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      He says we never had a proper honeymoon.

      So, instead, he’s giving me… a prepper honeymoon?

      Who knew billionaire preppers were a thing?

      I guess I’m about to find out.

      

      He gave her a house–his family’s estate!–as a wedding gift. But when Amanda suggests they stay home and nest for two weeks, Andrew takes her idea and gives it more power.

      WAY more power. Home remodeling never looked so good… or felt so hot.

      Julia Kent’s New York Times-bestselling romantic comedy series continues as Andrew and Amanda settle in to married life… and so much more.
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      Amanda

      I am eating a piece of grilled white asparagus wrapped in prosciutto, drizzled with melted manchego cheese and coated in crushed pistachio, when my friend and co-worker Josh ruins my culinary orgasm by bringing up my honeymoon.

      More specifically, my lack of a honeymoon.

      And all I can do is grunt.

      “I’m just saying,” he says with a sigh as he waves his bacon-wrapped, goat-cheese-stuffed date around on its toothpick like he’s the conductor of the Boston Pops doing a tapas bar gig, “you married a freaking billionaire. You deserve a honeymoon.”

      “It’s not about what Amanda does or doesn’t deserve,” Carol insists on my behalf. As I chew, I give her a look that either says thank you or is so indecent, I need a cigarette and a fan, because damn, that asparagus is good.

      “What is it about?”

      “It’s about what they want. I mean, my God, Josh! Andrew bought her an estate as a wedding gift. I think he’s got all the good-husband bases covered.”

      “Pfft. That? He’s a billionaire! That’s to be expected.”

      “You’re pooh-poohing my husband’s gift to me? An estate in Weston, Massachusetts? It’s one of the most expensive zip codes in the country,” I say, parroting his affect.

      “Hello? Billionaire? For him, that’s like buying a cheap condo behind the railroad tracks in Clinton. Declan bought Shannon an entire coffee chain.”

      “This isn’t a competition,” I say, alarm making my pinot noir taste like vinegar.

      “And he managed to give her a nice honeymoon in Hawaii.”

      I lean in. “Define nice. Because those two still refuse to talk about their honeymoon.”

      “Isn’t that weird?” Carol says, affirming my gut instinct. “Shannon’s normally easy to pry information out of, but she’s so close-lipped on this.”

      “Maybe they had an orgy,” Josh ponders.

      “On their honeymoon?” Carol’s right to be skeptical.

      “Weirder things have happened.” Josh wraps his arm around my shoulders. His armpits smell like lemon and coconut. “I was married to Amanda, you know. We had a honeymoon.”

      “We had a panic-filled hour in a Las Vegas hotel suite after being poisoned with psychedelic-contaminated wine. You, me, Andrew, and Andrew’s Vegas chauffeur all woke up together wearing wedding rings.” I wrench his arm off me. “Don’t compare the two.”

      “I am so glad I’m not actually married to you!” Josh sniffs, then his sniff becomes more emotional than judgmental. “But I sure do miss Geordi.” That’s Josh’s ex-boyfriend.

      “I’m sure you do. But quit comparing.”

      “I’m just saying, maybe Shannon and Declan are being private about their honeymoon because it’s, you know.” Wink wink. “Private.”

      “Declan doesn’t strike me as the swinger type,” Carol declares.

      “Right,” I add. “He’s not the sharing type. Have you ever tried going to a tapas bar with him?”

      Josh straightens up, frowning at me. “Did you just say topless?”

      “What? No! Tapas. Declan won’t even share small plates. You expect him to share his entire wife?”

      “Scratch that theory off the list,” Josh mutters.

      “Why did you,” Carol says, pointing to me, “and my little sister both land billionaires for husbands, and all I got was a tattooed ‘musician’ who turned MLM pyramid schemes into an art form and tried to convince me that lube made from tea tree oil was an aphrodisiac? Where’s my billionaire?”

      “Oh, God, not this again,” Josh groans. “Carol must be on her third glass of sangria.”

      She shakes the ice cubes at the bottom of her glass. “How’d you know?”

      “Drink #1: This is great! I love hanging out with friends. Drink #2: I’m hungry. Drink #3: Why can’t I get a billionaire?” Josh says, ticking off the list with his fingers.

      “What’s Drink #4?” Carol asks.

      “I hate Drink #4,” he says, turning red. “It’s when you start to tell us how long it’s been since you’ve had sex.”

      “I do not!”

      “Do too,” I inform her. Josh’s eyes jerk like his brain is riding a bucking bronco. “And then there’s Drink #5.”

      “We won’t talk about that!” Josh squeals.

      Carol gives him a head tilt and raised eyebrows, her sangria paused halfway to her mouth. “What on Earth? I don’t have five drinks when we come out like this!”

      “No, no, it was Mathilda’s wedding. Remember? She invited everyone in marketing to her wedding when she and Dryden tied the knot.”

      “The reception? The one that was all about candles in mason jars and a goat as a flower girl? On the farm in West Boylston?”

      “That one,” Josh says primly, turning even redder.

      “I did drink heavily that night. I’d just gotten my second child-support check from Todd, ever, from the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections. Twenty-three dollars and twelve cents. And then we came to the wedding and–what did I do after Drink #5? Talk about my dry sex life?”

      Josh looks like he’s choking on a cocktail stirrer.

      “You asked Josh to sleep with you,” I blurt out. Might as well get this over with.

      Carol laughs. “Did not!”

      “You did,” he says, twisting away, his neck at an unnatural angle, like a swan procreated with a pipe cleaner. “You were, uh, very specific about what you wanted.” He makes a face like he’s imagining eating something he doesn’t like.

      Carol’s turn to blush. “I did not hit on you! You’re not my type, Josh. Sorry.”

      “But. You. Did.” Josh grabs the edges of the table, which is made of stone, dark and grooved with deep scratches and years of sweaty glasses.

      “If I did, I was clearly beer goggling it.”

      “Vodka goggles. Not beer,” I correct her.

      “I’m sorry, Josh. Sorry I offended you. You’re definitely not my type, so it would take that much vodka to get me to hit on you.”

      “You manage to turn an apology into an insult like it’s programmed into you.”

      Carol laughs. “Blame my mother.”

      Josh huffs and steals the last goat-cheese-stuffed date with a flourish.

      “Anyhow, we got way off track.” Carol looks at me. “About that honeymoon you never had...”

      “It’s fine. I’m not exactly suffering.”

      Josh and Carol snort in unison, and just like that, everything between them is mended. Never underestimate the power of a common jealousy target.

      “When you marry a guy like Andrew, the word suffering is stricken from your vocabulary,” Carol instructs me. She’s always had that tone the eldest child gets when talking to a younger sibling. No, we’re not biologically related, nor did her parents officially adopt me, but I’m basically a de facto little sister.

      Which means I get all the irritation of a big sister and none of the long-term benefits.

      “I don’t need a honeymoon,” I say flatly.

      “Your life is no longer about what you need, Amanda,” Josh intercedes. “Seriously.” His palms go up in a gesture of supplication. “I’m not poking you.”

      Carol snickers.

      He gives her a death glare. “I mean that your life is all about wants now. Not needs. The needs are covered. So think about what you want. Heart of hearts, if you could have a honeymoon anywhere in the world with Andrew, where would it be? Because he can give you that. He can give you anything.”

      “Heart of hearts?” I ask, still a little stung for reasons I don’t quite understand.

      Carol gives me a genuine grin. That, or she’s been lying about how many drinks she’s had, because she’s suddenly touching and friendly. I want to confide in her.

      “If I could go on a honeymoon with Andrew, anywhere? For how long?” I clarify.

      “Two weeks,” Josh says. “I would say three weeks, because that’s how Europeans go on vacation, but people in the U.S. are weird about long vacations.”

      “That’s because we don’t get six weeks’ paid time off,” Carol says.

      “Six weeks? Two weeks? Hah!” I chortle, the sound simultaneously exactly right and terribly disturbing. “I’ll be lucky to get forty-eight hours alone with him, and half of that will involve his phone and answering texts.”

      “No. You get two weeks of nothing but him and his attention,” Josh emphatically declares.

      “I think that is a really, really big dose of Andrew.”

      “You can’t handle that... big a dose?” When Josh tries to be deeply inappropriate, it always comes out like Mr. Rogers is hitting on you. It’s simultaneously flattering and soul destroying.

      “Please. Stop.” Carol sets down her skewered grilled shrimp covered in basil. “You sound like Pee-wee Herman.”

      “I do not!” Josh protests, adenoids performing a cheerleading routine.

      “You prove me right every time,” she says, grinning.

      “Back to your honeymoon,” he grumbles. “Two weeks.”

      “No way! He runs one of the biggest companies in the world! The one that provides you with a salary and benefits,” I point out.

      “And you deserve two weeks of time from your new husband,” Josh emphatically replies.

      I give them suspicious looks. “You just want me out of the office for two weeks straight. Why?”

      “So you can have fun!” Carol chirps.

      “So we can clean all the orange stains off your desk,” Josh replies honestly, nose wrinkling in disgust. “Our current repertoire of chemicals isn’t cutting it.”

      “Is that why my desk smells like bleach every morning?”

      “Someone had to intervene.”

      “I don’t eat that many Cheetos!”

      “Show me your cuticles,” Josh demands.

      I sit on my hands. “I am not a piece of meat for you to view at your pleasure,” I inform him.

      Carol and Josh give each other conspiratorial looks.

      I did it again.

      I just strengthened their alliance.

      “How is Shannon?” I ask Carol, changing the subject.

      “She’s fine, I guess. Don’t you see her more often than me, Cheeto Fingers?”

      “I haven’t seen her for two weeks or so. She was hiding Ellie from the world after the poor baby got a cold.”

      “Right.” Carol yawns. “She called me last week in a crying panic, blabbering about bulb syringes and baby saline solution. I think Declan is close to convincing her to hire a night nurse to help them out.”

      “You think? How did he manage that?”

      “When she called me at three a.m., crying, I said to her, ‘You are insane to say no to a night nurse. She could be doing all of this for Ellie right now and you and I could be sleeping.’”

      “You think that worked?”

      “She hasn’t called again.”

      I look at Carol. Then Josh. Slowly, I pull my hands out from under my butt.

      Not orange.

      I waggle my fingers at them. “I told you.”

      “That just proves you’re good at covering your tracks,” Carol scoffs.

      “Or that you get good manicures more often than the rest of us,” Josh adds, examining his cuticles with vexation.

      Carol does a double take. “And to think I actually hit on you.”

      “Men can get manicures!” Josh protests.

      I come to his defense. “Andrew does. So does Declan.”

      Carol shows us her ratty fingers. “I am not judging men for getting manicures. I’m judging men for having nicer nails than mine.”

      Josh stares. “Is that glitter nail polish on the edge of your index finger? When was that from? 1987?”

      “Tyler did it,” she says. “Part of Unicoga.”

      “You weren’t there!” I point out. Carol’s mom, Marie, posted a poorly worded ad on Facebook that led to scores of swinger couples attending her yoga class. “Unicorn yoga” is fine, but when swingers think you’re their kind of unicorn, all the single women in the room are up for grabs.

      “Only because Dad couldn’t help with the kids that day. From the sound of it, I would have been popular.”

      We snicker. She’s right.

      Narrowing his eyes, Josh challenges me with one of his patented lizard looks. “I think unicorns are overrated.”

      “You didn’t in Vegas. When we were almost married,” I remind him.

      “We’re not talking about that,” he says, sniffing. The sniff turns sad.

      “Oh,” I say, instantly remorseful. I rub his back. “I didn’t mean to bring up Geordi again.” Geordi was our Anterdec chauffeur in Las Vegas, during Shannon and Declan’s wedding. Andrew and I woke up in a hotel room with Geordi and Josh, all four of us wearing wedding rings, about three years ago.

      Yeah. I know. It’s as weird as it sounds.

      “I cannot believe Geordi never told me,” Josh says, sniffing more. “Who knew he would join the Peace Corps! Most of the time, when guys ditch me, they just ghost. Or leave a note that they ran off and joined the circus.”

      Carol laughs.

      “No. Really,” he says, pensive. “My old boyfriend Remington swallowed fire. Nice guy. No gag reflex whatsoever.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” Carol says, gagging.

      I pour the rest of the sangria and hog it for myself, suddenly wishing tapas bars served Cheetos.

      “Look,” Josh says, pulling himself together. “You need a honeymoon. If you won’t do it for you, do it for us.” He points between himself and Carol.

      “For you two?”

      “Shannon has never, to this day, told me what happened in Hawaii. I deserve to live vicariously through a billionaire’s honeymoon. My sister won’t do it, so it’s all on you,” Carol declares.

      “That’s not fair!”

      “Life isn’t fair. But I’ll bet it’s way more fair when you’re married to a wealthy man.”

      I start to argue. I close my mouth.

      She’s right. They both are.

      I need to go home prepared.

      “If this backfires on me, I’ll blame you two.”

      “How could it backfire?” Josh asks. “It’s the perfect plan.”

      The perfect plan.

      What could go wrong?

      Andrew

      Making love on top of a down comforter dragged in front of a roaring fire is as romantic as it seems.

      Doing it in your own house is even better.

      We’re completely naked, stretched out next to each other, the fire’s glow making Amanda’s bare skin a work of art. For a split second, I can imagine her as a movie actress, the camera panning over the slopes of her perfect curves, shadows and light playing on my wife with a majesty reserved for only a handful of ethereal beings.

      I turn to her, feeling rugged and powerful, the scent of cedar and oak as it burns reminding me of ski lodges, high school wilderness treks, and now–my own home.

      My childhood home is rapidly becoming ours, the shift slow in coming.

      It’s not that I don’t have the money to change the grounds, the interior, the exterior. All of that is doable. What I don’t have is time.

      Or, to be blunt, the will.

      Every day I walk through the door, I feel a pull to the past. A tug, as if I’m being drawn back in time. Not decades. Not even years. Just a small, intangible sense that destabilizes me for a few seconds before I can consciously right myself. Ghosts are the manifestation of spirits with unfinished business, they say.

      Maybe that unease is the gentle yank of a ghost, pulling on my arm.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Amanda says, making me startle slightly. I look at her, smiling at me, nuzzled into my side.

      “You need to increase your offer,” I inform her.

      “A dollar.”

      “Make it a bitcoin and you have a deal.”

      She laughs softly, breath blowing against my chest. That feeling needs to be bottled. Captured. Drawn upon in times of difficulty. It’s a light, warm brush of her essence against the skin and bone over my heart. That feeling is the closest sense I have of direct love from her, one breath at a time.

      “Seriously. What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours? Calculating profit margins again?” she pokes.

      “Thinking about ghosts.”

      She tightens against me, body suddenly tense. “Is the house haunted? You never told me that when we moved in!”

      “No, no,” I assure her. “It’s not. Just... I have my moments here, you know?”

      “Your mom?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “You see her? In ghost form?”

      “No. Nothing like that. I do not embrace the woo. You know that.”

      “Then what?”

      “It’s more that this place is a time capsule.”

      “A time capsule? Are you regretting buying it?”

      “No. Not one bit.” I kiss her temple. Nothing destabilizing about her.

      “You know, when I was out with Carol and Josh for tapas and sangria tonight, they brought up our honeymoon.”

      “What honeymoon?”

      “Exactly.”

      “You want a honeymoon? Now? We’ve been married for two and a half years.”

      “Honeymoons don’t have expiration dates, Andrew.”

      “Why not just ask for a vacation?”

      “You have a problem with the term ‘honeymoon’?”

      “Fine. A honeymoon. What would we do?”

      She reaches between my legs. “More of what we just did.”

      “I could get behind that initiative. Where? How long?”

      “I don’t know where, but I know how long.” She strokes me.

      “Hah. I mean how long do you want the honeymoon to be? Three days? I might be able to swing four or five.”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Two weeks!” I laugh. I realize I am not supposed to laugh when Amanda abruptly stands up, pulling the warm down comforter with her, and plants that beautiful ass of hers on the sofa.

      Uh oh.

      “I mean, honey,” I say, smoothing this over. “Two weeks for a CEO of a Fortune 500 company is like a year.”

      “Am I not worth it?”

      I have stepped on a landmine, complete with trip wires, but I am wearing a blindfold and earplugs.

      “Of course you’re worth it! But finding two weeks without business trips or meetings in the time frame is impossible.”

      “Impossible?” She goes silent. It’s not a sad kind of silence. It’s the kind where the temperature rises. It’s a low-pressure system converging with a wind movement in which warm, moist air below runs into cool, dry air above, building an F5 tornado or a category 5 hurricane.

      Amanda is a great name for a hurricane.

      I wait her out. That’s what you do when you’re in a landmine field and essentially blind, deaf, and... male.

      “If I had a life-threatening illness, would you do it?” she challenges.

      “What?”

      “If I had limited time on Earth, would you take two weeks out of your life to spend only with me?”

      Her long silence and her strange calmness set off every alarm in me. What have I missed?

      “Did you have a doctor’s appointment this week? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong,” she says. “Hypothetically, is there anything that could happen in our life to make you clear two weeks to spend only with me?”

      Oh, shit.

      She’s got me.

      “When you put it that way...”

      “Then it’s not impossible. It’s just that you aren’t making me a priority.”

      A flood of business books flip inside my mind, like butterflies made of hardcover print stock. Essentialism. Rocket Fuel. Purple Cow. The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck. The basic premise of all of them distills down to one singular concept:

      Your life is what you make it. Priorities are a reflection of your inner state.

      Arguing with her could be so easy right now, as her eyes reflect the blaze of the fire, potentiating what is already aglow. Debating the merits of her point could take the sick feeling inside me and make it feel more righteous, less intense. I could easily pivot away from the truth of her words and do what most people do: find a way to stay on the same path I’ve been on for years, without disrupting the world for her request.

      I’m not most people.

      “What would a two-week honeymoon look like?” I ask her, opening the conversation without making a promise.

      Surprise trickles into her face, a quick blink, a nanosecond of tight confusion, the twitch of one corner of her mouth. “What do you mean?”

      “Pitch me.”

      “Pitch you?”

      “You know how to pitch. Pitch your proposal to me.”

      “That’s not how this works! I’m not bidding for your honeymoon contract.”

      I lean back, plumping a pillow under my head, giving her a full, unfettered view of all of me. “Maybe you are.”

      A pillow whaps my junk with a surprising thump that makes my ass clench.

      “I am your wife! I don’t bid for your time. Or, at least, I shouldn’t have to.” Those last three words come out like Amanda turned into a demon. “You should pitch me!”

      “I already proposed to you.” I look at her engagement ring, now paired with a wedding ring. “Remember?”

      “How could I forget? You proposed in a garden shed at a rooftop restaurant while we hid from people. Of course I remember.”

      “You taste better when I kiss you in closets.”

      “Maybe I should propose we honeymoon in a closet for two weeks, then.”

      “As long as there’s water, food, and chafing cream, I’m all for it.” Before she can hit my crotch with another pillow, I turn, reaching for the nearly empty bottle of wine, and pour myself some more. Amanda might pelt me with cushions out of anger, but she’d never dare to tip over a glass of good wine.

      That would be a waste.

      The look on her face when we make eye contact is disarming. “What about two weeks like that?”

      “I was joking. Obviously.”

      “Not in a closet. But... here.”

      “Here? In the house?”

      “Yes. A staycation.”

      “What the hell is a ‘staycation’?”

      “It’s where you don’t go to work and just stay home.”

      “Why would anyone do that?”

      “It’s for people who don’t have the money or don’t want to spend the money going away on vacation.”

      “Who needs to do..? Oh. Right. People without money.”

      “But not just people without money. People like us! Andrew, what if we take two weeks and stay at home remodeling?”

      “Remodeling? I don’t have those kinds of skills. I hire people for that!”

      “We have to make decisions. Clear out whatever we don’t want. Renovate. Make this house ours.”

      “You are a mind reader. I was just thinking that, earlier.”

      “Bullshitter. You’re shining me on.”

      “I don’t bullshit you, Amanda. When you offered me a bitcoin for my thoughts, I was thinking about how we need to make this place ours. Put our own stamp on it.” The stem of the wineglass feels heavy in my hand.

      “You said you were thinking about ghosts.”

      “They’re related.”

      “So you’ll really do it? Give me two weeks of one hundred percent of your time? And we can make design decisions and invest our attention in making this estate ours?” Radiant with excitement, she gives me a look that fills me with heat.

      Huh.

      There comes a time in every marriage when you realize the Right Path is actually the Compromise Path.

      “Make you a deal,” I tell her, staring her down with narrowed eyes that are intended to challenge. “You go to Gina and get her to sign off on me being gone for two weeks. If you can get that, it’s a deal.”

      “You expect me to get permission from your assistant for you to have two weeks off? What kind of CEO are you? You own the company.”

      “I own much of the company, but the company owns most of my time. Gina is the manager of all that. You get her onboard and we’ll do it.”

      “If that’s the case, you’re not really the boss. Gina is.”

      “You’re starting to understand.”

      “You’re serious!”

      “Gina is as good at managing my work life as Grace ever was for Dad and Declan.”

      She gasps, the sound so abrupt that she starts coughing, hard. “She’s that good now?”

      “Yes.”

      Determined eyes meet mine. Challenge accepted. I reach for her hand and shake it. “I hope you succeed.”

      “You assume I won’t, though.”

      “I assume nothing other than this truth: we’re about to go for round two.”

      “You sure you’ve got the time for that, Mr. McCormick? Your life is tightly scheduled.”

      “I’ll squeeze in you.”

      “Don’t you mean ‘squeeze you in’?”

      “No.”

      And I show her exactly what I mean.
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      Amanda

      “Thanks so much, Gina, for meeting me for lunch,” I say, glad there’s no wind on this fine August day. Consuela–Connie to Andrew and me–has been kind enough to offer lunch once a week for those of us who are addicted to her inspiring food, and I dangle a big, flame-roasted and perfectly seasoned carrot in my husband’s executive assistant’s face: Lunch at one of the most exclusive restaurants in town.

      No. Not one of them.

      The most exclusive.

      “Thank you for bringing me here? This place is great?” Gina talks as if every sentence out of her mouth is a question. It leaves me with my eyebrows perpetually jacked up, like my eyes are getting the brake pads replaced. Nerve endings in my ears connect to my brain, forming expectations that my skin and muscles have to manage. We are primed to hear questions and to respond. Not to hear statements phrased as questions and absorb.

      Connie comes over to our table with a sampling tray of marinated olives, mushrooms, cheese, and almonds, with a little fig cake that makes me want to move to Spain. “Amanda! And you are Gina, yes?” She gives Gina her hand, the gesture proper and pleasant. “I believe I have spoken with you on the phone regarding Andrew, but we have never met in person.”

      “Nice to meet you?” Gina’s grin is spectacular.

      Connie blinks exactly once, touches my shoulder, and retreats. “Ladies, I leave you to your talk. If I have learned anything in my years of business, it is this: the combined energy of a man’s assistant and his wife is greater than the sum of his board of directors. All power to you.” She winks. “But you will not need it.”

      The expression on Gina’s face makes it clear she doesn’t quite get Connie’s joke/not joke.

      “This wine is amazing? It’s really okay to drink during lunch? We’re working?”

      “It’s a working lunch,” I say. “Drink up. It’s on Anterdec, too.”

      “But that’s a violation of human resources policy,” she says, deadpan. It takes me a couple of second to realize she’s joking. It’s the inflection. As she sips more wine, she laughs.

      I pick up an olive and start eating, pairing it with an almond at the last second. “Gina, you know why I’ve brought you here, right?”

      “To fire me?” Her laugh makes it clear she knows Andrew couldn’t function without her.

      “God, no!” I gush, going along with it. “He really can’t function without you.”

      “Isn’t that great?” she says, swigging more wine, eyeing an olive like it’s a tiny incendiary device.

      “You’ve got all the job security you could ever want,” I say, buttering her up.

      She bursts into tears.

      Um... that wasn’t part of the plan.

      “I–I’m sorry?” Great. Now I’m saying my sentences as questions.

      “You’re sorry? I’m the one who’s sorry?” She is red faced, her nose flaring, her teeth gnashing together. “I don’t want job security!”

      Uh oh. A declaration. She is mad.

      “You don’t?”

      “I want a commitment!”

      “From... Andrew?” A beat passes. My dread skyrockets.

      “From Louis!”

