought we’d never had sex before the way we were going at it all night. God, it was a good night. It was our first night away from Julianna, and we stayed up the entire time fucking and talking about our future together.

When we came home, I thought our elopement would send our parents into a tailspin, but my mother was bubbling over with happiness. Lynsey’s parents came around when we agreed to baptize Julianna at their church. It all worked out pretty perfectly.

“Hello, my husband,” Lynsey volleys with a dopey smile that I never want to disappear.

I peek under the cover where Julianna’s eating. “Hello, my daughter.”

Her head instantly pulls away from Lynsey’s breast, and milk shoots into her face as she looks toward my voice. She cries out at the onslaught of liquid, and Lynsey quickly reconnects her to the breast.

“Don’t distract a girl when she’s eating,” Lynsey exclaims, nudging me so I move away.

Laughing, I sit in the open chair beside her, unable to hide my amusement. “A little breastmilk on the face isn’t as bad as pie on the crotch.”

Lynsey rolls her eyes. “Touché.”

I pull a piece of pie in front of me and tuck into it.

“How was your mommy and me class?” I ask around a mouthful of French silk.

“Very informative,” Lynsey replies and then opens her mouth when I offer to feed her a bite. She licks the remnants off her lips and adds, “Today, we discussed Kegel exercises to get our vaginas back to their former glories.”

My brows furrow. “I told you sex is just as good as it was prior to Jules. You’re being nuts about this.”

Lynsey’s nose wrinkles. “Still, I want to keep my situation high and tight for my hot doctor husband.”

“You can’t improve perfection.” I lean across the table and kiss her temple. I glance down at her mess all over the table. “What do you have for me?”

“Okay, so there are a couple of buildings the realtor said we can go look at tonight,” Lynsey says, turning her laptop in my direction. “One used to be a family practice clinic, so I think that’s our best option.”

“This looks like it has some potential,” I reply while clicking through the photos.

Lynsey nods her agreement. “We’ll have some major construction, I’m sure, but check out the square footage. There’s plenty of room for your exam rooms and my group counseling rooms.”

I sit back and marvel at my superwoman of a wife. She’s been focusing on the idea of the two of us opening our own clinic basically her entire maternity leave. She’s a mom boss through and through, and I have to admit, she’s getting me excited with her vision.

The concept is a family wellness center featuring medical and emotional care. We would have family therapy, Lynsey’s children’s group therapy sessions, and I would run a family practice out of half of the clinic. We can take on partners and grow it or keep it more boutique-style if we prefer. The concept should give both of us better hours so we can be home together as a family more often.

Since Jules was born, I’ve really taken to the whole Dad scene. I like wearing her across my chest and going for walks in the neighborhood, showing her off to anyone we pass. She’s such a pink, perfect little bundle that even when she cries, I want to love on her. Lynsey says I’m obsessed with my daughter, but considering I’m also obsessed with my wife, it’s all a good thing. And if opening this clinic will enable me to become a total family man, then bring it on.

And frankly, I miss working with children. Connecting with Julianna has made me remember my true calling in life. Yes I become a stressed out mess every time she gets a sniffle. And I know the bigger she gets, the more accident prone she’ll be, so boo-boos are bound to happen. But Lynsey reminds me that the rewards are worth the risks. And my memories with Julian are a testament to that.

Julianna finishes eating, and Lynsey deftly pulls her out from under her cover and hands her to me with a burp rag. “Hi there, kid, how has your day been?”

She smiles a big, toothless smile, and my heart aches in the most wonderful way that I never thought possible. Lynsey shuffles her chair over beside me, and the two of us coo over this beautiful baby who has turned our home completely upside down these past several months.

What once were Lynsey’s shoes that drove me nuts have been replaced by baby toys and contraptions and all the things a developing four-month-old needs. But it’s a mess that I want in my house all the time.

“When are we going to have another one?” I ask, pressing my lips to Julianna’s soft cheek.

Lynsey laughs. “You’ve asked me that question every day since we could start having sex again.”

“I want more,” I grumble, holding Jules to my chest and gazing at Lynsey who’s so beautiful it hurts to look at her sometimes. “You grow good babies.”