      “Who is Louis?” Dread pours out of me via a huge, relieved sigh.

      “My boyfriend? The one I bring to all the company parties?”

      I am drawing a total blank.

      “He’s an accountant? Wears a blue suit?”

      “Two hundred men who work at Anterdec wear blue suits every day, Gina. You need to be more specific.”

      “He has a service parrot.”

      Oh. My. God. I know who she means. Josh, Carol, and I spent an entire visit to the tapas bar doing alcohol-infused imitations of him.

      “What is a service parrot?”

      “Blackbeard is his emotional support bird. Louis has anxiety and–”

      She continues speaking, but I don’t hear her. My brain short circuited somewhere in that explanation.

      “–and then he said that monogamy is a social construct designed by the rich to control the poor and middle classes, and I started to realize he’s just avoiding the proposal?” Gina finishes, sniffing.

      Connie walks out with two tiramisu cupcakes, putting the plate between us. She pats Gina’s shoulder and says, “Eat dessert first. And Louis sounds like a cheater. Cheaters don’t change.”

      “But then I wasted all this time trying to make myself fit into his world?” she wails.

      The look Connie and I share could cut a diamond with exquisite precision.

      “Don’t waste another second of your precious time, my dear,” Connie says, pulling a chair from another table over to ours, inserting herself between Gina and me with a resigned, worldly sigh that I could live three hundred years and never possess. “He is beneath you.”

      “How did you know he prefers the woman on top?”

      Connie’s blink speaks a thousand words in six languages.

      “Gina,” I say, pausing to drink half my glass of Artadi Rioja. “You know the best way to get over a jerk?”

      Connie hands her a full glass of wine.

      “You throw yourself into your job,” I tell her, working this angle so hard, I’m basically a human protractor. “Spend all your time really working on your career. Show guys like Louis they’re not the center of the universe.”

      “Yeah?” she sniffs in between hearty mouthfuls of wine.

      “Yeah!” My overly enthusiastic reply gets me a gimlet eye from Connie, who delicately sips her red wine without leaving even one tiny smear of red lipstick on the rim of her glass.

      How does she do that? Is this something they teach teenage girls in Spain? Or is it handed down coven to coven?

      “Gina,” Connie interjects. Her eyebrows are perfect, hair pulled back in a simple ponytail held with a strip of red silk fabric. “Amanda is correct.”

      “I am?”

      “She is?”

      A sage nod seals the deal. “You need, in fact, to get rid of as many men in your life as possible.”

      “I do?”

      “She does?”

      “Yes.” Connie’s eyes twinkle. She looks like a gemstone, a witchy crystal infused with energy more powerful than words. A warm, creepy feeling takes over my limbs. It’s not the wine.

      It’s the wise woman before me.

      “Andrew is an impediment to your perfect self,” Connie says, slowly, hypnotically swirling the wine left in her glass.

      “Andrew? What does Andrew have to do with me and Louis?”

      “He is a man, is he not?”

      “Yes? But he’s my boss?”

      “And my husband,” I add, clearing my throat for reasons I don’t quite understand, but that feel like a perverted form of jealousy.

      Connie silences me with a look that reminds me of harvest moons in dreams where they chase me and swallow me whole.

      “Surround yourself with feminine energy. The divinity of womanhood. You need cooperation. Support. Patience. Joy. Men are nothing but competition.”

      “You really do know Andrew well, don’t you?” I marvel.

      Gina is nodding, her tears slowing. “You’re right? But–how? How do I get rid of all this masculinity in my life?”

      “Does Andrew have a vacation planned soon?” Connie asks innocently. I narrow my eyes.

      Wait a minute.

      “No?” Gina says, pulling out her phone. “Let me look at his calendar?”

      “Andrew never takes vacations. We didn’t even get a honeymoon,” I point out.

      Her eyes widening, Connie stares me down, the message clear: Don’t blow this.

      How did she know?

      “That’s right?” Gina murmurs, eyes glued to her screen. “You didn’t? I asked him about it and he seemed to blow me off?”

      “He did?” Connie’s indignant voice is formidable. Why do people with European accents always sound so authoritative? “How rude of him to dismiss your concern for his welfare!”

      “Yeah!” Gina’s gone declarative again.

      Victory will soon be mine.

      “That’s right!” Gina shouts, setting down her phone. “He–he did dismiss me. Like Louis! Like Louis and his crazy threesome argument.”

      “Threesome?” I lean in. “That’s what the anti-monogamy speech was about?”

      “Yes! Can you believe it?”

      “Well,” Connie demurs. “A good threesome is to be treasured.”

      My turn to glare at her, my message loud and clear: Don’t blow this!

      “I am not a prude?” Gina’s voice goes uncertain. “But he insists Blackbeard needs to be there, and that he isn’t cheating if the woman he’s been sleeping with comes into our relationship?”

      “About Andrew and that honeymoon,” I say. Not only have the wheels come off the bus, they’re rolling into traffic and turning logging trucks over.

      “His schedule’s fine? Nothing he can’t dump off on other people? Why?”

      “Can you clear two weeks of his schedule?”

      “Hell, yeah! I’ll get rid of him for two weeks and ask for mentoring from more women in the company. Like you!” She reaches for my hand.

      “Um, I would be gone for those two weeks, too, Gina.”

      “Oh. Right. Why would you want to spend time around so much masculine energy?” she asks.

      Visions of my morning lovemaking session with Andrew flash instantly into my mind. “Oh, um–”

      “Because Amanda has a grand estate in Weston that she is now in charge of managing, and it is woefully out of date. Remodeling is a large undertaking, and the effort is so great that she will need time with Andrew to bring the property to a standard befitting a Fortune 500 CEO’s private home.”

      I point to Connie. “Yeah. That. That’s why.”

      A diabolical look takes over Gina’s features. Either that, or the wine makes her spunky. “I like it. Men hate remodeling, right? They hate decorating and picking out colors and tiles and all that. So Mr. McCormick can spend two tortured weeks remodeling while I get time to focus on the feminine divine!” She finishes with a flourish, sucking down her wine and giving Connie and me a laughter-through-tears grin.

      “Perfect,” we say in tandem.

      Note to self: never, ever piss off Connie.

      Andrew

      Gina is running late. She’s not the type to take long lunches, and after two hours have passed, I’m starting to get annoyed. The phone messages are piling up, someone came into the office to ask about a parking spot issue for a department director, and my favorite coffee isn’t on my desk at two p.m.

      Huh.

      They say you eventually become your father, but I didn’t know it would start so soon.

      Conference calls have dominated my day, with a lunch meeting that ended on a sour note. A walk to the coffee shop would be a nice break.

      If annoying.

      I text Amanda, Coffee? Gina’s not here and I’m going to get my own.

      No immediate answer.

      I’ve gone down the elevator and am in the revolving door at the building entrance when I get a reply.

      Poor baby. Can you manage the walk all by yourself? Need a user manual on how to buy coffee?

      Whoa, I reply. What did I do to piss you off?

      We’re having an asshole-boyfriend summit, she replies.

      We, who? None of your friends have boyfriends. They’re married or single.

      Gina, she answers.

      Who’s Gina? I reply. I don’t remember Amanda having a friend named Gina.

      Your assistant. Way to prove the point that men are dismissive and feminine energy is more supportive and enveloping, my wife shoots back.

      You’re with Gina? My caffeine-deprived mind is calibrating as new information comes in. That explains the two-hour lunch and missing my afternoon coffee. I reach the coffee shop, open the door, and get in line with everyone else. They’re all on their smartphones, necks like giraffes finding tasty blades of grass low to the ground.

      I know, I know. I should get my coffee from my brother’s coffee shop chain. I don’t. Because this place is closer.

      We’re having lunch at Connie’s, Amanda replies.

      I freeze.

      My wife. My assistant. My high-powered celebrity-chef friend.

      They are together.

      And they are likely talking about me.

      Are you talking about me? I type quickly, sending before I realize men are at a deep disadvantage when it comes to modern communications. We’re evolutionarily designed to act first, manage later.

      This does not serve us well in times like–

      My phone rings.

      Like this.

      “You know,” Amanda starts, in a voice that makes it clear Connie brought out the Spanish sherry, “you shouldn’t assume that when a group of women connected to you get together, you’re the topic of conversation. That is so egotistical.”

      “It is.” I shuffle forward, the phone zombies all moving in unison as we get closer to the Order Here sign. I count eleven people ahead of me. Gina has an app on her phone for this. It is pre-programmed with my drink order, Amanda’s drink order, my credit card–you name it.

      “You–wait. What? Did you just agree with me?”

      “I did. Can you put Gina on the line?”

      “Why?”

      “Urgent work matter.”

      Shuffling sounds, then: “Andrew?” Sniff. “What’s wrong?”

      “Can you order my afternoon coffee for me?”

      “Oh, my God? I forgot? I can’t believe I forgot? I’m useless?” Sobbing follows. I hear Amanda loudly call me misogynistic and something about smashing the patriarchy.

      I’m cool with that. Smash it nice and good.

      After Gina puts in my coffee order.

      “No need to come back to the office,” I tell Gina, turning on the charm as my temples start to throb. The customer at the counter, an older woman with short, grey hair who is wearing a soft, camel-toned cardigan, pulls out a piece of paper with a long list of orders on it. I hear her say “church youth group” as she smiles at the cashier. “Gina, just put in the order. I’ll pick it up myself. You stay for your lunch and have fun. You deserve it.”

      “Really?” Sniff.

      “Give me my phone back,” Amanda says in the background, then yells at me. “You’re manipulating your assistant while she’s having a personal lunch?”

      “And what, my dear, are you doing having lunch with Gina? Are you two plotting against me?”

      Stunned silence greets me. I know what she’s up to. This is about that honeymoon conversation. She’s playing Gina. Good for her. Buys me time.

      “I–what? No! No, of course not.”

      In the background, I hear, “Tell Andrew I put the order in? I used my phone app? He can get it at the pick-up counter–”

      Success. I look to the right and see the special “App Pick Up” line.

      Two people.

      “Sweetie, I don’t want to take up one more minute of your precious time bonding with Gina,” I tell Amanda. I can imagine her face right now. Teeth clenched, pert nose cute and red at the tip, cheeks pink, eyes angry.

      I’m getting turned on just thinking about it.

      I frown. Even I have a line. Think I just crossed it.

      “I cannot believe I married a man who can’t order his own coffee,” she huffs.

      “Wrong. I did just order my own coffee. I simply used a method you would never consider. But I did it. The goal is the end result. The process doesn’t count as long as it’s moral and legal. Tell Connie I said hi, and make reservations for us to have dinner there next Thursday. Gina can check my calendar for the exact time.”

      “Andrew! You’ll pay for this!”

      “Gotta go,” I lie. “Sultan on the other line.”

      She hangs up on me before I can do it.

      Double success.

      Because a call hangup doesn’t count against you if they do it in anger.

      But then the dreaded text follows. You know. The Post-Call Text. The one I normally pretend not to see. The one where they get the last word. Where they say all of the smartass comments they wish they’d said when the conversation originally happened.

      Call me right now, you pig lover, for I have a question, the text says.

      WHOA.

      I squint at the phone. That’s not Amanda.

      It’s the sultan.

      Shit! I conjured him. The lie to Amanda is biting me in the ass.

      And with a nine-figure deal negotiated and construction barely on schedule, I have to answer.

      Hello, Omar. What’s up? This is not a business call. I brace myself for a forty-minute conversation about the sultan’s sex life, questions about American politics, and–worse than all of that–his obsessive search for a rare pessary once worn by Jane Austen’s chambermaid.

      My cock. Let me call you, he replies.

      I groan.

      “Dude, there’s one person ahead of you. Have some patience,” some small man with a shaved head, thick-rimmed glasses, and a flannel shirt last fashionable during Bill Clinton’s first term says to me.

      I glare at him.

      He backs up and finds nirvana in the coffee stirrers.

      My phone rings. Unknown Caller. I answer it, shifting my weight from one leg to another, knowing he’ll want to Facetime.

      “Omar! So glad to hear from you.”

      “Put me on Facetime, Andrew. I cannot derive any benefit from this conversation without watching those superb face muscles of yours.”

      “Ah, I am in public right now.”

      “Public! Doing what?”

      “Getting coffee.”

      “What is the ‘getting’ part, Andrew?”

      “I am in a coffee shop, waiting for my coffee. It’s almost up.”

      “Waiting? Why do they not bring the coffee to you?”

      Here we go. If Amanda and Gina wanted to talk about the patriarchy, they should have taken this call.

      “My assistant–” I change course midstream, knowing my explanation will get me nothing but shit from the sultan if he hears that I’m fetching my own coffee because the woman who works for me is taking personal time. Appealing to his baser nature will get a better result. “I am here because it is a visual feast of female flesh.”

      The little hipster in line in front of me suddenly goes still, like a rabbit listening for prey.

      “You Americans. I love it. You get tits and ass with your caffeine. I need to buy the house next door to yours and build a better one, Andrew. Then we can hang out at these feasts of flesh and find women to bed.”

      This is his version of small talk.

      “McCormick?” My name’s called, drink handed off to me, and I get the hell out of there before Omar gets me talking about nude women in public.

      “If you moved here, there would never be a dull moment,” I say, shining him on. “How is the search for the missing pessary?” Do I want to hear about it? Hell, no.

      Do I want to hear him shit talk? Even less.

      “I have it on good authority that a retired physician from Fiji who supplied drugs to high-level businessmen in China is hiding the pessary in Gibraltar, so I have sent a special-forces team there on an assassination mission to get it for me.”

      “That sounds... illegal.” I’m at the revolving door, going into my building, when I finally take a sip of my coffee.

      And damn near spray the glass door.

      Bzzz.

      I look at my text window.

      Like the new peppermint pumpkin stevia drink? Yum! Love you! Amanda texts.

      “Sonofabitch,” I mutter.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Wasn’t talking to you.” Plunk goes the nasty coffee in the trash. “But I am listening.”

      “Who did you call a bitch? Is that a new term of endearment you use for women?”

      “I kicked a homeless person who was in the way of the trash can,” I lie.

      “Ah. I understand completely. So, I am calling to ask you about energy systems for your island.”

      “My what?”

      “Your island.”

      “I don’t own an island.”

      “What do you mean, you do not own an island? Everyone owns an island! How can you not own an island? Next you will tell me you do not fund a spaceship prototype operation. Ah, Andrew. You are so funny. Americans are so funny.”

      Right. Ha ha.

      For the next five minutes, as I ride the elevator up to my floor, I’m treated to a monologue about the sultan’s private island. Sea levels, water filtration systems, desalination protocols, you name it.

      He never, not even once, asks me a question. Nor does he expect any response, even during his deep breaths to continue.

      I get to my office, sit down, and look at the stack of contracts I need to review and sign. My agenda’s glowing on one of the three screens on my desk, and CRM software with escalated issues glowers at me like my dad’s disapproval after I lost a swim match.

      “Andrew! Let me show you my island. I need the opinion of someone almost as powerful as me. Join me in my world. You have the virtual reality goggles I sent you, no?”

      I shake myself, shocked that he’s soliciting my involvement.

      “I do.”

      “Then come. I am king. I will let you in. We will sleep with all the women we want and your wife never has to know. Even you and I can have sex in virtual reality, Andrew. Sodomy is illegal in my country, but not in VR! Well, not in VR for me. I need to think about whether it is illegal for the masses. But you and I can bugger each other in virtual reality and it means nothing!”

      “Uh...”

      “Ah ha ha! You thought I was serious. Of course I was not. Americans are so humorless. You are not my type.”

      “Right.” That nasty taste in my mouth isn’t just the stevia.

      “When you are here, in VR, you are completely safe. No one can harm you.”

      “Why would anyone want to harm me? Aside from the crazy paparazzi,” I ask him.

      “You do not receive the death threats?”

      “What? No.” Changing my focal point, I hone in on the conversation. Death threats? This just went from endless prattle to seriously troubling in three seconds.

      “Really?” His voice takes on a boastful tone, like Dad with an accent. “I receive them daily. My bodyguards require their own bodyguards.”

      “I am not a ruler, Omar. I do not have your problems.” Or your wealth. I don’t say that part aloud.

      “Some people want a piece of me. Some want me in pieces. That is why I am so focused on securing my genetic legacy.”

      He moves from topic to topic like a dragonfly on a New England lake in late summer.

      “How are you doing that?” I ask, regretting the question instantly.

      “Cryogenics. Cryogenics will solve everything. It’s not just for storing sperm to create seven hundred babies with surrogates, you know.”

      “I didn’t know that was a feature.”

      His laugh rings into the phone like a fire alarm. “Oh, Andrew. You slay me. I assume you have sperm stored in appropriate volume for your genetic heritage? People like us should spread our genes far and wide. DNA as strong as that of rulers and CEOs should be used to yield superior beings.”

      “I like to use my sperm the good old-fashioned way, Omar.”

      “One woman at a time? You impregnate them yourself? What a waste of your time. You can only do what–ten? twenty?–per month at best. What is your personal best, Andrew?”

      He’s asking for a number.

      First person to mention a number always loses. Dad taught us that when we were kids.

      “My number could never compare to yours, so I wish to avoid embarrassing myself by answering your question.”

      Right answer. He laughs.

      “Oh! Oh, dear. I must go. My team has captured the retired physician in Gibraltar, but no pessary. Should I have him beheaded? The live video feed shows they are waiting for my command.”

      “No! No. Show mercy.”

      “Mercy?” He says the word like he’s never heard it before.

      “He, uh... I wouldn’t have him killed. He might know about other rare Jane Austen artifacts. Beheading him would cut off the supply of information.”

      “Good call! I will let him live. You are a wimp, Andrew, but you are amusing.”

      Beep. Call ended.

      I lean back in my chair and rub my pounding temples.

      Tap tap tap.

      It’s Carol, my sister-in-law’s sister. The connection means nothing, but her sister and my brother made a little girl a few months ago, a child I’m uncle to, and Carol is her aunt.

      More than anything, though, we’re employer and employee.

      She marches up to my desk holding a coffee from the same place I just left. “Here. Amanda said to send this.”

      Wary, I take a sip. It’s normal.

      “Uh, thank you?”

      “No. Thank you. Anterdec just bought my department mid-afternoon coffees. Amanda called and asked me to do the run. Something about teaching you a lesson but not being too cruel.”

      “Mercy,” I say, contemplative as I take another sip.

      “Mercy is underrated.” Carol smiles as she walks away.
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      Amanda

      Lunch with Shannon was always a fun time filled with gossip and laughter.

      Emphasis on was.

      This is our second time trying to have lunch together with her three-month-old, Ellie, and here we are again, two out of three of us in tears.

      Hint: I’m the one not crying.

      “Hang on, baby,” Shannon murmurs in a voice that manages to curse, soothe, and instruct, all at once. If motherhood has a voice, that’s it. “I don’t care if anyone sees my boob, but I do care about all my back fat.”

      “Huh?”

      “Can you find a blanket in the diaper bag?” she asks me. Her side of the booth is her and the baby. My side is me and the entire contents of Babies R Us.

      “What kind of blanket? This?” I hold up a white cloth.

      “No. That’s a burp rag. It’s the pink one.”

      I look in the bag. It’s like being a gynecologist. Every variation of pink is in there, folded and layered. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “I don’t care,” Shannon says, cringing. “Ow! That first tooth really is coming in, isn’t it?” Ellie’s mouth settles in on Shannon’s nipple, her upper lip like a rose petal, her small head covered with soft, dark wisps of hair, the same color as Declan’s. All I can see is the back of her head, one arm reaching up with tiny fingers that loop around Shannon’s pinkie, and little yellow-socked feet that kick Shannon’s unused boob.

      Relief floods Shannon’s body, her shoulders dropping, her eyes closing. A sigh of deep contentment escapes her.

      “Settled?” I ask, a little worried about her. She’s always a little harried, klutzy in a kind-hearted way, but I’ve never seen her unraveling like this.

      “Yes. Letdown has commenced.” She reaches for her glass of water and chugs the entire thing down like a soccer player in the World Cup between plays. Greedy eyes land on my full water cup.

      I push it to her.

      Ellie makes baby sounds I can’t describe, so cute that my ovaries start doing the cha-cha inside my pelvic cavity. “She makes me want to have one!” I squeal, using hushed tones to keep the baby from startling.

      “You and Andrew would make great parents,” Shannon says between water gulps. She finishes my glass and looks around, trying to catch the eye of the waitress.

      “We need to drop the birth control first.”

      “Sex,” Shannon says out of nowhere, eyes unfocused and wistful. “I remember sex.”

      “You guys... aren’t having it?” After Andrew’s bizarre coffee incident yesterday, he came home and basically pinned me to the bed for two hours, the sex mind-blowingly intense. This wasn’t angry sex. Wasn’t even make-up sex. It was something more.

      It was something hot.

      My nether regions start to simmer, the tactile memory of his touch last night firing me up for more. I’m still on the pill, and no matter how adorable Ellie is, the plain truth is that we’re not ready to share each other with anyone else.

      Not even our own child.

      In time? Sure.

      Right now? I want more of him.

      What I really want is more of his amazing body, mouth, fingers, tongue...

      “Need a fan?” Shannon asks me as I jolt at her words.

      “Huh?”

      “You blushed! Hard! What are you thinking about?” Her eyes narrow. “You had sex last night, didn’t you?”

      “How do you know?”

      “You’re glowing.”

      “Pregnant women glow. I’m not pregnant.”

      “Women who orgasmed their brains out glow, too. I remember orgasms...”

      I’m sensing a theme.

      “If you aren’t getting any and you want to get some, why don’t you and Declan just carve out the time and make it a priority?”

      Wrong innocent question.

      I had no idea Shannon could turn that shade of purple. Who knew?

      A gagging, gurgling sound erupts from Ellie, who pops off Shannon’s breast and starts choking, coughing little baby hacks that make panic rise up in me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, leaning forward.

      I’m shot in the eye by a stream of breastmilk firing out of Shannon’s nipple like it’s a milk hose.

      “Oh my GOD!” I shout, grabbing a napkin as the milk continues to shoot out of Shannon, Ellie starts screaming, and the waitress is about to pour more water in Shannon’s glass.

      “Uh, can I get you a towel?” she asks all of us, as if the question is aimed at the general You.

      Shannon smashes the restaurant’s table napkin against her boob. “Amanda, hand me anything out of that bag.”

      I reach in and grab a manual breast pump.

      “Anything but that.” Shannon’s resigned sigh makes me feel bad.

      Finally, a big, pink blanket handed over the table seems to do the trick. Latching the baby back on, she mops herself up, takes another deep breath, and with her free hand, flags down the waitress, who has wandered off like a human version of a Roomba, picking up stuff from tables in an erratic pattern that makes sense geometrically.

      We order.

      We drink our refilled water glasses.

      And Ellie dines before us. I’m sure Miss Manners gives infants a pass.

      “You need anything else?” I ask Shannon.

      “A third arm?” Stretching her neck, she watches the waitress come back with a bowl of tortilla chips and salsa, standard fare for every table here at our favorite Mexican place near Shannon and Declan’s place. We munch happily, until Shannon looks down to find her daughter asleep, making little snoring sounds, her lips falling open as slumber takes over.

      “Finally,” Shannon says, covering Ellie’s head and her exposed nipple with a small bit of pink cloth. “Now I can really eat.”

      “How? One-handed?”

      “That or pig style, with my face in a trough.”

      I laugh. She doesn’t.

      Motherhood is not for wimps.

      “I can cut your meat for you if that makes it easier,” I joke.

      Her face is serious. “I will totally take you up on that offer.”

      “So how is it? The glory of motherhood?”

      “My own milk is seeping down my stretch-marked belly into my crotch, my period just started yesterday after three months of exclusive breastfeeding, Declan needs to go to Jakarta for a week to negotiate some coffee purchase, and my mother is already planning Ellie’s first birthday party, complete with all her leftover unicorn horns from Unicoga. How are you?” Her fake grin makes me laugh.

      “Better than you.”

      “Pretty sure that bar is so low, anyone can be better off than me.”

      “Are you happy?” I ask her.

      She grins, taking a chip and scooping a hellish amount of salsa onto it. “Very.” She eats.

      I eat.

      We grin at each other.

      “I will say,” she mumbles around her food, “I’m glad we waited a few years before we had kids. All that time together was wonderful. And important.”

      “Important? Why?”

      “Because this is the opposite of romance. And you need the romantic foundation to be there. Having a baby is an enormous kind of love. It’s almost too big. Hard to leash or rein in. So you have to be partners. And you can’t be someone’s partner in putting a third person first if your own needs haven’t been met first.”

      “I’ve never thought about it that way.” I take a heaping dose of salsa and shove it in, munching. Too late, I realize I got a big chunk of jalapeño in there.

      My turn to eye Shannon’s water glass.

      “Neither did I until our first month raising Ellie.” As if she reads my mind, Shannon slides the bowl of sour cream at me. I take an entire spoonful to soothe my burning tongue.

      With the baby asleep, Shannon one-handedly plows through the chips and salsa, until the bowl is empty and she drinks her water. Making milk isn’t really a superpower. It’s a basic biological process designed for infant survival. But like any system, the calibration has to be there, and the raw supplies involve calories and water.

      Lunch is the perfect environment.

      “Is this some kind of warning? Because once you guys conceived first, Andrew backed off the whole baby thing. No competition other than his joking that we need to conceive twins. All our ‘let’s have kids’ discussions have morphed into ‘isn’t Ellie adorable and so much work’? discussions. Declan won in the competition between the brothers.”

      “Those two.” We shake our heads as the server delivers our food. I got a grilled chicken fiesta salad.

      Shannon ordered fajitas.

      After the server leaves, I stand and hold my arms out. “Let me hold Ellie while you eat.”

      Her O of shock makes me laugh. “You’re serious?”

      “I need to practice eating one-handed. Besides, I just watched you demolishing those chips. You’re starving. Let me huff the baby.” Bending carefully, I slide one hand under the baby’s hips, the other at her neck. With machine precision, I get her in the crook of my arm, the blanket still tucked around her. I snuggle back onto my side of the booth with the physical dexterity of a jewel thief and look over at Shannon.

      Half her fajitas are already gone.

      “Did you inhale your food? Cover one nostril and just suck hard?” I ask, agog.

      “Whaa?” She’s chomping away. “I’d ungee.” I’m guessing that’s New Mother for “I’m hungry.”

      The beauty of holding someone else’s baby is that you get to hold a baby. Soft and pure, they don’t judge. They are in a constant state of being. They smell like warm skin and sunshine.

      And when they cry or poop, you get to hand them back.

      An image of Andrew holding Ellie a few weeks ago flashes through my memory, making me smile. The rich aroma of cumin reminds me of my plate, the scoops of guacamole and sour cream begging for attention. Ellie wiggles in my arms, her heat making me sink into my seat, rooted in place. She’s a grounding influence, contentment spreading. As I am in this moment, I’m at peace. She’s sleeping in my arms and an ache begins inside me, one seeded by her simple presence.

      I want this.

      I want this bad.

      Babies are a contagion, aren’t they? They’re like the Ebola of the newly married friend world. One couple starts and bam! Soon everyone has baby fever.

      And by the time the epidemic is over, we’re left with stretchmarks and minivans.

      “This is so good!” Shannon gushes, finishing her last fajita and staring at the plate like it’s disappointing her by being empty. “I didn’t realize how starved I was. Is she okay? I can take her.”

      “She’s fine. Enjoy the luxury of using both arms.”

      “It is a luxury these days.”

      “Amanda? Shannon?” We both turn toward the sound of the female voice, one I know all too well.

      “Mom?”

      “Pam?”

      My surprise must seep into Ellie, because she opens her eyes, tiny stick-like lashes lifting as she drowsily starts to wake up. A snurgly little sigh escapes. I don’t move.

      She settles back down.

      Mom’s hand cups the back of Ellie’s sweet head, twinkling eyes meeting mine. “You look like a natural holding her, Mandy.”

      “Amanda,” I whisper reflexively.

      Mom’s smile deepens. “I remember when you were that little,” she says as Shannon scooches over and pats the seat next to her, inviting Mom to sit down. “By three months, I had my figure back and you’d just started sleeping six hours through the night.” She smiles at Shannon. “You’ll be fine. This is the turning point.”

      Shannon takes the baby blanket and carefully covers her front with it, shoving the dish of rice away. “Ellie has one three-hour sleeping stretch,” she says with a sigh. “Declan is really pushing to call in that night nurse he wanted to hire.”

      Mom chortles, loud enough that Ellie startles, but she calms fast. “Night nurse! Leo slept like a lumberjack back then and I had to go back to work at ten weeks. No paid maternity leave,” she says with a sad smile, reaching forward and brushing a strand of my hair behind my ear with a maternal touch I’m starting to see in a different light. “We had to get you to sleep so we could. Leo worked in a factory. Being sleepy meant accidents.”

      I snort. “I’m sure his drinking didn’t help, either.” My dad left when I was five after losing me at Fenway Park and scaring my mom to death by getting in a car accident. For hours, she thought I was dead, until I found my way to a police station on the other side of Boston. Dad was an alcoholic. He later killed two people in a drunk-driving accident and is in prison.

      He gets out next year.

      And I definitely don’t care.

      “Leo’s drinking was casual then. I wouldn’t have had a baby with him if he’d been the way he got later, Amanda.” Her return to my older name is a clue. She’s emotionally walling herself off, the Mandy slipping out earlier in a moment of nostalgia. “Your father was a good man. Until he wasn’t. The drink got him.”

      Shannon’s gone somber, eyes darting to look at Ellie over and over, as if she wants her back, the conversation too bleak, too stark, the sudden dip too much. Mom lets out a self-conscious laugh and beams at the baby. “Ah, listen to me. I’m making this all about my own messes. You and Declan made a miracle, Shannon. She’s beautiful.”

      Shoulders dropping, Shannon relaxes. “Thank you. What brings you here?”

      “Lunch. I’m seeing a client here in town.” Looking behind us, she suddenly stands. “In fact, it looks like the gaggle of women are all back from the bathroom and headed to our table. I’m working on a modeling insurance contract. New project involving models and BASE jumping. They really do go to the bathroom in herds!” Quick kisses and waves and Mom is off, looking like a turtle in a herd of peacocks.

      Ellie makes a sound of contentment. Then her entire face turns a weird shade of red.

      “Shannon?” I ask as she watches Mom, who is half a head shorter than the tall, willowy women, who all look like young gazelles. “Is Ellie supposed to be this color?”

      A gurgling sound comes out of Ellie’s diaper region. The red face goes purple, and then–heat.

      “What is going on?” I ask, my hand and wrist so hot suddenly.

      And then I’m hot and wet, in a band around my waist.

      Shannon’s face turns to horror.

      “Oh, no! Diaper malfunction,” she whispers, frantically searching for her bag.

      “Mal–what?”

      My nose gets it before my brain understands. Ellie has just–

      “Oh, Amanda! I’m so sorry. It looks like Ellie shat up her back and all over your arm!”

      I look down and follow Shannon’s eyes.

      A dark-yellow stain travels along the crease of my arm and Ellie’s little body. The redness of her face has faded, her mouth in a contented smile, even her breathing a clue that she’s sound asleep.

      “Sure,” I whisper, mortified. “Now you’re happy.”

      Did I mention I’m wearing a cream-colored shirt today? Sheer, with a white shell underneath?

      Shannon waves down the waitress, who shuffles over. When she looks at me, her eyes widen.

      “We need to have this wrapped up,” Shannon says succinctly. “And the check.” She pulls a credit card out of her wallet and hands it to the server. “Can you make it fast? We tip well.”

      Three little words that make any server move nice and quick.

      “What do I do?” I ask, frozen.

      “Exactly what you’re doing. Don’t move. Once the food’s wrapped up and the check’s paid, we’ll triage and execute.”

      “Execute?”

      “The plan. Declan and I have been through this before.” She looks around the restaurant. “Last time this happened, we were at a charity ball. Turns out baby poop and sequined ball gowns don’t mix. No more balls for you, Miss Ellie!” She gives the baby a loving smile.

      “Before? You’ve been through this before? And you didn’t warn me?”

      “Why would I warn you? It’s a given. Hold a baby, take a chance of being pooped on.”

      “Not a given! Not. A. Given. Maybe for parents who’ve read all the baby books and scanned the baby blogs and joined the baby Facebook groups, sure. But you needed to warn me!”

      “Too late now,” she titters. The server appears with breakneck speed, food wrapped, check ready. Shannon writes an obscene number, signs the paper, and stands.

      “What do I do?”

      “Hold her nice and tight. I’ll control the contaminated area.”

      “You sound like the head of a CDC team in an epidemic!”

      “Welcome to parenting.”

      “She’s not contagious, is she?” I slide to the edge of the booth and get my footing. Core muscles I didn’t know I possessed engage. I feel like I’m in a squat cage, lifting my own weight on a rack over my shoulders.

      Close. So close.

      “I’ve got plenty of clothes at our place you can wear. We’ll pay to have it dry cleaned.”

      “How about incinerated? Because this is silk.”

      “Mustard is a very trendy color this season,” Shannon says weakly.

      “Not helping,” I grind out through clenched teeth.

      All along, Ellie stays asleep.

      We’re out the door, Shannon managing her diaper bag, the leftover food, and the doors as we enter into the sunshine. We’re only a few blocks from her place, so we start to walk.

      “It’s chilly!” Shannon exclaims.

      “I’m fine,” I say, “but then again, the heat of your child’s excrement is warming me.”

      “That’s just processed breastmilk,” Shannon says with an eyeroll. “It’s not gross. In fact, it’s pure.”

      Pure torture.

      People walking past us are really studying Shannon. They look at her like she’s someone they recognize.

      Someone they mock.

      Because every person looks at her, narrows their eyes, looks down, then starts laughing.

      Shannon repositions the straps from her diaper bag, her purse, and my purse, twisting her body in the process as we make a left turn toward her building.

      A wolf whistle follows, so loud, we stop in our tracks.

      I look to the left.

      It’s a homeless dude, sitting on a piece of cardboard with PLEASE HELP in Sharpie, a mangy cat on a leash next to him.

      “Nice tit!” he shouts to Shannon, shaking his change cup. “Maybe I should pay you!”

      We both frown until I look at her and see the problem.

      “Shannon? Your breast is on display.”

      “What?”

      “Your breast is hanging out.”

      She looks down. The nursing shirt she’s wearing is pulled to one side. Her nursing bra is unclasped. It’s not a horrible breach, but if you look long enough you notice that a tiny rodent with a pink nose is riding in the front of her shirt.

      Until the eyes adjust and you realize it’s a nipple.

      “Oh, God,” she groans. Is there no body part my best friend can’t show in public?

      Don’t answer that. Seriously.

      Just as we reach her building and her new doorman, Tom, holds the door open, she pivots the diaper bag to cover her bosom and we make it through the lobby. I am carrying a twelve-pound poopbomb in my arms.

      I am also using every form of walking meditation to avoid thinking about it.

      Upstairs, Shannon keycodes us into her place and without a single word between us, she peels Ellie out of my arms as we both continue moving, my legs taking me straight to their guest bathroom, the shower spray going before she calls out, “Grab whatever you want out of my closet!”

      Hmm. She has those Jimmy Choos with the silver straps that I am not supposed to covet but do. We’re the same shoe size...

      I assess the damage.

      Shirt: destroyed.

      Shell: destroyed.

      Belt and pants: barely ok.

      Bra: surprisingly fine.

      In other words, Ellie managed to soak my muffin top.

      But we’re going to pretend she got my shoes, m’kay?

      A five-minute rinse later, I sprint into Shannon’s closet, find a simple silk shirt, and eye those shoes. I shove my arms into the sleeves and stare at the shoes.

      I am too nice.

      I don’t take the shoes.

      In another part of their place, I hear Declan’s voice, then the sound of splashing. He’s cooing and using baby talk, so I assume he’s giving Ellie a bath. If not, I’m witnessing some really weird kink dynamic between Shannon and Declan. There’s a TMI limit in every bestie situation, and that would be it.

      In the living room, I’m grabbing a glass of water as the front door opens, buzzed by someone in the apartment.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as Andrew walks in and gives me a hug.

      “Dec invited me to come over and go work out with Vince and Gerald,” he whispers in my ear. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just finished lunch with Shannon and Ellie. You’re working out again? You worked out this morning!”

      “Dec was intense about it. Said he’s going a little stir crazy.”

      “Shannon’s just plain old crazy,” I inform him.

      “You smell kind of sweet.” He sniffs me. “And weird. Is that a new perfume? I’m not sure I like it.”

      “It’s called Eau du Merde du Ellie.”

      He frowns. “Your French is terrible, but I think you’re saying–” He makes a face and looks at me. “Oh. Ew.”

      “The baby shat all over my arms and lap about thirty minutes ago. I showered, but...”

      “Is that why you’re wearing Shannon’s shirt? Definitely not a scent to wear again.” He leans forward and whispers, “Until we have our own kid.”

      “You want our baby to poop all over me? This conversation has turned very bizarre.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Good.”

      Just then, Declan comes into the living room holding Ellie, who is impossibly cute in one of those baby towel contraptions with a hood that mimics a giraffe.

      Andrew starts humming the theme from Mission: Impossible. He began doing it after Declan made an elevator repair crew open a panel at the top of the broken elevator where Shannon was trapped inside, giving birth.

      Yeah. Sounds crazy, right? Welcome to my best friend’s life.

      Declan’s face goes tight and dark as he diapers and dresses Ellie in an adorable red and white heart-themed outfit that makes me wish I were a baby again and could get away with those fashion choices.

      There’s even a heart on her bum.

      “That’s not funny anymore. She’s three months old and you do that every damn time you see me.”

      The humming continues.

      Declan throws a teething ring at him. It bounces off his shoulder and strikes Chuckles.

      Who promptly walks over to Andrew’s shoes by the door, lifts one leg, and–

      Huh. Doing CrossFit with Vince is really paying off for my husband. He makes it to the shoes in time to rescue them.

      Too bad about his other hand, though.

      “Gross!” Andrew shouts, holding his wrist at a severe angle so the dripping cat pee doesn’t get on more than his hand.

      “Score!” Declan whispers, stroking Chuckles’ neck as the cat purrs.

      “Now we both got peed on today,” I commiserate.

      “They say couples with similar interests have the greatest sense of life satisfaction and happiness,” Declan says, deadpan.

      Ellie lets out a sound that’s close to a laugh, an “ah ah ah ah ah” that makes Shannon and Declan focus all their attention on her, Dec laughing.

      “Are you giggling at Uncle Andrew? He’s a funny guy, isn’t he?” Declan says, pulling her little red shirt up and giving her tummy raspberries, which just makes the little baby “ah ah ah ah ah” continue.

      Cause and effect. It’s the backbone of life.

      Andrew hums the Mission: Impossible theme music in response, then says, over the sound of the kitchen faucet running as he washes his hands with more ritual than a neurosurgeon, “Not as funny as you delivering a baby at a charity ball!”

      “Uncle Andrew is just jealous!” Declan says to Ellie, whose eyes widen as her daddy comes in close. She takes one dimpled hand and bonks Declan on the nose. “He’s never broken into an elevator and delivered his own sweet baby.”

      “And punched out his wife’s ex.”

      “I would prefer to have my baby delivered the old-fashioned way,” Andrew announces. “With me in the waiting room drinking scotch and waiting to smoke a cigar.”

      “Is your name James?” I ask him.

      He smiles at me as he shakes his hands dry, then grabs a kitchen towel from a small rack by the fridge.

      “Fine. I promise I’ll break into a non-functioning elevator, punch out your ex-boyfriend Al, and deliver our baby in front of a crowd of paparazzi, Amanda. If that’s what you want.”

      “That is so not what I want.”

      “You make it sound dashing and fun. It was agony and terror,” Shannon pipes up, filling what looks like a gallon jug with a straw on top with filtered water from the fridge dispenser. “Dec was great, but a hospital birth is in the cards for our next one. I want an epidural just after the conception.”

      “Agony and terror is a bit much,” Declan protests, bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet as he holds Ellie, who starts licking his chest. Her mouth bobs up and down in little patterns, leaving small wet spots on his shirt.

      “You weren’t the one giving birth!” Shannon counters. “You don’t get to define my emotional and physical experience.”

      “Steve Raleigh was in one of the news articles and he used those exact words, Shannon. He said it was ‘pure agony’ and nothing but ‘sheer terror’ for him,” Andrew tells her.

      “Figures. Leave it to Steve to take credit for a woman’s deliverable,” I say, meeting my best friend’s eyes. We snort.

      The guys are smart.

      They say nothing.

      Shannon adds a lime to her giant water glass. “Congratulations,” she says to me. “You’re officially an aunt. You are so safe for Ellie that she pooped all over you. It takes a special kind of trust to be the recipient of that.”

      The guys are smart. They say nothing again.

      Neither do I.

      Because I am speechless.

      “Remember how I wanted to hurry up and have kids?” Andrew says to me out of the side of his mouth.

      “Yes?”

      “I take it back.” He sniffs. “I take it allllll back.”
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      Andrew

      I am starting to get suspicious.

      Sex three days in a row is one thing.

      With lingerie every single time?

      Something’s up.

      And not just a particular body part of mine.

      “Thank you,” she purrs. Purrs. I am married to a cat, one who squints at me while smiling, her breasts splayed perfectly as she moves onto her back and stares up at the vaulted ceiling in our living room. More rug sex before the roaring fire.

      I know. Too much of a good thing can get boring over time. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.

      Or... don’t come to it.

      “I am the one who should be thanking you.” I roll onto my side and stare at her, the creamy flesh still flushed with exertion. “I love coming home to a naked wife on the floor, ready for me.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      “Why not?”

      “According to Shannon, once you have a baby, you never have sex again.”

      “Dec hasn’t said anything.”

      “You think your brother is going to spontaneously volunteer how he’s not having sex?” Her eyebrows fly up, breasts bouncing beautifully as she laughs.

      “Good point.” I frown. “So it’s true.”

      “What’s true?”

      “Babies are nothing but cockblockers.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’re more than that.”

      “But you don’t deny they lead to less sex.” My hand has a mind of its own and caresses her torso, loving the feel of her body.

      “Maybe when they’re little and needy and you don’t get much sleep, but eventually people have more sex again.”

      “Eventually is a long, long time, Amanda.”

      “We just had sex, and now you’re worrying you won’t have enough sex at some undefined point in the future?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I am a guy.”

      “What does that mean? You sit around thinking about all the ways you might not be able to get enough sex in the future?”

      “That’s pretty much the definition of a guy, honey.”

      “I thought it was the other way around–all you do is think about having sex!”

      “We do.”

      “And you think about not having sex?”

      “No, no. We don’t think about that. We worry about that.”

      “Why would you, of all people, worry about not getting enough sex?”

      “I–well, maybe worry is too strong a word. How about ‘evaluate risk levels.’ If sex gets to be too infrequent, we need contingency plans.”

      “You need a sexual-deprivation contingency plan?”

      “Maybe.” I’m in really murky waters here.

      “Just a minute ago, you said yes!”

      “Ok. Let’s go with that.”

      “You know what?” She sits up, a gleam in her eye. “I know one way to make absolutely certain you can have as much sex as you want.”

      “You do?” I sit up, too. I suddenly have a vested interest in this conversation.

      “Yes. It’s called a honeymoon.”

      I lie back down. A trap. I walked right into this, didn’t I?

      “We can have lots of sex without a honeymoon,” I remind her.

      “But Andrew, you said this is an obsession. Almost a compulsion all men have. A guaranteed two weeks of unlimited sex could make a material difference in your life, given your psychological construct.”

      “My what?”

      “Think of a honeymoon as an intervention of sorts.”

      “A sex intervention?”

      “Exactly! It’s practically a medical leave!”

      “HR is going to love this. Come on, Amanda. You know I can’t take two weeks off.”

      “Gina says your schedule is clear,” she announces in a tone that is the aural equivalent of a victory lap. “Two weeks can be arranged.”

      “Two weeks! You’re serious! I can’t just take two weeks and do absolutely nothing.” My turn to laugh. Nothing bounces, because I’m hard as a rock again. Negotiating does this to me. Especially negotiating with my naked wife, who is offering a two-week buffet of unlimited sex.

      Hold on.

      Why the hell am I negotiating against her?

      “I never said we’d do nothing,” she says. “You can do plenty.” There’s that purr again.

      “Okay, I love the idea of that much sex, but even I can’t fill every hour of every day for two weeks straight with nothing but sex.”

      “You should have disclosed that fact before I agreed to marry you. I feel like I’ve been sold a false bill of goods.”

      “I’m pretty sure you got more than you bargained for, Amanda.”

      She goes silent.

      My heart is slamming against my ribs. I can feel my pulse in my neck, a long distance from where I was feeling it just one minute ago. “You aren’t going to let this go, are you?” I ask her.

      “No. And also, Gina’s completely on board with getting rid of you for two weeks and having the office to herself.”

      “She said that?”

      “After the way you treated her about your coffee?”

      “That’s not an answer. And you got your revenge. That peppermint pumpkin stevia monstrosity was awful.”

      “Good.”

      Some element in her voice makes me stop with my automatic response. I pull back and think for a few seconds, letting the air between us still. She’s genuinely upset. I’m authentically convinced I can’t take two weeks to jet off somewhere exotic.

      My phone buzzes. Reflexively, I check it.

      My brother is selling one of his islands in Polynesia to fund a nuclear program. Would you like to buy it?

      The sultan.

      “Work. More work,” Amanda says with an exaggerated affect, her hands thrown up in the air in disgust. I stare at her. Wouldn’t you? Do you know what happens to nipples when a woman raises her arms? They stare you straight in the eye and dare you.

      “If we took this honeymoon,” I say slowly to her breasts, “a real one, where we go away, where would you want to go?” If she says ‘deserted island,’ it’s going to be hard not to say yes and buy an island in the middle of nowhere.

      Oddly enough, she averts her eyes and frowns.

      Bzzzz.

      “I’m ignoring that. I want to hear your answer,” I tell her, really intrigued by her reaction.

      “Get it out of the way, then turn the damn thing off.”

      I look.

      And I will be in Boston tomorrow for a meeting with a friend who has perfected preparation. I will pick you up at 11 a.m. on your rooftop. Bring ten jars of Marshmallow Fluff, a gross of condoms, and twenty Lush bath bombs. Please tell me your home has a solar set-up, water filtration, and a private massage therapist.

      I blink at the list of provisions. Gina is going to have a field day ordering that combo for me.

      My home has a swimming pool, the best wine collection in the world, and a fireplace George Washington leaned against while planning to fight the English.

      “Who are you texting with?” Amanda asks, peering over my shoulder.

      “The sultan.”

      “That crazy guy?” she shudders.

      “Don’t worry. He’s not visiting.” I watch as three dots appear on the screen.

      I had no idea, Andrew. Your poverty state troubles me, he texts back. In addition, you are delusional, for I have the best wine collection in the world. Perhaps you imagine you are me? I understand the adoration, but I fear you require an intervention. I am coming right now, my friend. I assume you have a helicopter pad in your backyard?

      The thought of bringing the sultan here, to my actual home, is a bad, bad idea.

      You are right, I reply, shining him on. It would be best to meet as quickly as possible, and you are a good friend to see through my troubles. Where?

      In Fitchburg, Massachusetts.

      I do a double take. Did I read that right?

      Fitchburg? I type back. That’s not an area you would like.

      You will see, he types back cryptically, followed by a set of GPS coordinates.

      This is how people end up buried in sewer pipes and never found, isn’t it?

      By the time I extricate myself from the phone, I see Amanda is on hers.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, on hands and knees now, approaching her with a steady interest. Her hair is a mess. A mess made by me. Her makeup’s long gone, a little mascara at the tips of her lashes. She looks well satisfied, but the glow of her phone has her attention.

      “Finish the text,” I command.

      She ignores me.

      I see this requires higher-level negotiation skills.

      I reach for her legs and spread them apart so fast, she gasps.

      “Andrew!”

      “Finish.” Kiss. “The.” Lick. “Text.”

      You can guess what I do next that makes her moan.

      “Done!” she chirps.

      “Not even close, baby. I’m just getting started.”

      “No,” she says, fingers in my hair, rubbing my scalp with an encouragement that makes me smile against her thigh. “I mean it’s done. You have two weeks off starting Monday.”

      “MONDAY?” I look up at her, the long, rolling curves of sweet cream and pink goodness too gorgeous to be mad at.

      “Monday. You, me, staycation.”

      “What are we going to do for two weeks at home?”