“Which is why I’m checking the expiration dates on all our condoms,” Lynsey says with a laugh. “Clinic first…then more children.”

I exhale heavily. “Fine.”

She smiles and presses her lips to mine for a long, lingering kiss. She groans as she pulls away, her hands outstretched. “You have to get back to work, so we’d better get going.”

“One moment please,” I reply, wrapping my arm around Lynsey as I hold Julianna to my heart. “I’m enjoying my family right now.”

 

THE END

 

Did you love Lynsey and Dr. Dick? Are you interested in their friends stories? Check out Kate and Miles in Wait With Me or Sam and Maggie in Next In Line! Read those already? Then you MUST indulge yourself in all things Harris Brothers. Three words: British Footballing Brothers!
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The London Lovers Series:

Becoming Us: Finley’s Story Part 1

A Broken Us: Finley’s Story Part 2

London Bound: Leslie’s Story

Not the One: Reyna’s Story

 

A London Lovers/Harris Brothers Crossover Novel:

Strength: Vi Harris & Hayden’s Story

 

The Harris Brothers Series:

Challenge: Camden’s Story

Endurance: Tanner’s Story

Keeper: Booker’s Story

Surrender & Dominate: Gareth’s Duet

 

Payback: A Harris Brother Spin-off Standalone

Blindsided: A Harris Brother Spin-off Standalone

 

The Wait With Me Series:

Wait With Me: A Tire Shop Rom-Com

Next in Line: A Bait Shop Rom-Com

One Moment Please: A Hospital Cafeteria Rom-Com

 

 

Pointe of Breaking: A College Dance Standalone by Amy Daws &

Sarah J. Pepper

 

Chasing Hope: A Mother’s True Story of Loss, Heartbreak,

and the Miracle of Hope

 

 

For all retailer purchase links, visit:

www.amydawsauthor.com


[image: ]

 

It takes a village to write a book, let me tell you! And since this book gave me a run for my money, I would have been lost without these amazing people that helped me along the way:

 

Firstly, my PA, Julia who’s always at my beck and call. Thank you for keeping me focused and on task. To Jen, my “fluffer”. I love our chats and how our brains work the same way and how we jinx each other all the time. Your friendship means so much to me.

 

Special thanks to Jessica Prince for grabbing my book and reading it in a day before I decided to throw the whole thing into a fire. To Jane Ashley Converse who I use and abuse. I don’t know how you keep tolerating my neediness, girl, but I really love all your help. Please let me pay for beers next time!

 

My Canadian lover, Beth: I value your opinion on my work so much and I’m so, so thankful that you’re still willing to beta read for me after all these years. You truly help make me a better writer.

 

Franci! Thanks for your fresh eyes and making me laugh because you don’t know what joggers are! Hahaha. My sister-in-law Megan…our boozy brainstorms are seriously my favorite.

 

And of course my proofers, Lydia, Kel, Lynn, and Paulette! Thanks for your sharp eyes!

 

And to Kelley Harvey for giving me a nice, critical content eye on this book when I felt like it needed an extra push. And of course, Jenny Sims, speed-editor to the stars. You rock, girl!

 

To my husband, Kevin. You were zero help with this book. Thanks for nothing.

 

Kidding!

 

Thank you for supporting my crazy and holding down the fort in the real world when I need to spend more time in my fictional world.

 

And to my Lolo…there is nothing that makes me happier than having you play on the couch in my office while I work. You are my toothless wonder and I love your mushy cheekies.

 

And to my six angel babies that I still wear around my neck. I wouldn’t even be doing this gig without the journey I took with all of you. Thank you for giving me the greatest perspective in life.
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Amy Daws is an Amazon Top 25 bestselling author of the Harris Brothers Series and is most known for her punny, footy-playing, British playboys. The Harris Brothers and her London Lovers Series fuel her passion for all things London. When Amy’s not writing, she’s watching Gilmore Girls or singing karaoke in the living room with her daughter while Daddy awkward-smiles from a distance.

 

For more of Amy’s work, visit: www.amydawsauthor.com or check out the links below.

 

www.facebook.com/amydawsauthor

www.twitter.com/amydawsauthor

instagram.com/amydawsauthor
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