      “Remodel.”

      My cheek rests against her leg as my fingers have some fun with her warm, wet body. Her breathing changes, low and breathy and then with a groan and a deep sense of need.

      “Remodel what?”

      “Our home.”

      I pause. “You want our honeymoon to be here, in Weston? For two weeks I’ll live here and be twenty minutes from HQ and not go in? Not work at all while we redo bathrooms and pick out floor tiles?”

      “It’s a bit more than that, but yes.”

      “We can’t remodel this entire place in two weeks!”

      “Reality television shows do it in a week.”

      “We don’t have corporate sponsors! And speaking of which, don’t say a word about this to my dad until it’s all done.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if he gets it in his head that there are reality television shows devoted to remodeling, and we’re remodeling on our honeymoon...”

      She pales. “Good point. He’d have a camera crew and Ty Pennington at the house with a snap of his fingers.”

      “That’s why the entire idea is crazy.”

      “Only the James part is cray-cray. The rest is happening, Andrew.”

      “You really want to spend two weeks picking out doorknobs? Fighting over whether to pain the hallway Baby Beige or Early Ecru? You want that as a honeymoon?”

      The sultan’s texts ping in my head. Buying an island would be preferable to remodeling the estate. It’s not that I feel a need to preserve my childhood home as is. And redoing it to make it ours has its perks. But the idea of taking two entire weeks off work seems impossible.

      “You’re serious?” I ask her, moving my hand to resume my earlier, important work. I may not be a man who works with his hands every day, but in bed, I am.

      “Do I sound like I’m–” gasp “–joking?”

      “You sound like you’re about to orgasm, Amanda.”

      “Oh, do I? And what does that sound like?”

      “Let me show you.”

      “So,” she says, struggling to speak, “you’ll do it?”

      “I thought I was doing it.”

      “No, no, not that. I mean, don’t stop doing–that.” She inhales sharply. “The honeymoon! The remodeling.”

      “Tell you what. For every orgasm we have, I’ll take a day off.”

      “That’s a bit unfair, don’t you think? You can only have one! That means I have to have thirteen!”

      “Then I’d better get to work.”
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      Andrew

      It’s four p.m. on a Friday, I’ve lost two UK deals that were supposed to be ironclad, I only got one orgasm out of fourteen (or maybe seventeen... it was hard to tell for hers) this morning during my second round of sex with Amanda, and I’ve committed to clearing my work decks for fourteen days, starting Monday.

      So what am I doing?

      Standing next to a stray dog taking a piss on a dented lamp post in good old Fitchburg, Massachusetts.

      The GPS coordinates my chauffeur, Gerald, followed brought us to this rinky-dink dead-end road right off a neighborhood Gerald informs me is called the Cleghorn. It looks like the neighborhood my dad grew up in, over in South Boston. He brought us there exactly once. None of our relatives remain. He just wanted us to see the poverty he dragged himself up from to create a Fortune 500 company.

      Places like this don’t feel real.

      I know they are real. I have genuine compassion for people living in poverty. But I don’t understand it. Out of the blue, the thought that I’ve made a grave mistake in not bringing Amanda overpowers me.

      She would understand.

      Not because she grew up in poverty.

      But because of standard deviation.

      As humans, we can understand each other within limits, and one of those limits is the standard deviation. Being within the same range means it’s easy to understand another person. Being one standard deviation in either direction–in this case, economically–means we can understand, even if we cannot know the other person’s lived experience.

      Two or more standard deviations blows that sense of understanding to smithereens.

      And right now, as I try not to have both a cat and a dog pee on me in the same week, I’m pretty sure we’re looking at far more than two standard deviations of where the hell am I?

      A redheaded woman, young and bright eyed, walks past me on her way to a building with a steel door. She unlocks the front door and gives me a lowered-brow look. I’m an outsider, that glance tells me.

      And I’ve just been noted by an insider.

      “Andrew,” Gerald says, scanning the area. We dispensed with sir a while ago. “This place is safe. Ish. But where is the sultan?”

      My phone buzzes with a text.

      VFW is all it says.

      Gerald spots the place before I do, pointing across the street, up a hill.

      “There.” He looks at his own phone, finding the Google link. “Closest VFW hall.”

      “Why would the sultan meet me at a veteran’s hall?”

      “Because he’s unpredictable and nothing he does makes sense?”

      “You’re observant, Gerald.”

      “That’s why you pay me.”

      The hall is so close, it’s easy to walk a few blocks. Every yard is unkempt, cigarette butts haphazardly strewn on grass, in the margins between greenery and concrete, on the asphalt like a piece of warped art. I’m in a suit and so is Gerald, so we stand out. People look through open windows but not a single door opens.

      Kids ride bikes down the long, steep hill, looking at us but ultimately too engaged in their own play to stop. It’s a place full of humming activity but it’s all simple. People getting into cars on side streets and gunning engines. Children running and biking. The slow crawl of non-residents driving through.

      The VFW looms.

      “I should have let him land his helicopter in my backyard,” I mutter as we approach the worn, white clapboard building with a sad, sun-bleached sign. “What the hell does a VFW hall in an economically depressed city have to do with billionaire preppers?”

      “No idea,” Gerald says, “but this reminds me of Westside.” Gerald teaches art classes in a rundown part of Boston.

      “Really? I’ve been there. This is nothing like it.” A dog with entire patches of fur missing limps by, tail wagging with happiness as it spots a kid playing on a faded red plastic slide.

      “You’ve been there at night, and walked to exactly one bar. Try going there during the day.”

      “It’s the same?”

      “Poverty has a way of being the same, no matter what the circumstances.” He shrugs. “So does being rich. There’s a sameness you can’t break out of.”

      “Try telling that to the sultan, Gerald. He likes to imagine he’s the only rich person on Earth.”

      “Then he’s as delusional as the person who buys a lottery ticket for a chance at riches.”

      “At least people who buy lottery tickets imagine all the ways they’ll help others.”

      Just then, Gerald pushes open the door to the VFW. A wave of rotted wood and soured alcohol assaults my senses. None of this adds up. Gerald’s deep frown tells me we’re on the same wavelength.

      “I think we should go,” he starts, until we’re interrupted.

      “ANDREW!” the sultan bellows. Before I’m grabbed in a bear hug, I realize the place is totally empty except for his security team. Then it’s full-contact sultan. He smells like sandalwood and antiseptic.

      “Omar,” I say, giving in to the hug. He’s like this all the time, extremely physical and touchy. The kind of guy who stands three inches away, nose practically touching, when we talk. Doesn’t bother me most of the time, especially when we’re talking about nine-figure deals.

      Make it ten and he can sit in my lap.

      Ten muscle-bound guys, big as bears, make Gerald look like an extra in a sandlot kids’ movie. Omar doesn’t go for subtle when it comes to anything, including security.

      Especially security.

      “Welcome to hell,” he says, sniffing once. “What is that scent?”

      “Fitchburg,” Gerald mutters.

      “It’s the scent of opportunity!” A deep voice with a slight Texas twang catches my attention from behind the bar, where I realize there is a man in a ten-gallon hat pouring about a quarter of a bottle of Jack Daniels into a large tumbler of cola.

      “Andrew, allow me to introduce my friend Deacon Squire. I believe you’ve heard of him?” Omar says with a gesture that makes his diamond-encrusted Apple watch glow in the semi-dark.

      “Call me Deke!” the man bellows, still pouring. Half the bottle is gone before he stops. My liver starts to whimper.

      “Deke,” I say, trying to get a sense of the guy. Blowhard billionaires are a dime a dozen. A blowhard Texas billionaire? Been there, done that, have the belt buckle. I know exactly who Deke Squire is. Self-made oilman, and there aren’t many of those left in the world. He’s closing in on my dad in terms of age but looks ten years younger.

      “Yankee! Let’s call you Yank, shall we?” Deke laughs with a deep sound that Amanda would call “macho bullshit.”

      She would not be wrong.

      “My name is Andrew.” I watch as he drinks the entire tumbler in one smooth, long swig.

      Deke takes his time, accustomed to using delay as a power technique. We all are. He’s not using new tools here. “Just joshin’. Sheesh,” he says, smirking. He turns to the sultan and mugs. “Don’t judge all Americans by the uptight Northerners.”

      I don’t respond.

      Gerald doesn’t either.

      The sultan’s used to pissing contests. So am I. This is one I don’t care about, so it’s easy to disengage. Deke and I have no business that overlaps. We’re not competitors. Actually, that alone is quite odd. You’d think our paths would have crossed before now.

      “Andrew is a Jane Austen fan,” Omar informs Deke with a satisfied sniff. “Unlike most Americans, he enjoys Pemberley as much as I do.”

      “No one could equal your devotion to Austen,” I inform him. He beams.

      “You a literature fan?” Deke asks, his voice neutral.

      “I am.”

      “And a prepper!” Omar pronounces in a pleased tone, with a flourish of his arm, the Apple watch flashing again.

      “Never would have taken a McCormick for a prepper,” Deke says, his next breath a loud groan of judgment. “James doesn’t strike me as the type.”

      “I’m not James.” My smile is careful, calculated.

      A snort. “No siree, you’re not.” He rubs his hands together with glee. “Let’s get started.”

      “Started? With what?” I look around the VFW pointedly. I smell a familiar odor.

      And then it hits me.

      Louie’s Last Stand.

      This place smells like the decrepit casino my dad owns in Las Vegas.

      “Let’s get started with our business venture,” Deke says cryptically, guiding Omar and me towards the back of the kitchen.

      Self-made billionaires are a different breed from people like me, who inherited. They have a roughness, a cowboy-like edge, whether they’re from Texas or Finland or Brunei.

      “You are going to love this, Andrew. We have the sex robots in prototype right now,” Omar whispers in my ear as we walk past a stainless-steel table covered in cutting boards, listless cooks chopping greens. Omar’s security guys thread between us. They smell like asphalt.

      I nearly pause in place, but the scent is driving me crazy, so I keep moving. “Did you say–”

      “Yes! The most advanced artificial intelligence applied to metal pussy. You can control the temperature, the moisture level, the–”

      “You expect people to have sex with robots in... whatever place you’re taking me?”

      “Only if we can’t get enough women in the bunker.”

      Now I do halt. “Bunker?”

      “Keep going.” He points toward Deke, who turns around as he steps down. We’re going deep into the bowels of whatever this hallway is, and I don’t like it.

      Neither does Gerald, who takes the opportunity to move in front of me, creating a barrier between my body and Deke’s as we descend a series of steps made of concrete painted pale grey, the LEDs along the edge of the ceiling thinning out until the light is dimmer and dimmer.

      “Stay!” Omar orders all his guys, like they’re well-trained dogs.

      They do as told. I don’t ask, and Omar doesn’t tell Gerald to stay, so he continues with us. This does not upset me in the least.

      I hear the hiss of an air duct. Systems turn on, my ears adjusting. Are we headed into an underground bunker?

      Or a serial killer’s lair?

      “Where are we going?” I call out.

      “Just wait and see, Yank,” Deke calls back. “It’s best experienced all at once.”

      Omar puts a hand on my shoulder. “He is right. Trust us.” Leaning forward, he gets so close to my ear that I turn. Our eyes meet.

      “Do you wear glasses or contacts, Andrew?”

      “What? Neither.”

      “Good. No Lasik needed, then. What about your wife?”

      “Why are you asking me about our eyesight?” I ask as we go down yet another set of stairs. This is three stories deep already. Much more and my ears will start to pop.

      “Did you read none of the prepper materials I sent you?”

      “No. I did not.”

      He’s offended. “Why not?”

      “Because that’s not how I make decisions.” Time to be the tough guy. “If you can’t convince me with experience, then no deal. Reading up on it in advance doesn’t do a damn bit of good.”

      Silence. We take a few more steps before he finally says, “I like the way you think.”

      “So where’d you buy in New Zealand?” Deke calls back as we pause on a landing. From the looks of it, we have one more set of stairs to go. I look down and see glow strips lighting the rest of the way to a set of dented doors with a small plastic box at eye level.

      “Buy?”

      “Your land. New Zealand. You know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Anterdec has resort properties in New Zealand, but–”

      “Ah. Smart.” Deke taps his temple. “Disguise your New Zealand hideout as part of the company.” He gives me a look that says he’s re-evaluating me. “I know your brother handled that big New Zealand deal a couple of years before he left. Never realized you were thinking that strategically.”

      Never, ever refuse to take credit for something brilliant that others attribute to you.

      Especially when you’re confused as hell about what they mean.

      “Right.” I take a deep breath and stand tall. I make a note to have Gina research this New Zealand thing.

      Turns out I don’t have to, because immediately Omar says, “Half of all billionaires have land in New Zealand now. It’s our bug-out location.”

      “Bug what?”

      “Bug-out. A place to go when the shit hits the fan.”

      “SHTF,” Deke says somberly, pronouncing each letter with that Texas drawl. Ess Aych Tee Eff.

      “A bunker,” I say, nodding. “But in an isolated island nation far away from major nuclear powers.”

      Omar’s face lights up. “You know more than you reveal.”

      I wink at him. Gerald frowns. I never wink. “That’s right.”

      Acting like you know what you’re doing is ninety percent of actually knowing what you’re doing.

      “Then you’re gonna love this,” Deke says as he presses his eyeball against the small plastic box near his head. A retina scan takes place, his hand on a panel.

      The door opens.

      “Negative air flow,” he says, the whoosh of air pushing my hair off my face. “Cuts down on contamination in the event of pandemic.”

      My body tenses. “Pandemic?”

      “Ebola is just waiting to sink its teeth into the U.S.,” Deke says nonchalantly, as if we’re talking about termites infesting a house and not a pathogen with the capacity to kill forty to seventy percent of those infected. “Any good emergency bunker has a contagion protocol.”

      “Of course,” I say as he ushers Omar, Gerald, and me into the bunker, the metal door shutting behind us.

      We’re in a holding tank of some sort, the walls covered in plastic, the shiny metal underneath and painted concrete below us neat as a pin.

      “I’m not going to make you go through full decon,” Deke says, eyeing my suit. “No one needs a cavity search when they’re looking at an investment.” He winks. “Unless you’re into that kind of thing.”

      “Investments, or cavity searches?” I joke. “Because I’m really into money. Rectal probes? Not so much.”

      Hearty laughter greets my comment.

      But Deke never answers my question.

      I don’t ask it again.

      “The chances of societal collapse are enormous, Andrew,” Omar tells me as we enter a long, wide hallway that reminds me of any generic research facility in a sci-fi film, all greys and transparent plastic sheeting, concrete and steel. Two armed guards with assault rifles and flak jackets give us respectful looks.

      “We have to prepare,” Omar continues. “Climate disasters. Governments toppled. Pandemics. It is not enough to secure our fortunes in shell companies and offshore accounts.”

      Deke nods.

      “We need to be protected from the worst of humanity,” Omar declares.

      “Looks like you’re protecting yourselves from humanity, period.”

      They both nod.

      I go cold.

      For the next twenty minutes, I’m treated to a discussion of energy storage, evaporation techniques for water collection, air filtration systems, power sources, and stealth planning. It’s focused more on systems and has an element of one-upmanship that makes my mind turn off.

      I let emotion take over.

      Not external emotion, of course. None of these guys get to see one flicker of that.

      Instead, I let myself take in their emotions. People are highly readable when you’re not in reactive mode. You can learn a great deal from someone who is explaining a process to you.

      The meta-awareness is better than any truth serum.

      Omar’s into the whole billionaire prepper thing because he’s rich and bored, and has the attention span of a hummingbird. Deke’s in it for bragging rights and maybe a profit angle. The slick way he’s using phrases like “ten-thousand-year clock” and “cryogenics opportunities that synergize with research labs onsite” makes me wonder how much money some of my peers are dumping into this.

      Deke isn’t selling hope.

      He’s selling fear.

      Fear is a greater motivator.

      I’m not buying any of this. Not one bit. I could stop this show right now, open my mouth, say my piece and leave.

      I don’t.

      I don’t because underneath the bluster and the spectacle, there is a truth.

      That truth is this: we’re fragile. I’m fragile. Amanda and I are not as prepared as we could be for disasters beyond our control.

      Economic collapse? We’re fine.

      Natural disaster and power sources go down? Not fine.

      Contagion? Definitely not fine.

      The other contingencies? Like social revolution and armed gangs roaming the streets? I can’t control for that. In fact, now it’s time to say something.

      “Deke, Omar, this is great.” I smack the wall, hard. The gesture means nothing to me, but I’ve learned that it holds power for some men. “But what about agility? Flexibility? Portability? In the face of some social collapses, you don’t want to be stuck in place in a bunker. You want to be able to pivot. Move. Stay mobile.”

      Deke grins and walks us into a gorgeous underground living room, with “windows” built into the walls, the “glass” an LED screen that flashes various scenes from above ground. Not the actual scenery of Fitchburg, Massachusetts. Some careful designer selected each scene for its beauty and tranquility, I’m certain.

      “We’ve got that covered. Bug-out bags and four wheelers galore, here. We make sure there’s a bag for everyone, two four wheelers per family, and whatever else your pocketbook can handle.”

      “Nothing about this is connected to money,” I inform him.

      His laugh is expected, grating and harsh. “Everything is connected to money, Andrew. And you sure as hell ain’t no clone of your old man. He’d have a damn heart attack if he heard his hand-picked CEO heir sayin’ that.”

      “You want me here, Deke, or my dad?” I turn to leave, Gerald right behind me.

      Three steps. I make it three steps before he grudgingly says, “Stay. You ain’t seen the best of it yet.”

      “So far, none of this impresses me.”

      “Really? Maybe I overestimated you,” Deke says, looking at Omar like he’s the reason I’m not going along with all this.

      “Or maybe your set-up just isn’t that impressive,” I reply before Omar can open his mouth.

      “You say nothing about this is connected to money,” Omar asks me, ignoring Deke. “What do you mean?”

      “I have the money to invest. You know that. I could buy an island. We have so much, a group of us could band together and buy our own country.”

      Omar frowns. “I already have my own country. Why would I need to share one with any of you? Sharing power is silly. I would hate to decapitate my friends. Been there, done that, own the t-shirt, as they say here in America.”

      Deke and I just stare at him.

      “Not my point, Omar, but thanks for that display of empathy,” I tell him, turning back to Deke. “This isn’t about the money. You’re not initiating all of these contingency plans to save your money. You’re not investing your own and investors’ capital because you think you’ll make a huge profit. All of this,” I say as Deke walks us behind an underground waterfall and the scent of garlic and lemon fills my nostrils, making my stomach growl, “all of this is about fear.”

      Deke halts mid-step. “I really overestimated you. None of this is about fear. It’s about preventing fear. It’s about radically planning ten steps–hell, twenty steps–ahead of everyone else in the event of an unexpected catastrophe.”

      “How do you plan for the unexpected in your business, Deke?”

      “You plan for what you can and the rest you just...” His voice trails off.

      “Geothermal heat systems?” I say. “Smart. Solar with battery backup? Sure. Stockpiling food, weapons, and ammo? Medicines? Fine. But what’s the point of five pounds of saffron, like I saw in the kitchen? Cute. Really. But this is all show. You’re selling people on the idea that their fear of the unexpected can be mitigated.”

      “Mr. Philosophical here is lecturing me on prepping,” Deke huffs.

      “No. Not lecturing. I don’t lecture people. I let them come to their own conclusions and figure it out for themselves. If they never do, that’s their issue. Not mine. And you are offering value, Deke,” I say, giving the guy a little credit. “Self-sustaining, off-the-grid systems make sense for smaller interruptions, and I do plan to implement some of this.”

      Deke eyes Gerald. “Already got a security force?”

      Gerald answers for me with a grunt.

      “Then what the hell, Andrew?” Deke looks around. “Places like these are going in everywhere. Workers sign NDAs. Retinal- and fingerprint-scan access. You need something.”

      “I need flexibility. I read up on preppers for people at our level. People are all over the map. Some are investing big in fixed locations. Some are buying land in places like New Zealand. Others are investing in society in an effort to stave off the problems you’re worried about.”

      Omar and Deke just snort at that one.

      An image of Amanda hits me, holding our future baby, her face tight with fear, a breeze blowing the woods around the house in an ominous way, dark clouds forming in the background.

      Here’s the thing about fear: it does motivate.

      Like it or not.

      “These larger systems are smart,” I tell them as Deke walks forward slowly, hands clasped behind his back. “They make sense on every level.”

      “You still have aboveground electric lines at your Weston house,” Deke says with a tone of disapproval.

      “How do you know?”

      “Research,” is his curt reply. His eyes narrow. “And it’s not about fear.”

      “Sure.”

      Shaking his head slowly, he doesn’t lower his gaze, which isn’t just a challenge. It’s something more, unfolding second by second.

      “If you think this is about fear, you’re miles ahead of most people, Andrew, but you still don’t get it.”

      More images of Amanda come to mind, of fires and tsunamis, of power outages and martial law. The big sign on the wall behind Deke, with the words Martial Law, doesn’t help.

      “If it’s not fear, then what? Denial? Zombie apocalypse? You know something the rest of us don’t?”

      He snorts. “It’s about advantage.”

      “You’re worried about competitive advantage in an apocalyptic scenario? Supply chain disruption, financial resources won’t be there, consumer demand will dry up, not to mention–”

      “Not competitive in the corporate sense. In the Darwinian sense.”

      “Funny. I read most of Darwin’s works. He never mentioned stockpiling saffron as part of survival of the fittest.”

      “In survival mode, tiny advantages make the difference between life and death.”

      “Luxury bunkers like this are not ‘tiny advantages.’ If anything, they’re burdens.”

      “Not when we band together. We’ll have a security force. Mercenaries.”

      Omar’s face splits into a huge grin. “And all the sexbots.”

      “This isn’t about advantage,” I say, completely done with this conversation. “It’s about winning.”

      “Now I see your resemblance to James,” Deke declares, as if I’m supposed to be pleased with myself for realigning, his way.

      “You care about winning above all. Anyone who doesn’t prep your way is a sucker.”

      His face falls. “You have a wife.”

      I go cold, again. These guys chill me to the bone. “Yes. What about her?”

      “Kids?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Power outage for a few days. Imagine life without electricity on that estate in Weston.”

      “We have backup generators.”

      “For weeks? A big ice storm comes and you lose power for five days. You completely operational?”

      “No,” I admit.

      “What about a mutated flu? One we can’t get any vaccines in place for? Or a coordinated cyber attack on our energy infrastructure? It could happen. You need to be more resilient.”

      He’s right. I’m man enough to admit it.

      “I agree.”

      He blinks, twice. I’ve surprised him.

      “But not one hundred percent right,” I amend.

      “Now you really sound like James.”

      We laugh together. Gerald smothers a grin.

      “I’m not buying into this, though,” I tell Omar, who frowns.

      “At least buy an island, Andrew. For my sake, have some dignity.”

      “Your sake?”

      “Don’t make me buy you an island.”

      “Why would you buy me an island?”

      “The same reason I give to charity.”

      “Because it’s an act of compassion?”

      “No! Because it makes me look good.”

      “I don’t need your money, Omar.”

      “But you do need my common sense.”

      “I’ll handle my prepping my own way, thanks.”

      Deke leads us back to the stairs. He turns to Omar.

      “Told you.”

      Omar acts horribly offended. “I thought he was smarter!”

      “I’m right here,” I grouse.

      “Not for much longer,” Gerald mutters in my ear.

      We all shut the hell up until we resurface in the nasty-smelling VFW. I hold my breath for the walk to the main door. Bursting outside, I take about ten steps before I smile.

      No wasps.

      No worrying about wasps.

      “You have a wasp allergy, don’t you? You prepped for that?” Deke asks, looking over my shoulder.

      I turn. A bee floats on by. Huh.

      In my chest pocket, I have an EpiPen. Gerald carries two. There are two in the car. “I’m fine,” I tell him.

      “Listen. I didn’t mean for this to get contentious,” Deke says. “But people like us can’t be ostriches on this.”

      “People like... us?”

      He reaches to shake my hand, his face a mask, covering emotion. That’s the look of a man who knows he’s lost, but hasn’t figured out why.

      “Good to see you, Andrew. I hope we’re not neighbors in New Zealand.”

      “I’m loads of fun at barbeques, Deke. And I play a mean game of lawn darts.”

      “Love to meet your wife someday,” Deke says as Omar looks at me with renewed interest.

      “You only have one wife. Both of you.”

      “I’m on my third,” Deke reminds him.

      “But in serial! How can you have only one wife at a time? So silly.”

      Barely able to stand being around them, I do what I can until we finally part.

      And think of nothing but Amanda the whole way home.

      Not one damn thing.

      When we pull into the driveway, her car’s there. Walking into our house–my childhood home–is still a thrill, even after two years of owning the place. Gerald peels off to leave, taking his personal car home, while I search my house for my wife.

      Not in the kitchen.

      Living room’s empty.

      Bedroom is wifeless.

      I text her.

      Bzzzz.

      I turn around to see her phone plugged in on the nightstand on her side of the bed.

      Where is she?

      “Hey,” she says from the doorway, breathing hard, her hands in gardening gloves, face pink and shining with sweat. “You’re home early.”

      “I am?” After all the sterile nonsense of Deke’s bunker in Fitchburg, her earthy appearance is refreshing.

      I would hug her but she’s gross.

      “Weren’t you finishing up some business?” she asks, sniffling.

      “Why are you sniffling?”

      “Allergies. Something in the pollen out there is driving me crazy.”

      “Pollen?” Wasp allergies make me hate that word.

      “No wasps. Don’t worry.”

      “Good.”

      “Ready for our honeymoon?” She crosses the space between us and wraps her arms around my waist.

      “You didn’t touch poison ivy, did you?”

      She cups me. I yelp.

      “No. But I wouldn’t mind touching a snake.” Her hand makes it clear she’s turning my trouser snake into an anaconda.

      “The snake gives full permission.”

      “Snakes can’t talk.”

      “If they could, this one would tell you to keep going.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. The honeymoon!”

      “Is this an offer to start now? With the sex part?”

      “There’s a sex part?” She squeezes and laughs. “I thought it was all remodeling.”

      Now, this is where I have to be careful, and not just because Amanda’s literally got me by the balls. I can’t tell her about Omar and Deke, but their ideas are sinking in. Not the buy-an-island idea, and certainly not the sexbot one, but fragility? I look up at the ceiling of the house, and glance out the window toward the above-ground wires.

      A big off-the-grid backup system would be prudent.

      “How about we divide and conquer?” I ask her. “I’ll handle the bigger systems, you make the remodeling and decorating decisions.”

      “How 1950s of you. Shall I fetch your slippers, too?”

      “Do you seriously care about geothermal system design and solar panels being connected to the pool to provide heat?”

      She opens her mouth to say yes, but we both know that’s a lie. Feminist fury shines bright in those big, brown eyes. The struggle is real. It’s not that she isn’t capable of making decisions about engineering and backup systems.

      She just doesn’t really care, any more than I care about the brand of coffee we use or the color of the walls in the bedroom where we make love.

      I give her an easy out.

      “Think of it this way: I’m doing oppositional research,” I say slowly, carefully.

      She eyes me with deserved skepticism. “How so?”

      “Yes, we’re on our honeymoon,” I say, heading off her protests in advance. “Two weeks of just us. And a crew of home remodelers.”

      She beams.

      Score!

      “But it’s also an opportunity for me to learn which companies are organized, forward-thinking, and on the cusp of major trends and industry changes that Anterdec could learn from.”

      “This sounds a little too close to work.”

      “Can’t it be both? Gina’s holding down the fort. In fact, got a text from her that says she’s blocked me from her phone and all communication is one-way at this point. My SVPs are just waiting for the chance to spar with each other and see who summits on top of the others’ dead bodies. I don’t want to be part of that bureaucratic bloodsport.”

      She shudders, smile gone. Oops.

      “Your only job,” she says seriously, “on our two-week honeymoon is to make my legs stop working.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “If I can walk, you failed.”

      “I never fail.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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      Amanda

      It’s Monday.

      Our home looks like the set for Extreme Home Makeover, except there’s no bus to move and all of the workmen act like I’m invisible as I wander downstairs after waking up naked in an empty bed.

      I throw on clothes and am down the stairs when I spot my husband.

      “What is going on?” I ask Andrew, who is huddled over blueprints with some guy who looks like he runs a union hall in South Boston. Tight eyes, distrustful look, goatee, and an intensity that makes it clear you want him on your side.

      Andrew breaks away, kisses my cheek, and gives me a saucy half grin. “Just like you wanted. Here we go.”

      “Here we go what? We barely talked about what we wanted!”

      “We did,” he says, suddenly defensive. “In bed,” he whispers.

      “What I want in bed has nothing to do with tile colors and three-season sunrooms!” I say. Loudly.

      “The guys aren’t working on anything like that,” he hisses as a few workmen suppress smiles. “We’re putting in new backup systems.”

      “Backups for what?”

      “Power outages. Acts of God. Hurricanes. Bomb cyclones that leave six feet of snow.”

      I snort. “What, no alien contingency plan? Got a blueprint for a universal extraterrestrial language translator in there?”

      Andrew reddens and avoids eye contact.

      I frown. “Andrew?” I grab his arm and pull him aside, his muscles tense. “What are you doing? This isn’t how I envisioned remodeling and spending our honeymoon. For one, we didn’t have sex that second time this morning.”

      He looks at the clock. “It’s only 7:53. Plenty of time for that.” He grabs me at the waist and pulls me close, trying to divert me with a kiss.

      It works.

      “We’ve got the geothermal heat unit figured out, and when we redo the gutter system and the roof, in addition to the solar panels, we’ve got an evaporation system set up for clean water collection. Storage is next,” he says to me.

      “All that in the first hour of work?” I’m stunned.

      “I’m efficient. Two weeks of my focused attention is like five years of a normal human being’s time.”

      “Efficient and humble. I love that in a man.”

      “You’d better, because you’re stuck with me forever.”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      I get a pat on the ass in response.

      Andrew’s testosterone creds fully established, I try to get him to use his big brain for a moment. “What, exactly, are we looking at?” I ask him, pointing to blueprints in his hands.

      We’ve been together long enough for me to notice patterns in how we interact. I don’t just mean how we argue, or how we make love, or the way we track each other’s moods. I’m not just talking about how we stay connected when we both travel too much (hint: Facetime and nudity), or how we make major life decisions.

      One pattern is this: after a while, the other person becomes an assumption. Not quite taken for granted. That’s not what I mean. It’s more that the fabric of life includes your person. Just like a couch has a certain expected tactile feel to it as you sit down on it year in and year out, life with my husband takes on its own texture. I turn to him for companionship, for love, for sex, for life-decision making. For fun. In pain. In sadness. He’s not in my DNA, but he’s the closest thing to it.

      So as all these workmen turn our home into a functional anthill, with worker ants buzzing everywhere, doing whatever needs to be done in service to the queen (hmmm... I’m loving this analogy suddenly), I know that asking about the blueprints will engage him, but won’t threaten.

      “Underground water storage. And the bunker,” he elaborates.

      “Bunker?”

      “Underground place to stay for a short time in case of a major catastrophe.”

      “Andrew, living underground in a bunker is the very definition of catastrophe,” I say, laughing.

      He doesn’t even smile.

      “You’re serious? What? You’re building a bomb shelter like some tin-foil hat guy?”

      “No. I’m being prudent as the CEO of a Fortune 500 company who needs to build anti-fragile systems that protect me, my family, and my company.”

      He’s gone full caveman, hasn’t he? Full billionaire caveman.

      “That’s your idea of remodeling? You sound like a crazy prepper!”

      “You know about preppers?”

      “Of course I do! Shannon and I used to watch those nutso-prepper shows on the National Geographic channel.”

      “Nutso preppers?” He crosses his arms over his chest and gives me a look that invites me to explain. My mouth goes dry. His eyes are amused but there’s a guardedness to him. Long gone is the man who was sweaty and naked with me in bed a couple of hours ago, promising a second round shortly.

      In his place is this questioning CEO who looks like he’s running a construction site instead of remodeling our family home.

      “Yes, nutso preppers. Are you planning to store five years of food in the basement? Put lead-lined concrete walls in a bomb shelter, with a zig-zag entrance so the radiation is less? Are you stockpiling ammo and buying fish antibiotics by the case?”

      “Fish antibiotics?”

      “When your doctor won’t give you a prescription, it’s how preppers build their medical war chests,” I explain.

      “You and Shannon really did watch those shows.”

      “I told you! And most of those preppers are crazy. Like, clinically crazy.”

      He nods. “Stupid, too.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I backpedal.

      “The whole point of prepping, Amanda, is to be ready for a true emergency. In a scarcity situation, you don’t want to be a target. Stealth prepping is where it’s at.”

      I look at the cattle herd of men–and a rare woman in a hardhat–coming in and out of the house and yard.

      “Stealth?” One raised eyebrow makes my point about his hypocrisy.

      “They’re just putting in systems. None of the bigger engineering work is a tipoff that we’re prepping.”

      “So you admit it! We are prepping! Or, I mean, you are.”

      “I am.”

      I do not know what to say to that.

      “How far are you planning to go?”

      “All the way, baby.” Did he just... wink at me?

      “Andrew!”

      “It’s not really prepping,” he says in that aggravatingly reasonable tone, as if I’m the unreasonable one. “I am not planning to store five years of food in a bunker.”

      “Good.”

      “Six months to a year is enough. I’m a mobile prepper, anyhow. No farm in New Zealand for us.”

      He’s speaking another language, right?

      “You don’t make sense.”

      “I might not make sense, but I can make love.”

      “We just did,” I say under my breath. “Two hours ago. And you said we’d do it again.”

      His hand touches my hip. “You’re still standing.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’m not doing my job.” He caresses my ass. One of the workmen sees it and smirks.

      “Andrew!”

      He takes my hand and leads me back upstairs, nodding at some guy who rolls up the blueprints and marches off, a sense of purpose in his step.

      “You said last night that my entire job on this bizarre honeymoon was to make sure you couldn’t walk straight,” Andrew whispers in my ear as I blush.

      But I don’t stop walking.

      “I was kidding!”

      “I wasn’t.”

      By the time we reach our bedroom, my pulse is banging against my skin like deal shoppers on Black Friday at the doors of a Walmart before opening time. Andrew flings open the door...

      ...to find a team of electricians re-wiring something in the walls.

      “Sorry. You need, uh, this room?” One of the guys, a ginger with freckles and safety goggles covering his eyes, asks the question, his buddy snickering at the implications.

      Andrew slams the door shut and moves on to Declan’s old room.

      Which is filled with the window-replacement team and a group of painters stripping the old striped wallpaper off the west wall.

      Another slammed door, and a look of anger driven by frustration.

      “I can’t believe this,” he mutters, then gives me a surprised look. “And you’re having the wallpaper removed?”

      “You said I could make all the decorating decisions. Declan’s room looks like Ralph Lauren’s time capsule circa 1991.” She sniffs. “Smells like it, too. How much Polo did he wear when he was a teen?”

      “Too much,” Andrew says, eyes skittering back to the door. “But — you’re redoing every single room?”

      “Isn’t that the point of remodeling?” I can feel my temperature shift, just enough to move out of sensual mode and into pre-combat, complete with hands going to my hips.

      “I think you’re right,” he says, blinking hard, processing the reality. “Strip it down to the bones.”

      “Wanna do that to me?”

      “I like your flesh too much,” he murmurs, the mood shifting decidedly back.

      “How about the treehouse?” I joke.

      “If it comes to that, we’ll do it,” he says, pinning me to the wall in the hallway, his searing kiss making me ready to climb on him right here, on the runner, and just go at it.

      Someone clears their throat.

      “Mr. McCormick?” It’s Gita, the lighting designer. She’s tiny, under five feet, and has clever, ever-watchful brown eyes under bangs cut so sharply, they look like a ruler made of hair. “We have an amp issue.”

      “I know I’m amped up,” I say under my breath.

      Andrew releases me and snaps at her. “Deal with the electrician.”

      “He needs permission to increase the budget.”

      “Permission granted,” he barks as we tear toward the stairs, my legs working overtime to keep up with him.

      “Where are we going?” I gasp.

      “Treehouse.”

      “I was kidding!”

      “I’m not.”

      “Why not the Tesla?” I ask as we head outside.

      “You’d do that?”

      “I’m being sarcastic.”

      “I’m close to dragging you to the office.”

      “You promised you wouldn’t work on our honeymoon!”

      “It wouldn’t be for work,” he says through gritted teeth.

      My turn to do the yanking.

      I grab his hand and pull him to a small shed at the edge of the property, close to the treehouse. It’s unlocked, so when I push the door open, we get instant access. The shed is filled with a riding mower, weed whackers hanging neatly from hooks on a huge pegboard, gas leaf blowers, empty flowerpots–all the assorted items you’d expect in a garden shed.

      “You want to have sex in the shed?” he asks, agog.

      “You proposed to me in a garden closet at Connie’s restaurant. You don’t get to suddenly have standards, Andrew.” Rushing, I undo his belt and free him, reaching under my skirt and pulling off my panties, the sudden push of cool air making my pulse quicken, body begging for his touch.

      His mouth is on mine as we back into a giant stack of bagged mulch. It smells like cedar and dirt.

      “This is why I love you,” he says between hurried kisses as I lean back on the mulch and angle my leg, guiding him in. Foreplay has become a luxury, one my billionaire husband can’t afford right now.

      “Because I invite you to have sex on a pile of mulch bags?”

      “Because your mind is as flexible as your body,” he gasps as he enters me.

      We’re quick and dirty, with an emphasis on the dirty, as Andrew’s strokes deepen, my legs wrapped around his waist, his shirt still on, our clothes removed just to the point of functionality. As he goes deep, my fingers curl hard against the plastic and one fingernail breaks through, sending a ragged spill of mulch down our right side.

      Elegant? No. Hot? Yes.

      Needed? God, yes.

      We finish together, a surprisingly mutual moment with mouths open against each other, the memory of how to kiss stripped boldly away by the carnal pleasure of parts further south. His arms are hard and tense next to me, his ass tight and forceful, my own limbs lost in the long release only he can give.

      As his breath heats up my ear, our long, jagged exhales making it clear frustration has been replaced with relief, he laughs.

      And falls out.

      Without collaborating, we simply pull apart, the tiny shed’s air flow close to nil. My shirt sticks between my bra cups, and Andrew’s forehead is slick and covered with sweat-soaked hair.

      “I own a nineteen-room mansion in Weston and the best I can do is screw my wife against a few cubic yards of mulch in a garden shed.”

      “It’s better than not screwing your wife at all.” Three tries later, my shirt tucks into my skirt properly. I am about a quarter cup of sweat away from winning a wet t-shirt contest.

      “You, my dear, are perfect for me.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

      And cups my wet breast.

      Our hearts slam against each other as he kisses me again, the scent of sex filling my nose, mixing with cedar.

      “I can’t get enough of you,” he tells me, showing me the same sentiment with his hands.

      “Good thing there’s plenty of me. That’ll keep you busy for five decades or so.”

      Tap tap tap.

      “Hey, Andrew? We’ve got a grading and drainage issue we need to clear with you,” says Brandon, one of the crew leaders.

      Andrew’s hands leave my body, tongue rolling in his cheek, eyes disillusioned.

      “Whose idea was this honeymoon?”

      “Do you really want to go there?” I warn.

      He opens the door, hand already outstretched for a shake, before I can say another word.

      Andrew

      It’s not my fault I’m watching porn right now.

      It’s not.

      Yeah, yeah, I know. Every guy says that. But I’m serious.

      Okay. Fine. Every guys says that, too.

      But I really have no choice.

      No, it has nothing to do with being constantly interrupted all day by work crews asking questions or doing work near our bedroom.

      And nothing about my experience with Omar and Deke is making me buy a private island, or hire my own army, or program sexbots to give me blowjobs. But those assholes have my mind looping around this idea of personal safety and my family.

      I need to make some decisions.

      And not shallow ones, like beadboard vs. shiplap.

      While Amanda’s asleep in bed, I go on some personal protection sites to learn the basics about guns and ammo. Dad has a few antique rifles here in a gun safe in the basement, more for show than shooting. He took me, Declan, and Terry out to shooting ranges occasionally when we were younger, a rare father-son bonding experience that always seemed to be more about Dad’s ego than function.

      Hey, it was something.

      I start browsing online, going first to the basics about home safety and personal protection. Gerald, Lance, José, and the other security guys on Anterdec’s team could answer all my questions, but I don’t want to ask them. Not because I don’t like feeling ignorant around my employees (I don’t, but that’s a separate issue), but because the very nature of being prepared is rooted in not talking about being prepared.

      The more I tell people about what I’m doing, the more people know.

      And when the shit hits the fan, you don’t want people knowing, because they’ll show up at your doorstep.

      Hence my online question, which brings me to YouPorn after about three minutes of searching.

      Surprised? So am I. All the blogs I’m trying to read are ranting about not being allowed to upload videos to YouTube. Gun instruction videos, prepping videos about weapons–you name it. Many of the blogs have videos.

      All pointing to YouPorn.

      From what I can gather, either YouPorn is the only place willing to host these particular gun videos, or a large group of thousands of male, heterosexual bloggers has decided to create fake drama and convince their significant others that they have no choice but to be on YouPorn.

      Either explanation is feasible.

      “Here goes,” I mutter to myself as I click on one of the videos.

      And regret it instantly.

      Rubbernecking infuriates me when it happens on the Mass Pike, but after three minutes of watching a guy with a naked woman demonstrating gun modification techniques, I’m starting to understand why people rapturously watch trainwrecks.

      “What are you watching?”

      I slam my laptop screen down as I turn to see Amanda in the doorway of my home office, her bathrobe open, eyes puffy with sleep. They fly open in alarm and she walks fast to my desk, reaching for the laptop.

      I cover her hand with mine on the silver top.

      Panic floods her features. “What are you watching, Andrew?”

      “Porn.”

      “Oh.” Relief fills her body, muscles going loose. “That’s all?” Her hands move to my shoulders, fingers massaging tense cords. “You don’t need porn. You’ve got me.”

      “I know. It’s just, uh...” Shit. How do I lie my way out of this?

      “I mean,” she stumbles, “porn’s okay. You can watch it if you need it. Do you, uh, need it that much? I thought I was satisfying you in the bedroom.”

      Double shit.

      “No, no, of course you satisfy me, Amanda. Our sex life is incredible. You are everything I could possibly want.”

      “Then why the porn?” Dragging a chair over, she sits next to me. Our eyes meet.

      She’s grinning.

      “I have an idea. Why don’t we watch the porn together?” One finger slides suggestively from my wrist, attached to the palm that is flat against my laptop lid, her nail running in a trail up my arm, making every hair on my body stand up.

      Along with my cock.

      FWEEP! FWEEP! RED ALERT! RED ALERT! IT’S A TRAP AGAIN!

      She looks down at my lap.

      “Oooooo. Nice. Whatever you’ve been watching already has you hard. Now I’m extra curious.” She reaches for the laptop and begins to open it.

      My forearm says otherwise.

      Scowling, she catches my eye again, just as her other hand goes to my thigh. My very tense, hyperaware thigh, her fingertips brushing the inside, a hint too close to the action.

      “Andrew?” Her voice goes soft. “You don’t have to be embarrassed. You can share any fantasy with me.” The laptop has become a talisman, a trophy, an artifact of an ancient race. It holds the key to everything in my relationship.

      I cannot let her see what I was watching.

      Lips suddenly find mine and she’s kissing me, her hand sliding up my leg to touch parts of me that are so wanting. I suck air through my back teeth as she wraps her hand around me, my hands suddenly in her hair, our bodies going from near-zero to one hundred in seconds.

      Amanda pulls back, looking up at me from under her eyelashes. “I have fantasies I’ve never told you before, you know.”

      This just went from bad to worse.

      Conflicted, I freeze, unsure what to do next. If she knows what I was watching, she’ll be apoplectic. If I don’t show her, she’ll think I’m too inhibited to share sex fantasies.

      This is the ultimate double bind.

      A double bind with her hand all over my erection, begging me to let her spill her most erotic ideas.

      And to fulfill them.

      “Uh huh,” is my romantic reply.

      Hey. You think you could do better in the same situation? Go ahead and try.

      The fine skin around her throat moves as she swallows, the skin at the top of her chest flushing. Her tongue peeks out between her lips and licks, just once, before she opens her mouth and says:

      “You go first. Show me yours.” She squeezes, her hold perfect. “And I’ll show you mine.”

      I move, lifting my hips up so I can undo my belt and pants. I realize too late that’s not what she means.

      Lifting the laptop screen, she looks at it as the connection re-establishes.

      And shows Big Bubba standing there with a naked woman at his side while he loads a semi-automatic, describing every step of what he’s doing.

      The video plays:

      “Now, you need to lubricate your slide rail, and while my woman is nice and wet, that ain’t gonna do me no good here. Honey, go and make me a sammich,” he says as the naked woman kisses his cheek and hip-walks her way out of there in high heels.

      And nothing else.

      “You–this is the kind of porn you watch? You fantasize about me walking around naked while you play with your gun and order me to make you a sammich?” Amanda gasps.

      “No, that’s not my fantasy,” I start to explain, squirming. “But now that you mention it, that sounds kind of appealing.”

      She whacks my head as Bubba caresses the barrel of his Browning BDM 9mm and aims it at a target.

      “You’re watching porn videos with guns involved? Like Duck Dynasty meets the Bunny Ranch?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      The naked woman delivers Bubba his sammich and starts feeding it to him, one bite at a time, wiping his beard and chin between bites.

      “It’s exactly like that, Andrew. Come on! This is gross! It’s glorifying violence and... ew. Did she just reach between her legs and use some of her–is she lubricating the barrel?”

      I turn away from the screen.

      “Amanda, this is not what it looks like.”

      “It looks like my husband is watching gun videos on YouPorn.”

      I concede that’s true. “Yes, but–”

      “Because my husband has a sexual fetish and masturbates to Bubba stroking his gun shaft.”

      “What? NO! Why would you think that about me?”

      She points to the screen. Bubba’s woman is licking the side of his gun like it’s a popsicle.

      “This is just click bait,” I try to explain. “There are more serious videos here.”

      “Like that one?” She points to the right side of the screen, where a video titled “Blow your target while blowing your wad” is on the Trending list.

      Sigh.

      I reach for the touchpad and kill the video, then initiate a quick search to prove a point.

      “I want you to look at something,” I tell her as the search ends and the screen fills with stills of videos, all about guns.

      “You want me to watch more gun porn? No. I refuse.”

      “You offered to watch porn together.”

      “When I thought we’d watch a nice threesome video together! Or discover that you like outdoor exhibitionist sex tapes! Or German puppy play!” Her face reddens. “Not that I’m into that.”

      All of my explanations for why I’m watching secret gun videos on YouPorn just went out the window as the image of my wife dressed up as a sex-fetish puppy won’t leave my brain.

      I have one word in response.

      “Ew.”

      “Ew? Did you just say ew, Andrew?”

      “I did.”

      “Says the man who is turned on by guns.”

      “No. Not turned on by them. Watching the only available instructional gun videos online for certain add-ons to weaponry.”

      “On YouPorn?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re telling me there’s no other place where people can watch gun videos on the entire internet?”

      “Not since YouTube banned them. And besides, I’m done. You walked in on me as I started watching this. It’s not a thing.”

      “How do I know it’s not a thing?”

      “Because you have my word.”

      She squints. She pauses. She sighs.

      “You don’t believe me?” I finally ask as this conversation takes a dangerous turn. Being caught watching Bubba on YouPorn is one thing. Not being believed sets my senses on fire.

      “Of course I believe you. You’ve never given me reason to think you’d lie to me. But why, Andrew? Guns?”

      “Are you anti-gun?”

      “I’m not pro-gun. Not anti, either. I guess I’m neutral. Never thought about it. Now I have to, though, huh?” She casts a troubled glance at my closed laptop. “Are you buying guns?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you already own a gun?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here? In the house? There’s a gun in the house?”

      “An antique. Dad has it in a gun safe, inside the larger safe.”

      “There’s a safe? You never told me!”

      “I didn’t even think about it until now.”

      “Show me!”

      “Show you... the safe? Or the gun?”

      “Both.”

      “Why would you want to see the gun?”

      She points at the screen. “Why are you looking at gun videos?”

      “Because being properly prepared means being properly armed. When the zombie apocalypse happens, you need to be able to shoot their heads off,” I joke.

      I expect an argument. Instead, she cocks her head and says, “That has a certain logic to it.”

      “It does?”

      “And if there’s a gun safe in the house...” She frowns.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Kids, weapons–but Dad always secured his guns.”

      “Guns? As in plural? James has guns?”

      “The antiques, and one handgun, but Dad took the handgun when he moved.”

      “Why on earth would James have a handgun?”

      “He told me it’s because he grew up in Southie, and when he started his business some of his buildings were in really unsafe neighborhoods. He got in the habit of packing.”

      “That makes sense, too.”

      “I have to admit, Amanda, I’m surprised you’re not freaking out more.”

      “I’m more freaked by the gun video than I am by the gun itself.”

      “I was just starting the video. Just watched a few seconds of it. Was about to turn it off just as you walked in.”

      She squints at the screen. “That says you’re at the three-minute mark.” Judgmental, accusing eyes meet mine.

      Damn her farsightedness.

      “It was more informative in the beginning. Then it deteriorated into nudity and stupidity.”

      “You make it sound like an oopsie. This is not a wrong-click error, Andrew!”

      “It’s pretty close.”

      “You know what?” she asks, setting my amygdala on alert. I am now being hunted. When a woman says, “You know what?” in the middle of a heated argument, you’re prey.

      “What?”

      “You’re worried about guns.”

      “Not worried. Just scoping out the scene and thinking ahead.”

      She waves her hand. Uh oh. “You know what?” and a hand wave means that whatever’s coming next is bad.

      “I think you’re onto something,” she says.

      “You do?”

      “I do.”

      We nod at each other for longer than we should.

      “So,” she says with a long sigh, “tomorrow I’ll schedule us for classes.”

      “Classes? For what?”

      “If guns are that important to you, I think I should actually shoot one.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Her smile widens. “We’re taking a Massachusetts gun-safety class.”

      Wasn’t expecting that. “We’re what? You want to waste an entire day of our honeymoon on that?” I look at her hands, reconsidering on the fly. “Have you ever fired a gun?”

      “No.”

      “Ever held one?”

      “No. Which is precisely why we’re taking a class.”

      “We?”

      “Do you have a license to own firearms?”

      “I do.”

      “When was the last time you took a safety course?”

      “A while ago.”

      She shrugs. “I can go alone.”

      The image of her alone in a room that is ninety-five percent men, with most of them likely heterosexual and all of them on a testosterone kick of some kind, makes me rethink.

      Fast.

      “I’ll join you. Need a refresher course.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Then it’s settled. You’ll never, ever watch gun porn again.”

      “I wasn’t watching gun porn!”

      “Then giving it up will be easy.”

      “You’re never, ever going to stop making fun of me about this, are you?”

      “Do you still hum the Mission: Impossible song whenever Declan enters a room?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s petty.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I love petty. You might call me the Petty Queen. My middle name is Petty.”

      “Your middle name is Hortense.”

      “You love pointing that out. You know what I love, Andrew?”

      “Torturing me?”

      “Well, yes, but that’s not what I meant.”

      “What did you mean?”

      “I love that we’re both reasonable.”

      “That’s what you love?”

      “Reasonable human beings are in short supply.”

      “Then I’m glad I married one.”
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      Amanda

      The gun-training facility is in a brick building, nestled in an office park. We could just as easily be visiting a financial planner, a small software company, or a Meals on Wheels office for elderly assistance.

      In other words, this is not what I’d envisioned.

      In my mind, a gun-safety course would be held at a gun club, down a long, dusty, unpaved road leading to big, open fields with targets in a straight, unending line. People would walk around with noise-cancelling earphones, wearing guns on their waistbands, popping open cans of Coke and talking about aim while smoking unfiltered Camels and cracking jokes about tits and ass.

      Instead, when we walk in, the counter at the front makes me think I’m at the Registry of Motor Vehicles.

      Until I see the guns in the glass display case.

      “Gina registered us online,” Andrew says as we get in line. He starts to scowl.

      “No VIP option?” I tease. Andrew’s not accustomed to waiting in lines. Ever.

      “Not on our timeline. Gina managed to get us in today.”

      “It’s only been two days since your YouPorn incident.”

      He looks around the room, only his eyes moving, his face impassive. “Shhhh.”

      “Why are you shushing me? Because you watched gun videos on YouPorn?” I raise my voice intentionally.

      A few snickers greet my words.

      And then: “Hey, man, you see Ricky Rimfire’s new series? Top of the line. Almost as good as Full30 videos.” A man behind us nudges Andrew. “Good stuff. You here for the advanced Lethal Force class?”

      Ever watch a man go from stoic to smug? I have. A few too many times.

      Like right now.

      There’s a special quality that infuses his very being, a dominant male awareness that makes him stand taller, arms wider, all of him highly attuned to competition. Make no mistake: when you have this many men in a gun-safety training center, you’re getting your daily RDA of Smug.

      Vitamin S is plentiful here.

      A playful hand goes to my shoulder as Andrew smirks and says, “Taking my wife. Her first time.”

      “A gun virgin?” the guy half purrs, half growls. “Nice. My old lady’s a used-up gun whore.”

      I look up at Andrew and bat my eyelashes. “Just think, honey. Someday I can be a used-up gun whore, too. Life goals!”

      He winces as the word whore comes out of my mouth.

      He’d damn well better.

      “Everyone’s gotta start somewhere, man,” Andrew says to the guy, using a voice that makes me think my husband has been microchipped and is currently being controlled by a character from Santa Clarita Diet, who is about five seconds away from being eaten by Drew Barrymore.

      We reach the counter. “Amanda McCormick,” I say to a dude in a red polo shirt with a logo for the training center on it.

      “Hey. Nice. Only three women in today’s class and you’re one of them.” I get the creeper voice. Women know that one.

      Maybe I was wrong about the tits and ass after all.

      He nods at Andrew, who stares him down. The guy’s eyes flit to my left hand. He frowns and is allll business suddenly.

      “Ok, then, Miss McCormick, we’ll–”

      “It’s Mrs.” Andrew corrects him.

      “Right. Let’s get you both in class.” We’re handed a small packet of papers and directed to a hallway to the left. On the walls around us, I see gun cases, gloves, and all kinds of gun-related retail products.

      The offices smell like floor mats. You know the kind. The big, thick, black floor mats you find at the entrance of almost every store, but especially in automotive-related places. That thick petroleum scent triggers some part of my brain that tells me this is serious, rough work.

      A generation ago, I would have said men’s work. But we’re not in the 1980s now, are we?

      Although it feels like the 1950s here.

      As more and more people trickle in, Andrew and I go to the vending machines to the right, choosing a water for me and a soda for him. He’s taking it all with an equanimity that surprises me. It hits me that we’ve never spent significant time together in a situation he doesn’t control.

      This is suddenly an even more interesting venture.

      Everyone else seems to be slowly headed down the hallway, so we follow the crowd, shuffling along. Andrew’s dressed in a navy polo shirt and jeans, a leather belt and blue sneakers. I’m wearing a short-sleeved, gauzy, pink cotton top Shannon’s mom insisted I buy a few years ago on a mystery shop, and white jeans with wedge espadrilles. No open-toed shoes, we were told.

      Something about live-round shooting.

      We file one at a time into a standard rectangular room with long folding tables on either side of a wide middle aisle. I count six rows of tables, six chairs at a table. There’s no assigned seating, so I follow my natural inclination and head for the front row.

      “What are you doing?” Andrew grabs my arm. I halt.

      “Getting seats.”

      “In the front row?”

      “That’s where I always sit in classrooms.”

      “Why?”

      “Because then when I have questions, the teacher calls on me first. And I can interact more. See their facial expressions and–”

      “Oh, God, you were a brown nose, weren’t you?”

      “A what?”

      “Teacher’s pet.”

      I perk up.

      “Thank you!”

      “That’s not a compliment.”

      “Then screw you.”

      “Already did this morning.”

      “Don’t get all cocky about it happening again.”

      “Did you call me cocky?”

      “I did.”

      “Be careful with that word.”

      “Why?”

      Before he can explain, the instructor walks in. I grab his hand and pull him to the front table on the left. Normally, I’d sit on the end near the aisle, but in grudging respect for his stupid objections to the front row, I pull us closer to the wall.

      “Welcome to the Basic Firearms Safety Instruction course. Today we’ll spend our time together covering firearms basics, laws regarding gun ownership and use, and at the end, you will fire live rounds on our shooting range. Unlike other safety courses, we have you handling guns and using them–under supervision–on the range. By the time you’re finished with this course today, you will have a certificate you can take to your local town hall that allows you to apply for a gun permit. Massachusetts has some of the strictest gun-licensing laws in the country.” He pauses theatrically to take a sip of water.

      A few guys grunt, the sounds close to boos from an unhappy crowd.

      “Without this course, you cannot apply for a license. We are here to help you.”

      The grunts stop.

      An assistant offers handouts to everyone. Pens are provided in a pile in the middle of the table. Andrew stretches to grab two, giving the guy next to him one of those head nods men give each other. I wonder if it’s some Neanderthal evolutionary signal.

      I won’t kill you if you don’t kill me while I reach for this mammoth bone.

      Nod.

      In a classroom setting, I am the ultimate systems manager. Andrew may be a master at power dynamics, negotiation, and plain old sociopathic corporate navigation, but he’s not the same kind of rational systems mapper I am.

      Walk me into any situation and I am wired to figure it all out, fast. Not from the frame of power structures, like Andrew.

      From the perspective of operational flow.

      I see tables in front with guns, the magazine clips sitting next to them. I look up at the video screen, the PowerPoint set up and ready to go. An attendance sheet floats forward from the back of the room. All the details register in my mind, puzzle pieces that get inserted into categories, working together to form the process that takes us from chair warmers to holders of gun-safety instruction certificates.

      And then my mapping gets brutally interrupted by a hand on my inner thigh.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss out of the corner of my mouth.

      “Saying hi.”

      “Your fingers are verbal now?”

      He walks two of them even deeper into the valley my thighs form under my pubic bone. “They have a language of their own.”

      I kick his ankle.

      He’s too smart, anticipating my move. A low chuckle sends ripples through me as I fight the desire he’s intentionally inciting in me.

      “You’re seriously playing sex games in a gun-safety course?”

      “Why not? It’s our honeymoon. Shouldn’t it be about sex?”

      “You’re the one who turned sex into guns!” I huff.

      My baiting isn’t working. He’s long past being upset by the reminder of Bubba and YouPorn. I’ve miscalculated. Oh, the sexy smile that spreads across his face, eyes filled with dirty thoughts about what he wants to do to me the next time we’re in bed.

      Or in the backseat of our car.

      Or up against the wall in the courtyard outside this building...

      “They need to turn the air conditioning up in here,” I inform him, pointedly moving my legs away from him.

      He doesn’t move his hand. It lingers. I clear my throat, grab the bottom of my chair, and pull myself up and to the left.

      That forces his hand. Literally.

      And gets me an irritated glance from the instructor.

      Instantly, I’m transported back in time to third grade, the year I had the only male teacher in my elementary school.

      Older men make me uncomfortable. Not creepy uncomfortable. Just... anxious. I don’t understand how to relate to them. My dad left when I was five, and Mom never remarried. I could always talk to Shannon’s dad, but Jason’s different. He’s kind and a natural teacher, with so much patience, you’d think God hand picked him for Shannon’s mother.

      Because you need nine lifetimes of patience to be married to her.

      Being glared at by an older man who is an authority figure triggers every people-pleasing cell in my body, a full-blown panic explosion that turns my blood into tears and my heart into a cantering gelding.

      The man is not happy with my behavior.

      Neurons chatter with each other at breakneck speed, humming at frequencies that eventually make every atom inside me quiver with something close to fear, but not quite. It’s not shame. Not regret or remorse or abject humiliation. It’s the visceral knowledge that I’ve done something wrong under the  authority of a heavily-armed man who represents an entire class of people I do not understand.

      But should.

      It’s the should that is so crazymaking.

      Then again, isn’t it always?

      Andrew grabs my hand and squeezes, giving me a concerned look. “What’s wrong?”

      “The teacher glared at me.”

      He starts to laugh, a mocking tone that makes me cringe. He stops abruptly and leans in, his body heat a comfort he cannot understand. “You’re shaking.”

      “Am not.”

      The instructor clears his throat and this time, he glares at Andrew.

      Who pulls his head back, broadens his shoulders, and raises his eyebrows in the universal gesture of You got a problem with me?

      The instructor looks away and continues talking.

      Victory manifests in strange ways when it comes to nonverbal conflict.

      The next hour is spent touching guns. Rifles, handguns, revolvers. Big guns, little guns, magazine clips, bullets. We’re expected to have a tactile relationship with the weapons, as if we’re not just learning how to manipulate these inanimate objects, but are supposed to gentle them with our touch, like the metal has a skittish nature and needs to be reassured.

      We also have lots of downtime as we go up to the gun tables in groups of six.

      “What kind of license do you have?” I ask Andrew during one of the quieter stretches.

      “Handgun.”

      “Then I want that kind, too.”

      “Depends on your town.”

      I scan the printout for Weston.

      “Actually, honey, don’t even worry about it,” an older man behind me says. I turn to follow the source of his voice. “As long as your husband has a handgun license, you don’t need one.”

      Snorts emanate from three men around him.

      “Bullshit,” one of them says, a grizzled-looking guy with a scraggly beard. As he speaks, I see deeply stained, crooked teeth. Our eyes meet, his filled with a crackling intelligence. “She needs to carry. I won’t let my wife and daughters leave the house without carrying. They have conceal permits.” He gives Andrew a challenging look. “You got your conceal permit?”

      “No.”

      He scoffs. “Why not?”

      “Because we have a bodyguard everywhere we go who is armed,” I explain, not thinking about how that’ll sound until Andrew gives me an incredulous look that says So much for fitting in.

      “And I’m the fucking queen of England!” one of the guy says in a falsetto British accent.

      It takes everything in me not to laugh.

      Andrew puffs up, rolls his eyes, and pointedly ignores the guy.

      For all eternity.

      The rest of the classroom portion involves short videos, more PowerPoints, a detailed discussion of local towns and the relative ease of getting a handgun permit in each, and a hands-on demonstration of revolvers, rifles, and handguns that makes me glad I’m taking this course.

      I could do without the politics, as the instructor makes pointedly negative comments about various gun laws, but one thing we all agree on is this:

      Gun safety is paramount.

      “All right, folks,” the instructor says, clapping his hands together and rubbing them with glee and a smile. “Time for the fun part: live-round shooting.”

      Every time the course moves on to the next phase, I’m reminded of how socially programmed we are in formal school settings. Gun-safety class isn’t high school or middle school, no, but it has an order, and it involves a group of people taking lessons. We shuffle out of the room, clutching purses and notes, and assemble in a rag-tag line down the hall.

      “This half,” the instructor says, cutting off the group right behind me as I stand behind Andrew, “can go take a break, get drinks and snacks, look at the merchandise up front–but be ready in twenty minutes.”

      “Smoke break,” one of the men who reeks of tobacco says, leaving sight quickly as our half of the line moves forward.

      “You need goggles!” the instructor calls out. “Any lead allergies? Heavy metal?”

      “Only allergic to White Snake!” someone yells, getting snickers and laughs in return.

      The instructor waves his hand dismissively, but he’s laughing.

      There’s a thick door with a small window that separates us from the shooting range. Five people can fire at the same time, and there’s an instructor with each student. Two more students line up behind whoever’s currently shooting, I discover, as Andrew moves forward. I get an encouraging hand squeeze before he goes through the door. He ends up shooting first at his station, so I can watch him but not be in there at the same time. As he puts the goggles and noise-cancelling earphones on, a sense of elation fills me. Akin to pride, it’s undefined, but it has to do with being together. Watching him in action.

      Holding shared space together.

      But... at a gun range. This is so weird.

      People come out holding paper targets with bullet holes. Most of the holes are way outside the target perimeter, but once in a while someone comes out with an actual hole in the target’s heart. Applause greets them, along with low whistles of approval from the rougher men.

      Just like that, I’m determined to earn that whistle.

      Bizarre, right?

      But remember: most of the crowd is male. Older than me. Some primal childhood core component of my sense of self is screaming to be the center of that attention. Doesn’t matter if I’m in a presentation, at a cocktail party for Anterdec, watching my father-in-law coo at his grandchild (who is also my niece), or buying tampons from some dude at the drugstore: if the person is a man my father’s age, or close enough, my brain lights up in the regions designed to respond to praise.

      Praise I never got from him.

      Will I always seek this out? Will I always be uncomfortable around older men? I don’t know, but there is one thing I do know: I’m going to shoot the hell out of that bullseye.

      “Grab a pair of goggles before you go in, and as soon as you’re done shooting, come on out. Don’t linger,” one of the instructors calls out before the door opens and I’m allowed in. Andrew’s on the opposite side of the range. It’s ice cold in there, the air redolent with an industrial scent that feels more vibrant than it has a right to. That much energy shouldn’t be present in the same space with people grasping in their hands a weapon that kills with one shot.

      Then again, maybe that’s exactly why that kind of vibrance fills the space.

      A holy respect washes over me as I step into the first column and watch the person ahead of me, his face tight, shoulders hunched, elbow pulled in as the instructor explains some detail that makes the guy change his angle slightly. At any point in here, someone could turn three feet and fire a live round into the small crowd of people at the back.

      People like me.

      Impulse control is a funny construct, isn’t it? We’re biologically wired for survival, but we also have this tremendous drive fueled by curiosity and risk. Thankfully, we’re socialized by all the rules about not hurting others, because if we weren’t, moments like this could become tragic. A social contract exists: don’t harm others.

      Even when you can.

      I turn my attention to Andrew at the other side of the room, taking in the vision of my husband holding a gun, face set in steely determination, shooting a target that represents a human being but that is really just a pale piece of paper with thick black lines on it, and nothing more. His upper body moves a few inches back, broad shoulders rippling under his shirt as the gun fires and the kick produces kinetic force strong enough for him to need to hold his core. His legs are apart, not too far, but enough that his thighs and ass tighten with the rebound of every shot.

      My body goes numb and fizzy, hard and warm as I watch. He’s graceful. Strong. Powerful. Determined.

      And holding a device that kills.

      Mastering power you never, ever want to use requires a deep well of goodness. Honor. A direct lifeline to a moral core that has confidence in using it if needed, but that fervently prays that moment never comes. The measure of a person isn’t in how they use their power.

      It’s in how they don’t use it.

      I make a tiny, scared sound as my shoulder is tapped and I throw my arms in the air, surprised and biologically triggered by the interruption of kind but no-nonsense eyes behind goggles. “Your turn,” one of the instructors says, his beard thick but trimmed, glasses under his goggles, the arm touching me thick with muscle and covered in rolling, colorful tattoos.

      “Oh! Okay,” I say as I step forward.

      Andrew is talking animatedly to his instructor, holding the paper target. I can’t see it across the room, but I’m sure he nailed it.

      “Second thoughts?” my instructor says.

      “What? No!”

      I catch Andrew’s eye. He gives me a thumbs up and crosses the room, violating the rule of not lingering, but when did my husband ever care about other people’s rules?

      “You’ll do fine,” Andrew says, ignoring the sour look from my teacher. “Everyone misses their first time,” he adds, touching the same shoulder that the guy just shook.

      I can only smile as he leaves, pointing to the door. I’ll find him there, I know, waiting.

      “Revolver or pistol?” the instructor, whose name tag says Dan, asks.

      “Pistol.” The classroom handling of guns led to a surprising preference for this one.

      “Okay.” He hands me a pistol, the heaviness still so foreign. His words about the type of gun wash over me as I stare at it, transfixed. This is a gun. I am holding one. I listen as Dan explains all the basics, which distill down to one point: Don’t be stupid.

      I can manage that.

      “Spread your legs apart a little. Unlock your knees. You’ll need to be fixed but flexible to handle the kickback. Let’s play for about seven shots, and if you want another go-around, we can do that.”

      His words wash over me. I keep staring at the target. At the center. The dark spot over the paper human’s heart.

      And then I’m holding the gun, right hand wrapped around the handle, left hand supporting under the butt of it, my index finger on the trigger. It takes a lot of effort to pull that trigger, more than you’d think.

      Everything important should take effort. More than you’d think.

      Focusing my eyes on the site, I take in all we’ve been taught, mixing it with my social conditioning about guns, which is one hundred percent from media influences. Mom never owned a gun. No one taught me how to do this. I’m here now, standing in a place filled with my fellow students firing, pop pop pop, our whole beings centered on driving a piece of forged metal through a pretend heart, to kill a pretend bad guy, to use the power.

      On the top of the gun, there’s a small metal piece, almost like a razor blade with a notch in it. That’s the sight. My mind wants to focus on the distant target, but the training kicks in.

      Level the sight.

      Center the target.

      Practice your power.

      My finger holds, waiting until it all lines up, and then I just... flow.

      Click. Boom!

      My shoulder flinches with the rebound. I tighten my core and radiate strength out to my shoulders and arms.

      “Again,” the instructor says.

      Level the sight.

      Center the target.

      Click. Bang!

      “Try three in a row,” he says in a voice that sounds quizzical, evaluative, his cool demeanor peeling off to show this is a man who holds a lot of emotion under the surface.

      I do.

      My whole being does.

      In the seconds it takes to assemble all of the pieces of myself, the gun, the space between me and the target, the whole milieu, I become a tree. My feet are roots that seek the center of the Earth, my hands blending into the metal of the gun and touching the paper target, reaching, reaching, as I become the space between objects, as my eyes calibrate the distance between every atom in the room, as the roof lifts up and the sky becomes my hair, the scent of metal my musk.

      Click. Bang!

      Click. Bang!

      Click. Bang!

      I blow through the magazine and Dan quickly hands me a new one. Awkward suddenly, I discharge the clip and load the new magazine.

      “You can do seven more, then we need to get another student in here,” he says, eyebrows up. “Let’s see if you can keep it up.”

      Keep what up? I want to ask, but the draw of what I’m doing is stronger.

      I sight.

      I center.

      I shoot.

      And seven bullets later, I’m done.

      Dan presses a button that brings the paper target, a torso-sized piece of ivory paper with a black silhouette printed on it, up to us like a dry cleaner summoning your order.

      “Where’s the heart?” I ask, dazed and charged, electricity flowing through my hands, my chest, my feet.

      “You obliterated it,” he says, shaking his head. “You’ve been practicing, huh?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “This is the first time I’ve ever held a gun.”

      He laughs.

      I don’t.

      “You’re serious?”

      All of the centeredness that came into me seconds ago floods away, leaving me shaky, weird. I take the target from him and head to the door, opening the heavy metal slab slowly.

      Andrew’s there, at the back of the hallway, not in line. Our eyes meet. He looks down at my paper.

      And that’s when the whistles begin.

      “Holy shit, lady! You blew out the heart!”

      I hold up the target. Andrew’s grin turns to amazement, the dizzying change making me laugh.

      “Hold it up! Let us see!” one of the men calls out.

      I do.

      “How many rounds?” someone asks.

      “Fourteen.”

      “Not a single stray. Good work, lady.”

      “Didn’t you say she doesn’t have a gun license?” says the guy who sat behind us in class.

      “I don’t. Today was the first time I’ve ever fired a gun,” I tell them.

      “Crack shot! Crack shot!” a few call out.

      “Ringer!” shouts another.

      Then the applause comes.

      It has less power than I expected.

      Andrew still hasn’t said a word, but he makes his way past the line of people, gently pinching the top corner of my paper target, searching it as if looking for an error, a mistake, a hole where it isn’t supposed to be.

      “You blew out the heart,” he finally says.

      “Don’t ever screw around on that one, bud. She’ll blow your sac off from two hundred feet,” someone says to cackles of male taunting.

      Andrew ignores them.

      “Is this good?” I ask, shaking the bottom edge of the paper.

      The line erupts into spontaneous laughter.

      One of the men takes Andrew’s target out of his hand and holds it up. Most of the bullets hit the heart, but a few are in the outer rings of the target.

      “Lady, you didn’t just blow out the paper heart. You blew the fuck out of your husband’s ego. You’ve never touched a gun and you did that?”

      Andrew shows no emotion.

      “This is amazing,” he says to me, weaving us through the crowd. I curl my paper toward me, so people can’t easily see. Andrew takes me to a quiet corner in the retail section, looking dazed.

      “I want to do this again!” The words form in my head before I realize they’re even present, rolling out of my mouth like a perfectly sighted shot.

      “You should.” His body tenses, hand moving up to his mouth, then raking his hair. He keeps looking at my target, then his, and it hits me:

      I’m better at something he thinks he should be better at.

      “We can come back together,” I say, so close to throwing myself under a bus to save his feelings. I’m about to say platitudes like It was beginner’s luck or I’m sure my gun was calibrated differently, but I don’t.

      It turns out there are other forms of power we need to master–but never use.

      Tests come in many forms. I just passed one. Not the shooting.

      The test of not sacrificing my achievement for the sake of someone else’s feelings.

      The true test is what Andrew says next.

      “You nailed it,” he says under his breath, looking again at my target. “Absolutely nailed it.” Brow down in concentration, he peers at me with a look I’ve never seen before. “Congratulations. How did it feel?”

      “Feel?” I’m confused, elated, riddled with adrenaline.

      Opening his mouth, he starts to say something, but closes it. “You ready to go?”

      “Andrew.”

      “Mmmm?”

      “Talk to me.”

      “Did you like it?” he asks.

      “Like what?”

      “The power.”

      A cold, tingly feeling lights up my skin. “You know?”

      “Know?”

      “You know it feels like that? Because in the moment, yes. It’s visceral and it takes over. It’s like the piece of me that gets buried in daily life has a chance to come and take the wheel. And boy, does she like to be in control.”

      “Does she?”

      “She also likes beating you at something. Being better than you.”

      It’s no secret that I’m married to one of the most overtly and unapologetically competitive men I’ve ever met. Andrew and his brother, Declan, are nutso about beating each other.

      Competition has never been a major part of my relationship with Andrew, though.

      “You are better at this than I am,” he grinds out. “Doesn’t change a thing with us.”

      “Agreed.”

      “But I’m rethinking gun ownership.”

      “You are?”

      “That’s what our security team’s for, right?” He guides me outside, into the bright glare of sunlight that feels like it’s been waiting for us all day, wondering when we’d finally show up.

      “Yes, but I liked shooting!”

      “We can do it recreationally.”

      “How injured is your ego? Really?”

      “It’s pretty hurt. Needs bed rest to recover.”

      “Bed rest, huh? How much time in bed?”

      “How much do you have to spare?”

      “I’m a crack shot, Andrew. Everything I aim at, I hit.”

      “That’s my line, Amanda.”

      “Oh yeah? Let’s go home and you can prove it.”

      “You’re a much better target than this.” He crinkles his paper and tosses it in the trash can as we leave.

      “Better looking, too.”

      My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Carol.

      How’s the honeymoon going?

      I look at the crumpled practice target at the top of the trash.

      I take Andrew’s hand in mine.

      I stare back at the phone.

      How in the hell am I supposed to answer that?
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      Andrew

      The pool stays.

      This entire remodeling process has been stressful but also fascinating. Major systems are underway, and all of the prepper crap Deke and Omar instructed me on turns out to be surprisingly practical, minus the sexbots, private islands, mercenary armies and saffron.

      Pools are impractical, but I don’t care.

      When I’m doing laps, my mind can go to corners of myself that don’t get much attention anywhere else. My arms pull the water back, propelling me forward, legs and hips and the rest of me coordinated for one purpose: to move forward.

      Yes, there are parallels outside the pool. Life is nothing but forward motion. But in the water, I’m the one moving of my own volition. I push the water out of my way so I can glide through it. Any given body of water has boundaries, but the water itself really never ends. Yes, there is a surface. There is a bottom. There are sides. But you can swim forever in an endless mobius-like environment.

      It’s like the womb.

      Only bigger.

      The indoor lap pool that Dad installed, to help me gain a competitive-swimmer’s edge, is a relic. Not that it’s fallen into disrepair. It hasn’t. The windows still shine brightly in the morning sun, and the condensation hasn’t broken through any double-paned glass. But it has the feeling of something from the mid-2000s, and the Andrew I was then is a far cry from the man I am now.

      I pull up to the pool’s edge and watch the underwater lights turn my treading legs into an artistic light show of shadow and ripple. On nights like this, when the house is empty of everyone except Amanda, I swim naked. It’s a luxury I indulged in when I was at home and Mom and Dad were gone, Dec and Terry off at Milton or college.

      After Mom died, I found myself alone in the house a lot.

      So, naked it was.

      And naked I am now.

      Freedom in the water, completely unencumbered by social norms in the form of a Speedo, connects me to some deep mammalian part of my brain. All of the water touching all of me at the same time makes me more of a whole man. A whole person. I can become part of the water while staying separate from it, commanding my arms and legs to push me into space I make, propelled forward because I want to, over and over until I reach the end.

      And then I decide.

      I decide whether to stop or whether to keep going.

      Grief hits me, hard, as if it’s been dumped into the pool, a chemical that disinfects as it stings. Underwater, we can’t breathe. We die if we do. Lungs are for air, air that sustains us. Out of the water, we modulate our air to meet our needs. Air gives us oxygen. Air plus vocal cords gives us words, volume, control.

      Underwater? Gasping for air means death.

      And death is exactly what I’m grappling with as I sputter to the surface and get to the edge as fast as possible, my throat in spasms, my heart twisted because it’s being pulled into the past by memory.

      I decide whether to stop or whether to keep going.

      Fifteen years ago, that’s exactly what I did. Coming to in a hospital bed, finding out Mom had died, finding out Mom had died for me, sacrificing her soul and her life by choice to save mine. A piece of me died with her.

      A bigger piece of me lived with her, though. Lived with her inside me.

      There was a point when everything fell apart, when Dad blamed Declan and Terry fought with Dad, when I learned Dad wished Dec had chosen Mom over me, and it felt like we were all just pieces of dead skin in a wind tunnel, spinning and spinning, peeling off and shredding until there was nothing to cling to, when I had a choice.

      Stop or keep going.

      Grace made us all keep going.

      Mom did, too.

      I saw her once. It was the day Terry moved out, grabbing as many personal items as he could and disappearing, swallowed by the world outside Anterdec, his disappearance treated like a servant vacating his post, like a pool service guy who moved on. Declan was gone somewhere, Dad was a human volcano, and Mom came to me.

      Appeared out of nowhere. From the grave.

      She didn’t say a word. Just looked at me with eyes that stretched across planes of pain. My skin thrummed with the knowledge she was there, with the ability to look at her looking at me, and as I opened my mouth to tell her I was sorry, that I loved her, that she made the wrong choice, that I was grateful she chose to save me, she vanished.

      Like all wishes.

      Poof.

      Amanda doesn’t know. No one does. It’s not the kind of story you tell people because first of all, they think you’re crazy.

      But most of all, because telling it dilutes the beauty you get to carry inside you.

      I was swimming, right here in this lap pool, turning myself into butter by doing a few miles as hard as I could. You can cry while swimming, but it’s hard. You can also scream underwater.

      And no one hears you.

      The first soft notes of the intro to a song pulse out from the sound system, music muffled and low until my ears can discern the melody.

      Yes.

      The first song from The Yes Album fills the room, like “God Save the Queen” preceding Queen Elizabeth.

      “Hey,” Amanda says softly, her voice careful. We’ve been in the same position before, each scaring the other during a swim. This time, I don’t flinch. She’s given me fair warning with the music.

      I relax.

      “Hey.” She strips down, the view of her body as she slowly reveals herself to me in the steamy pool room like watching art in motion. How often do we get the chance to see another human being shed their socially required outer armor and be vulnerable, skin on display, completely open?

      I do.

      Every day.

      But not like this. In the bedroom or the shower, she moves fast, the removal of her clothes a step in a checklist, a process, on the way to a final destination. Here, though, she flows. It’s all one movement, broken down into smaller movements, choreographed by necessity.

      She savors each second, the juncture of time and touch, of lifting limbs and brushing skin all coming together as my eyes take in the sight. We ignore too much in life. We have eyes that see but don’t connect our vision to emotion. When we do, it feels like art.

      When we don’t, we’re just blank walls.

      As she slips into the water with me, Amanda’s breasts bob, floating to the surface. Being in here is like no other moment we spend together. Explaining what it’s like to be in the water with her is like trying to describe a kiss. You can do it, but why? Unique expressions of who we are don’t translate.

      “It’s so warm,” she tells me, delight floating across her face like sunshine between the leaves of an oak tree, the water and light in the cocoon of the lap pool spinning magic.

      “I turned up the heat. I know you like it warm.”

      “Doesn’t that make it impossible for you to do laps?”

      “No. I’m not competing anymore.” I reach for her, hands enjoying the slippery magic of her skin. She kicks toward me, one hand on the pool’s ceramic-tiled edge, the other on my shoulder, pressing down. My feet are on the bottom but the feel of her next to me, weightless as she moves in for a kiss, makes all my boundaries dissolve.

      We are the water.

      Dipping under the surface, she runs her hands down the length of my legs, first skimming the outer edge of my thighs, then skimming over knees and calves. She slides an appreciative hand up between my legs before breaking the surface, her hair wet and flat against her scalp, her hand leaving me to wipe her face.

      “Tease,” I say.

      “I’m a sure thing.” Kicking her legs, she smiles at me. “Thanks for turning up the heat.”

      I find one breast, physics changing the feel of her flesh, the beauty in my hand requiring less effort to hold, making me grasp a bit more. “Always.”

      She laughs. “I meant the water.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Pulling away, she disappears underwater, swimming with amateur strokes for a meter or two, surfacing then dropping until she’s halfway down the pool. Catching up to her is easy.

      But I don’t.

      The lap pool is a strange environment: extremely narrow, Olympic length, and created out of sheer grief. Multiple griefs, really. After Mom died and I nearly died, outdoor sports like football and lacrosse weren’t on my list of priorities. Dad required his sons to “have a sport,” so swimming became mine.

      But McCormick men don’t do anything half way.

      We’re remodeling the estate, but this lap pool, like my wife, came in the After, the period of life without Mom. Amanda never met Mom. Mom never saw the lap pool. Dad had it built as a training ground for his competitive son, the elite athlete who would pivot from one sport to another without complaint, as if it were ordained by a higher power, met as an obligation I was born with.

      The grief lives here, too.

      Amanda’s presence, the songs on The Yes Album, the bathwater temperature–it’s all so different from the grueling laps I churned out in the drive for excellence. If I swam hard enough, made flipturns fast enough, lifted heavy enough, turned my body into a machine that won–well, maybe the grief could be redeemed. Maybe I could use it as fuel, burn it up, make it go away, transmogrify it into some useful energy that would make sense of what happened to Mom, me, and Declan that day at my soccer tournament.

      Water makes sense. It just is. We work around it, make it work for us, find ways to harness its power and are consistently reminded of how little control we really have over it.

      “Cramp?” Amanda calls across the room, breaststroking toward me with a lazy set of hand gestures that almost make me laugh.

      “No. Just lost in thought.”

      “Is it the mementoes?”

      “Mementoes?”

      “I texted you. I found a small closet behind some heating vents. Filled with old stuff of yours, Terry’s, and Declan’s. Trophies, artwork, report cards, pictures... stuff like that.”

      “I already have all that. Dad had Grace sort through it when we each went off to college.”

      “Maybe she missed some stuff? I don’t know. But I found it and made boxes for each of you. Terry, Declan, Shannon, and the baby are coming over tomorrow for dinner anyhow, so it’s the perfect chance to give it to them.”

      I’d forgotten about the dinner. Her idea. Our second-to-last honeymoon night.

      “I thought we were on our honeymoon. You don’t see other people when you’re on a honeymoon.”

      “You mean like the nine thousand work-crew people we’ve dealt with for nearly two weeks?”

      “Touché.”

      She laughs.

      “Amanda,” I ask her, “you’re redoing all the bedrooms. I hate the yellow tile in the guest bath — ”

      “Do we really need to have this argument again?”

      “No,” I concede. “But why haven’t you changed a thing in the living room. Other than the new fireplace insert.” We have wood stove inserts in every fireplace now, plus an additional freestanding stove in the basement as backups for power outages. An automatic order for three cords of wood has been initiated.

      “It’s — well,” she says, her halting words worrying me.

      “There’s no budget. I got too wrapped up on the prepare side,” I start before she cuts me off.

      “It’s because your mother was perfect.”

      “What?”

      “Her taste.” She laughs through her nose, the sound charming. It melts me. “Every piece of that half of the first floor was lovingly hand-picked by Elena.” Hearing her say my mother’s name makes my throat ache. “I love the Degas. The African masks. The carved stone pieces from Greenland. The lapis lazuli box from Chile. It’s clear she lived a life where she brought back pieces of it to live in physical harmony with her, so that daily life was a reflection of all that she’d done.”

      “Yes,” I agree, astounded by her insight.

      “I don’t want to change that. I want to be that. And for now, I’m not that. I want our living room to reflect us, but we haven’t had enough us for that to happen yet, Andrew. Give me more us. Take more time off. Travel. Live. Be.”

      “Mom took most of those trips alone. Or with us. Rarely did Dad go off with her.”

      “Don’t be like James, then.”

      “I’m not,” I vow, the words less to assure her and more to warn myself.

      “Come here,” she beckons. A few strokes later, we’re standing in the middle of the pool, arms around each other, her mouth at my heart, the absence of her soft strands of hair strange. My chest starts to chill and gooseflesh sprouts along her arms. Her breasts smash against me, the small of her back like the curve of a shell, the thick muscles and lush curves of her ass so ripe, so warm.

      So perfect.

      She is so, so perfect.

      Amanda

      He is perfect.

      So, so perfect.

      We’re in tandem, a twosome made of one body yet wholly separate. Distinct. The water makes me feel like the boundaries of who I am aren’t real.

      Andrew is real.

      Nothing else.

      Melting into the warm, wet embrace of my husband has become no less extraordinary with repetition, each again another invitation to find a new part of myself. To let go of other parts.

      To take in whatever pieces of himself he will give.

      His hands ride up my back, gliding over the hills and valleys of my ribs, my spine, my shoulders, until he stops at my wet hair, the thickly united mass an impediment. Our skin slides as he kisses me, my thighs slick against his, feeling our differences, enjoying them.

      Andrew is tall, and without heels I’m in a different position, his arms curling, neck bent to meet me fully. I can’t help but touch him, as if this is my last chance, desperation filling me with a sudden rush like a thunderstorm burst on a hot day in Florida, the coastal winds bringing a spontaneous downpour, the push harder than expected, so intense that all you can do is stop and give in.

      I am lost in his kiss. His touch. The way the water laps against my hip, up between my thighs, as if he ordered it to make love to me on its own. Our movement makes the light change, over and over, each second a re-created visual feast. Opening my eyes, I find him staring into them, so serious, so loving, so everything.

      Dipping his head, he bends to take one breast in his mouth, one hand moving to my navel, down the soft skin beneath the light-mottled water, his touch electrifying. I let myself take, his mouth and hands and sheer nakedness a gift, one I’ve been trained by his love to learn to accept freely, fully, without hesitation. As his tongue plays, I’m consumed by this connection, the heat and warmth and constant attention so perfect. I am full.

      Almost.

      “Come here,” I whisper to him, moving against the edge, our past selves teachers for what comes next. We’ve made love in this pool before, the very first time a gorgeous homecoming for my dear, sweet man, but this time it’s less tender, more riveting, edgier. He feels the same, pulling me in, entering me with a profoundly simple maneuver that means so much more. We’re together, half on the pool’s edge, half in the water, Andrew holding me up so the angle is just right as we curl in and out of each other’s orbit.

      We gaze into each other’s eyes, changed by the water, made smaller, more compact with wet hair, no clothes, no impediments to our freedom. Friction is reduced by water but the intensity is not, strokes and kisses, caresses and grips all heightened by the mood the pool sets for us.

      “You’re perfect,” he groans as we come together, my throat tight, fingertips digging into his shoulders, the grip my only way to communicate because every ounce of me is focused on the divine feeling of him in me, on me, around me.

      And just like that, I float away.

      Not on water.

      On love.

      “You’re perfect, too,” I say as we move fully into the water, standing in each other’s arms, my smile buried in his chest. “Good thing we found each other. This much perfection would be wasted on a mere mortal.” I move one hand up and down my body. “You lucky man.”

      A rumble of amusement vibrates under his pecs. “I’m honored you would choose a wretched beast like me to grace with your presence.”

      “So now you admit it.”

      He kisses the top of my head. We sigh. We breathe. We just are.

      “Even if you do pick atrocious tile colors,” he murmurs in my ear, making me laugh, almost swallowing a mouthful of pool water.

      “No matter what we do with the remodel,” I whisper, my words like water flowing over polished rocks, the taste of salt on my lips, “the pool stays.”
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      Andrew

      On the second-to-last day of our staycation honeymoon, I walk into the kitchen to find Amanda standing in front of the brand-new stainless steel oven, holding the manual, her face screwed up in concentration. She has one hand in a silvery oven mitt, scratching her neck.

      “How do I set this to broil?” she mutters to herself as I go to the coffee machine, grab an espresso cup from a small stack on the counter, and start to make myself coffee.

      On second thought, I put the cup back and grab a beer. We’re having family over tonight, after all. Beer trumps coffee.

      “Why do you need to broil?” I ask as I stare into the new fridge, which really does remind me of a spaceship-movie set as I open both doors and try to find an IPA. Weeding through a farmer’s-market-worth of vegetables and half a cow of meat, I finally locate the most important part of the meal.

      Hops.

      “I’m making dinner.” She’s distracted, reading the manual. New technology does that to the best of us.

      That’s why I don’t bother with manuals.

      Men are smart like that.

      “I’m sure the catering staff can figure that out.” The first sip of beer is always the best.

      “I’m making dinner,” she says again, the words not quite sinking in as I go through the second sip. Third sip. Ahhhh...

      And then it hits me.

      “You mean you are making dinner for all of us?”

      “Yes.”

      “All of us?”

      Stretching out her fingers, she ticks off the list. “You, me, Terry, Declan, Shannon, and a nursing baby. That’s five people who have teeth and chew, unless you count Ellie’s first tooth coming in and how she noshes on Shannon’s nipple.”

      “You had better not put nipple on the menu.” I eye the top of my beer bottle and frown.

      “I’m not that fancy. I was thinking grilled filet, salad, and wine.”

      “You’re practically Connie.” I cock one eyebrow. “Why not ask her to cater?”

      “She doesn’t do private homes.”

      “Bet she would for us.” I pull out my phone and start to call.

      An oven mitt attached to my wife blocks me. “No. I want to cook.”

      “You never cook.”

      “I do!”

      “Cheeto-marshmallow treats and espresso-based coffee don’t count.”

      “You never let me cook.” She crosses her arms over her chest. Uh oh. When men do that, it’s a sign of dominance.

      When women do it, it’s a sign of an impending fight.

      “Excuse me?” The beer turns sour in my mouth.

      “You insist on eating out all the time. How do you know whether I’m a good cook or not?”

      She’s got me there.

      A quick kiss on her forehead gets me some goodwill. “I am going to extract myself from this discussion and cede it all to you. Your kitchen, your home, your choice.”

      “Good man.”

      “Smart man.”

      “My man.” Amanda pulls me in for a real kiss, the kind that blends her coffee-flavored mouth with my IPA until I want nothing but that taste forever.

      I set down the beer bottle. “When are they coming over?”

      “Five.”

      I look at the clock. “We’ve got half an hour. How about we go upstairs? No work crews, no designers, no delivery people. It’s just us,” I murmur in her ear, my fingers sliding under her shirt, finding a breast that is woefully unattended.

      “Your fingers are icicles!” she squeals as her nipple hardens under my touch.

      “Warm me up, baby.” I look at the newly installed countertop. “How about we christen the kitchen? Haven’t had sex in here yet.”

      “Yes, we have! Plenty of times!” I can tell by the flush on her face that she’s interested.

      “Not in the newly remodeled one. That’s part of the honeymoon-remodeling deal: we have to re-dedicate each room.”

      She drops to her knees, the oven mitt still on one hand, the other one reaching to undo my pants. “How about we start here?” she says, warm breath brushing against my now bare skin as she takes me into her mouth and I lean against the new marble counter, fully–

      Ding dong!

      Teeth are not meant to be used on a penis.

      Ever.

      “Whatthehell?” is what I think I’m saying, but it comes out as a fairly long, inarticulate shout as Amanda leaps to her feet and twists and turns, hands on my shoulders as I fold in half, her head spinning faster than that chick in The Exorcist as she tries to minister to me but knows people are at the door.

      “I’m so sorry! The doorbell startled me and I bit down and omigodandrewareyouokay?”

      I just hear the word “bit.” That is the only verbal cue I am capable of processing through the haze of pain.

      Bit.

      She bit me.

      Ding dong!

      “I’m ignoring that. Screw this!” she hisses, running to the sink and getting a clean washcloth, wetting it and running back to me.

      Cold, limp cloth is suddenly on my penis, which matches the limp part now. Except the washcloth doesn’t have teeth marks.

      “Did I break the skin?” she asks, bending over.

      “Words you never want a woman to ask when she’s eye level with your cock,” I finally groan out.

      She pokes it. It twitches. “No blood,” she says.

      Are we really having this conversation?

      A series of beeps from the front door make me look up from the most important piece of flesh in the universe.

      Beeps. A failure alarm. Then:

      “HEY!” Declan shouts through the door. “YOU GUYS ARE HERE! WE HAVE A BABY WITH A DIAPER CRISIS. OPEN UP!”

      “They’re early!” Amanda cries out. “What do I do?”

      “Open the door,” I choke out. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine! I did this to you! I bit you!”

      I don’t point out that I’m more upset that she outshot me at the gun-safety course than I am that she bit my junk, but whatever.

      “You didn’t break the skin.” I reach out and touch her breast.

      “What are you doing?”

      Blood goes where it’s supposed to.

      “Touch me,” I tell her, moving her hand where I need it.

      “What? Now? Are you insane?”

      “OPEN UP! WHAT’S THE NEW CODE, ANDREW? I DON’T CARE IF YOU’RE HAVING SEX IN THE FOYER. WE WON’T LOOK. IT’S NOT THAT IMPRESSIVE ANYWAY. WE NEED TO GET INSIDE NOW.”

      Amanda gets it suddenly, stroking me enough to confirm that parts may be injured but they’re still in working order. Too bad she can’t do that to my shooter’s ego.

      She leaves me with my crisis as I turn away and carefully, achingly, tenderly, put him back in my pants and zip up. He’ll be fine. Tender loving care from Amanda that doesn’t involve incisors is all I’m going to need.

      Later.

      After the Diaper Crisis is resolved.

      And no, that’s not code for kink.

      Declan marches into the foyer and without a word, makes a beeline for the guest bathroom. Shannon is on his heels, cradling her stomach.

      A cackle that sounds entirely too witchlike emerges from my wife.

      “Baby got you, too? Thought you experienced mothers didn’t get hit with surprise diaper blowouts,” she calls out to Shannon.

      “Shut up.” Shannon’s normally sunny disposition has definitely been called on account of rain.

      Or baby poop, in this case.

      “Take a shirt from my dresser,” Amanda tells her, turning back to me with sudden concern. How she can switch from cackling mockery to genuine worry like that is startling.

      And a little arousing.

      “What is that about?”

      “Shannon told me ‘everyone’ knows diaper blowouts are possible when you hold a baby. Looks like someone got a taste of her own medicine.”

      “Wrong metaphor.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m right, and that’s what counts.”

      “That I understand. But ‘taste’ and ‘diaper blowout’ in the same sentence...” I shudder. The sudden movement makes my bitten bit hurt.

      Ding dong!

      We look at each other. “Terry?” we ask in tandem.

      “You rang?” Terry’s bass voice literally rings through the house, the vibration like a slow-rolling earthquake. The doorknob jiggles. I go to the door and answer it. Unlike Declan, he doesn’t try the keypad.

      Also unlike Declan, he doesn’t have the old code. Dad refused to give it to him.

      “Terry!” I say, opening my arms for a hug. He gives it back, one hand burdened by a bottle of wine. Over his shoulder I see his trusty Subaru, resting snugly between Declan’s Audi SUV and my Tesla.

      “Still driving that piece of shit?” I ask as he bends down and picks up a six-pack of beer, handing the wine off to me.

      “No. That’s Declan’s company car.”

      “I don’t drive that anymore. My assistant asked for it,” Declan informs us as he walks into the room, looking haggard.

      “Your assistant asked for it? Is she crazy?” Terry asks.

      “He. He asked for it.”

      “You traded Grace for a guy?” Terry’s impressed.

      “Grace retired and I hired a great new assistant. Why are you asking? You need a job? Self-imposed poverty finally getting to you?” Our oldest brother left Anterdec years ago, right after Mom died. He lives off the trust fund from Mom’s side of the family, which is a low-six-figure pittance. Declan loves to needle Terry about this.

      So do I.

      “We could use an estate manager,” I say. “Apartment over the garage is free. You know the place inside and out.”

      “You mean I had sex in all the important places before you had your braces removed,” Terry says, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the six-pack of beer that he shoves at Declan’s gut. “Here. Microbrew beta tests from my friend’s place in Sherborn.”

      “You mean bacterial cesspools? Any friend of yours who brews beer is probably on some watch list,” Dec taunts, but he takes a bottle out and holds it up to the light. “Flemish red sour ale? Gluten free?”

      “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

      “Gluten free? What’s wrong with gluten? When did gluten start to offend everyone?” Dec mutters as he opens the screw top and takes a sip. He makes a surprised face. “Not half bad.”

      “It needs to be all good,” Terry says, frowning. “Try sipping. The taste grows on you.”

      “Like bacteria,” Declan says, circling back.

      Shannon enters just then, wearing a yellow short-sleeved linen shirt of Amanda’s and carrying a grinning baby who looks like Declan. Ellie’s eyes started out a dark blue but have turned brown like Shannon’s, a rich color like whisky blended with a hint of cream. She’s teething, chewing on Shannon’s index finger, drooling all over her mom’s hand.

      Mom.

      Shannon is a mother.

      There is nothing like a baby to make everyone drop what they’re doing. Babies suck all the attention oxygen out of a room. Evolutionarily, they should. Their very survival and ability to function in the world depends on being cute.

      Like sorority girls.

      “I see there is beer,” she says pointedly, arching one eyebrow and giving Declan a look that says Why am I holding the baby after being shat on and you’re sucking down a cold one?

      He takes Ellie instantly.

      Whipped.

      I’m never going to be like that when Amanda and I have kids. No way. He catches me smirking at him and narrows his eyes.

      Time to hum the Mission: Impossible theme.

      Terry bursts out laughing.

      Nothing like three men in a family. You always have a brother to team up with against the third.

      “Recovered from the birth yet?” Terry calls out as he reaches for Declan to give him a bear hug.

      “Getting there,” Shannon replies.

      “I was talking to Dec,” Terry explains as she laughs, a brittle sound that makes me offer her one of Terry’s beers, which she takes with a skeptical scowl.

      “Gluten free?”

      “Try it.”

      Patting the tops of her breasts, she looks at the bottle again.

      “Do your breasts have celiac disease?” Terry inquires, noting the strange gesture.

      “Quit talking about my wife’s boobs,” Declan checks him.

      “Dec! It’s fine,” Shannon sputters, blushing. “I just wasn’t sure if I could handle the milk.”

      “It’s beer. Not milk,” Terry assures her.

      “Beer increases milk production,” she informs him.

      “Really?”

      “It’s a galactagogue,” Declan adds, his face plastered with that damn know-it-all smirk he patented during our childhood.

      Terry crosses his arms and gives his little brother his full attention. “You’ve become a breastmilk expert?”

      “I’m a new parent. It’s required.”

      “If anyone in this family is a breastmilk expert, it’s me,” Shannon says in an arch tone.

      “Technically, Ellie is the expert.” At the sound of her father saying her name, the baby squeals.

      “Come into the living room!” Amanda insists.

      We do what everyone does at a family dinner.

      File into the kitchen.

      “It’s weird to be here like this. No big cocktail party. No corporate schmoozing. And no Mom and Dad,” Terry announces, his voice dropping at the end.

      “Is it? We’re used to the place,” I say, ignoring the comment about Dad, who wasn’t invited.

      For a reason.

      After Amanda gets everyone settled with a drink, I pull her aside.

      “We can’t let them know about any of the off-the-grid systems,” I remind Amanda as she fusses over a table covered with appetizers. Somehow, her simple filet, salad, and wine has expanded to include assorted olives and cheese, giant shrimp cocktail, and a fig-bar thing that Shannon’s about to make love to.

      “I promise I won’t leak,” she says, shooing me off with a dismissive hand. “Even if I disagree.”

      “It’s not that they’ll never benefit from the systems. In an SHTF scenario, we’ll take care of everyone.”

      “Even Chuckles?”

      I sigh. “Fine.”

      “And Marie?”

      I grit my teeth. “You’re pushing it.”

      “She’s a human being!”

      “Remind me to up our stash of sedatives.”

      “Andrew! Stop being dramatic.”

      “I am being prag-matic.”

      “She’s still sore at you for the Unicoga mess.”

      “I rescued you and Shannon from being co-opted by a bunch of swinger couples who thought Marie’s yoga class was about meeting bisexual women who wanted to swing. And they thought you and pregnant Shannon were the unicorns!”

      “Doesn’t mean she’s not still mad.”

      “She is crazy. I got the good mother-in-law.”

      “About that.” She clears her throat. “We really should have told Mom.”

      “Pam? Why?”

      “Because she knows a lot about these things.”

      “Your mother knows a lot about being a prepper?”

      “Not prepper stuff specifically. But systems? Risk analysis? Come on. There’s no one better.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “No one can know. Rule number one of being a smart prepper: Tell no one.”

      “Tell no one what?” Terry asks from behind, scaring the shit out of me. I can’t let him know he scared me, so I turn to the next emotion: annoyance.

      “Nothing. Just talking about money.”

      “Oh.”

      “What do you think of the remodeling?” Amanda asks nervously. “I know it’s a bit much.”

      “Why all the heavy construction equipment outside? Looks like it’s out of scale for the interior work.”

      “Re-doing septic,” I lie.

      Deflection is an art form. He knows I’m lying, but how do you pry into sewage waste systems?

      “You’re keeping Dad’s pool?” Terry always called it that.

      “It’s my pool now, but yes. We are.”

      “You’ve got an outdoor pool already, and that lap pool was built for athletics. Not leisure,” he says in a voice I’m not used to. I forget that Terry, unlike the rest of the McCormick men, isn’t judgmental. He’s not arguing a case.

      He’s genuinely asking.

      “Call it nostalgia,” I explain, laughing softly. “I can’t explain why I’m keeping it. I just am. Nostalgia, maybe?”

      “For all those years Dad worked you like a dog?”

      “For all the years I practiced naked in an empty house.”

      Shadows roll over his face, representing emotion I don’t understand. “Got it,” he says, just as Amanda puts her hands on our backs and pushes us to try some food.

      Dinner itself is easy: good steaks, good salad, great company.

      Best of all? I get to hold a baby. No one tells you how good babies smell. Ellie is a solid sack of potatoes in my arms, my food barely touched as I make googly eyes and soft raspberries at her. She’s in my lap, facing me, triple chins showing as I hold her, those sweet chubby cheeks begging for kisses.

      What? You think men can’t find babies adorable? Even Fortune 500 CEOs have weak spots. Mine is my niece.

      Especially when she kicks me in my bitten bit.

      “Oof!” I groan, tightening my abs, moving those little feet away from soft, injured places where feet definitely don’t belong.

      “She kick you in the nuts?” Dec says under his breath, chuckling. “Welcome to fatherhood. It should come with a cup.”

      We’re finishing dinner, conversation turned to political events I have no desire to consider, when Ellie reaches for my nose and lets out a ribbon of giggles so pure, I’m not quite sure I heard them.

      “Did she just giggle?” Shannon asks.

      Wiggly arms bang against mine. “She did! Ellie, did you giggle?”

      I get a peal of laughter in response, and then a raspberry.

      The entire table claps.

      “Why don’t you clap for me when I laugh and stick my tongue out at you?” I ask Declan.

      “If you were half as cute as my daughter, I would.”

      Terry holds his hands out to me, the gesture clear: my uncle time is over. His uncle timer starts as he holds her in his arms, smiling deeply as she stares back and reaches up, yanking on his beard.

      “Tough little grip,” he says, voice deep, making Ellie’s face tighten with fear.

      “Shhhhh,” Shannon warns him.

      “Okay,” he says in falsetto.

      Declan stands and stretches, Shannon walking up next to him, holding the stem of a wine glass. “All four of our hands are free at the same time,” she notes, waggling her eyebrows with a lasciviously hilarious expression.

      “Nap time!” Dec calls out.

      “It’s not Ellie’s nap time,” Shannon replies.

      “Not hers. Mine.” He yawns loudly as if to prove a point, the sound tipping the baby over the edge. Wailing, she makes Terry startle, which just sets Ellie off even more. Shannon’s maternal hands reach for her and bring her into her body. One-handed, Shannon reaches under her shirt, unclasps her bra, lifts a panel of cotton fabric, and instantly, the baby goes quiet.

      Amanda catches me watching. “She’s breastfeeding. Just like that.”

      “How does she hold the baby and get her to attach like that?”

      “I think it’s something installed in you when you grow a placenta from scratch,” she says as she walks away, laughing. I stand and follow her into the other room, where a row of boxes await us.

      “My wife has many talents,” Dec says, moving to Shannon and giving her a kiss on the cheek.

      We walk back into the room, each carrying a banker’s box that’s clearly heavy. Mine is heavier. We set them down, mine in front of Terry, Amanda’s box in front of Declan.

      “Here,” she says. “This is the first of many boxes for each of you.”

      “What’s in here?” Terry asks, puzzled.

      “Relics from your childhood,” I explain. “We had an archaeologist carbon date them.”

      He reaches up and strokes his beard, which has more and more salt in it every time I see him. “I’m only thirty-seven.”

      “That means we’re fifty years apart in dog years, Terry.”

      “Woof.”

      Because Terry has a voice that goes so deep you’d think his vocal cords were reincarnated from coal miners’ souls, the sound has a jarring feel to it, making us all laugh nervously.

      Not quite all.

      Declan stands there, now holding a very happy baby, eyes on his box.

      “What’s in there? It has my name on it.”

      “The shroud of Turin?” I joke.

      One-handed, Dec opens the top and peers in, groaning. “The rest of my trophies. Some notes from girls in what looks like sixth grade. A t-shirt from the volunteer week we spent in New Orleans in tenth grade. Geez, Mom,” he says in a soft, teen-like voice. “It’s just crap we don’t need.”

      “Mom didn’t consider it crap,” Terry declares, closing his box. “Dad did.”

      “I wonder if that’s why it was in that strange storage space behind the furnace?” Amanda asks.

      “How many more boxes?” Terry asks her, his throat tightening as if he’s fighting emotion.

      “Three. Each. We can help you load it when you go.”

      “Thanks.” He finishes his beer and walks into the kitchen, frowning, looking around. “You really modernized this room.”

      “We did. It needed it.”

      “Amanda told me to take a look around. What’s the deal with the solar panels?”

      I freeze. “Uh, hot water for the pool.”

      He nods. Doesn’t push. Most people don’t. But Terry’s the type to quietly take it all in and later come to his own conclusions.

      “You left the treehouse. You two want kids?”

      “Yes.”

      A wistful smile makes his beard widen. “Nice.”

      “Amanda wants to leave the living room as is. None of the paintings are going. She loves Degas as much as Mom did.”

      His smile turns tight, eyes starting to glimmer in the light. Oh, shit. Are those tears?

      Just then, Declan walks over, jostling the baby, who is smiling at us. Terry sniffs once, turns away, and laughs, his voice deep as always. That hasn’t changed, even if the house has.

      “Normal people go away on their honeymoon and spend a week having sex. You have to up the ante and remodel an entire estate,” Dec says as Terry looks at a figurine Mom bought in Greenland, a carved stone face that creeped me out as a kid.

      “We can’t all go to Hawaii and have a mystery honeymoon,” I needle him. “You and Shannon are freakishly weird about your honeymoon. What the hell happened?”

      He turns to stone. From across the room, Shannon’s neck pivots. She’s obviously listening. Why are they both cringing, like someone punched them in the nuts?

      If Shannon had nuts, I mean.

      “I think this remodeling honeymoon is perfect!” she shouts, sounding exactly like her mother.

      Declan cringes again.

      “Has Dad seen any of this?” Terry asks. We’re really veering into uncharted emotional territory now. Need to pivot. McCormick men don’t do this.

      “We didn’t invite him. He made it clear he wants nothing to do with the remodel. Nothing to do with this house anymore,” I tell Terry, who just nods, inhaling slowly as his chin moves up and down with approval.

      With understanding.

      Heavy, familiar silence pings between the three of us, Shannon still talking to Amanda across the room. Only the presence of little Ellie keeps it light.

      “You’re making this place your own,” Terry finally says, his hand moving to my shoulder, squeezing once. “Good for you. I always thought you were a little too close to Dad to become independent. When you and Amanda bought this place, I–” He breaks off and shakes his head slowly, ruefully. “I wondered. But now that I’ve seen it, I admire you.”

      Declan’s jaw drops.

      My eyes dart to the boxes of memorabilia Mom carefully curated. “You do?”

      “I do. Dad’s a formidable presence. He tossed this place aside when he was done with it. He made Mom store all those emotionally connected mementoes in a place for discards. He doesn’t feel the way most people do. We’ve had to learn it all on our own. Mom gave us the foundation. At least there’s that. Unlearning the emotional ‘truths’ James McCormick put into us is an ongoing process.”

      Shannon and Amanda are clearly listening. The baby’s feet kick against Declan’s belt buckle, her happiness contagious. I grin at her. She grins back, all big eyes and drooly smiles. Chubby hands with dimples at the knuckles play with my brother’s forearm, patting lightly as if to assure herself Daddy is here.

      And he is.

      Always.

      Whether we like it or not. My father is in my head, deep in my DNA, while Amanda’s father is locked away in a prison. He’s inside her, too, the dual presences part of the human condition.

      Ellie’s life has been nothing but love so far.

      And if my brother and sister-in-law have anything to say about it — and they do — she’ll know nothing else.

      “Eh. Listen to me. When did I become so maudlin?” Terry says, laughing heartily. It’s not fake, but it is a nervous sound. He seems to want to say more.

      Dec gives Ellie a distracted smile and says, “How about we get these boxes in the cars so Mommy and I can take you home.”

      Terry hates conflict. Declan thrives on it. I navigate it, finding it a neutral.

      But in this moment, all bets are off. No one behaves with any predictability.

      We all help Dec and Shannon with their boxes, Amanda gathering up Ellie’s baby stuff, kisses and hugs dispensed as my brother and his wife find ways to ghost on us without ghosting. No one bothers to challenge their leaving, because no one wants to talk about the elephant in the room.

      Or not in the room.

      “Dad really didn’t bother, did he?” Terry says as they drive away. Amanda’s already gone into the house, headed off to bed. Terry stares up into the night sky, so many stars staring right back, as if waiting for us to entertain them with stories.

      “Didn’t bother with what?”

      “His past.”

      Shoving one hand in my front pocket, I count to five. Terry hates conflict, and besides, that’s not what this is. It’s something more.

      A reckoning.

      All night, I felt him holding back, looking around the house like he was living in the past but eating and drinking in the present. I get it. I do.

      Yet I’m not him.

      “How about we have one more?” I ask, the question less a suggestion and more an offer. Come inside, I’m saying.

      Talk.

      To my surprise, he takes me up on it, a long sigh emerging from the big brother I used to worship.

      It’s time, that sigh says.

      But time for what?

      Amanda comes into the kitchen wearing an old set of my Harvard sweats, combing through her hair. She’s so at ease around Terry, smiling and giving him a hug, that it unmoors me. I should feel rooted in place by her welcoming domesticity, but it’s deeply disturbing.

      At the same time it feels so right.

      “You’re leaving now?” she asks him, but as I pour Terry a small glass of wine, she realizes her error.

      Life has a funny way of stacking all the important parts into compressed sections of time, as if it loses calibration and has zero regulation, like giving a three year old an entire red-dyed Elmo cake, three frozen mochas, and a strobe light. I don’t want to hear the story now.

      But the story doesn’t care about my preferences. It comes out when it’s damn ready.

      “Not yet,” Terry says with a sad smile.

      “I’ve never seen you here before without your dad here, Terry,” Amanda says, the question in her voice.

      “There’s a time for everything.”

      Amanda squints in confusion.

      “We’re going to need more alcohol,” I say, finishing Beer #1 and starting Beer #2.

      “That’s why I brought the wine,” he says, pointing to the half-filled bottle. “BYOC.”

      “BYOC?”

      “Bring your own courage.”

      I let down my shields. He’s carrying a memory bank the size of a jetliner. Whatever my brother is ready to tell me isn’t easy. But it is time.

      “The story’s that bad?”

      He gives me a look that reminds me of Mom so much I suck in my breath, hands fisting, blood halting.

      “Yeah. It is.”

      “Right. You know, maybe this is a bad idea.”

      “It is. But I’m doing it anyhow. You need to know. You’ve needed to know for a really long time, and it was easier to stay away than to face you.”

      “Me?”

      “Not you individually. Just you – the collective you of the McCormick men.”

      “You do realize you’re one of them. One of us.”

      “Sure am. And when I’m around you, Dec and Dad, it makes me realize how fucked up we all are without Mom.”

      “That’s why you went away?”

      “No. But it’s why I stayed away.” Until Shannon and Declan met, Terry had been out of my life for almost eleven years. Somehow, Amanda and Shannon have woven him back into our lives, making Dad thaw, giving us all some emotional connection, however tenuous.

      Through all this, Amanda’s just there. A presence, steady and calming, a witness to what Terry and I are trying to decode.

      “And you,” Terry says, pointing to Amanda around his nearly-empty wine glass. “You are the one who started to bring me back.”

      “Me? I had nothing to do with Andrew stealing your dog for that fake date with me!”

      Terry laughs. “No. I mean when you came to me to ask me to join Dad, Dec and Andrew for that crazy hotel scheme with Shannon when Declan was being stupid and broke up with her, way back in the day. You’re a great friend.” His eyes catch mine. “And perfect for Andrew. I wondered then.”

      “You did?” she squeaks.

      “You were so pissed at him. Ranting about what an asshole he was.”

      I laugh. Terry and Amanda don’t.

      “You’re not joking?”

      She grimaces. “You really were an asshole.”

      “Truth is an absolute defense to defamation,” Terry notes.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      He toasts me.

      “This sounds intense.” Amanda pulls away from me and looks up, her face clean and dry, devoid of makeup, fresh and real. “Maybe I should go somewhere else while you two talk?”

      “No.” The word comes out of my mouth quickly, without thought. “No. Stay.”

      “You’re sure? I’m not...”

      “Not what?”

      “Family.”

      “You most certainly are.”

      That comes out quickly, too.

      But with more thought.

      “I’m not here for long, and I plan to drink enough wine to tell the whole story and then Uber my way home.” I don’t remind him his Subaru is parked outside.

      “I can have Gerald take you.” I hold up my beer in a display meant to communicate that there’s no way I’m driving anyone anywhere.

      “For once, I might succumb to luxury,” he says, draining his first glass and moving on to the second. I can tell Amanda wants desperately to ask me what the hell is going on, but even if she could ask, I don’t have an answer.

      “You’re making this sound like I’m about to find out that Dad’s responsible for Jimmy Hoffa’s remains being buried under Faneuil Hall,” I joke.

      “Nah,” Terry says with a sonic boom. “But it’s taken me all these years to come here and talk to you.”

      “So talk.” I sweep my arm toward the living room, where two couches sit at angles to each other, in the same spot the interior decorator set them when Mom decorated. “Unlike you, I have actual furniture that allows your knees to rest at a right angle.”

      Amanda quirks an eyebrow.

      “I’ll have you over some time so you can see what he’s talking about,” Terry says to her, his voice warm and slow. The wine’s soaking in.

      We settle in place, Amanda’s body loose against mine as she cuddles up, uninhibited and totally at ease, as if we routinely have Terry over to hang out, drink wine, and drop life-altering bombshells on us in a voice designed to narrate movie trailers.

      “I was at school. Second year of college, just took my last final. In the dorm, packing up, when the call from Dad came. I had a flip phone. I remember it well. Dad could barely speak. Just said there’d been an accident and I needed to come home. Now. Grace got on the line and said a driver would be there in an hour. I kept asking which of you had been hurt – Declan or Andrew. She wouldn’t say.” He shakes his head. “I never thought it was Mom.”

      Amanda’s eyes shine with tears, making her eyes the color of fine whisky.

      “By the time I got home, Mom was gone. You were in ICU, Declan was a robot at home, and Grace managed everything. Dad was taking care of arrangements – whatever you do when someone dies.” He takes a sip, hand shaking, and his voice goes so low it’s nearly subsonic. “I’ve been blessed with ignorance on that topic, and I hope to remain ignorant for a very, very long time until forced to acquire that particular set of knowledge.”

      I say nothing.

      “I remember trying to hug Declan, but it was like embracing warm cardboard. I’d never seen him like that.” Terry catches my eye. “You know what I mean.”

      I nod. “He’s never been the same.” Neither have any of us.

      “And then Dad came in, gave me a half hug, and acted like Dec wasn’t in the room. Grace shadowed Dad, taking notes, taking on whatever he asked her to take on, and he was gone. Done. You were still in the hospital, and I didn’t know what to do. Grace came back and told me staffers would pack up the rest of my dorm room and that I should eat and rest.”

      I don’t want to hear this. Not one fucking word. This has been a huge mistake. I never should have asked, and as the words come out of his mouth I want to smother them with a pillow. Not him.

      The story itself.

      Amanda squeezes my hand. She’s a warm wall of support, leaning against me, but right now I’m pretty sure she’s the one propping me up.

      “I was supposed to intern that summer. Learn how to take over the company ‘some day.’ That was the last thing on my mind as I tried to get Declan to talk. He left the room. I was alone at the house.” He looks up. “Here. Completely alone, once Grace left to take care of whatever Dad asked her to do. I ate. I rested. And then in the morning, I went to Declan’s bedroom to offer to go to the hospital with him and see you, but he was gone.”

      My stomach twists.

      “I called Grace. She said you were conscious and to come to the hospital. When I got there, the police were outside the room, talking to Dad. Dec was sitting in a chair in the hallway, the color of a piece of photocopy paper. I understand now he was in shock. We all were. It was like walking through — ”

      “Molasses,” I whisper.

      “Grace tried.” He finishes the second glass of wine. I realize he’s brought the entire bottle along, and he leans forward to pour more in Amanda’s glass. She nods and gives him a sad smile. “She tried to be the emotional glue Mom had been. Dad was angry. So fucking angry. I’ve never seen that much rage.”

      “Declan’s mentioned it.” I drain my beer.

      “Bet he has. He was the target.”

      “Really? That bad?”

      “That bad.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You didn’t see it. I did.”

      “I – all I remember is being told Mom was gone. Recovering enough to go to the funeral. And then you disappeared.”

      “Remember how Dec wouldn’t leave the grave site?”

      “Yeah. I do remember that.”

      “Grace brought him home. And that’s when...” Terry’s voice trails off, like a boulder being scraped against a washboard, slow and steady, coming to a rocking halt.

      “I don’t know where you were, Andrew. Probably asleep. But I got up in the middle of the night to get a snack and try to stop the buzzing in my head. Found Declan and Dad in the library.” Terry looks at Amanda. “It took a really long time for Andrew to bring you here, didn’t it?”

      I freeze.

      She frowns. “Yes.”

      Half his mouth curls up in a weird smile. “Ever wonder why?”

      Puzzled, Amanda’s eyes dart between my brother and me. “Is there a reason?”

      Terry shrugs. “This house has wings. Bedrooms in one, offices, library, formal parlour and all that in the other. There’s no way you could have heard thundering elephants if you were asleep in the section where the bedrooms are.”

      “And?” I prompt him.

      “Declan was sitting in a chair by the fireplace.” He looks right at the spot, brooding. “His head was tipped down, shoulders slumped in defeat. Dad was drunk and going off, in that quiet, hissing voice he has.”

      “The one that makes you wish he’d just yell at you and get it over with?”

      “Yeah. That one.”

      A creeping dread makes me close my eyes. “Let me guess what he said.”

      “Go for it,” Terry rasps. “Because I really don’t want to say it to your face. Haven’t wanted to say it all these years.”

      “I know what he said. Dad told me.”

      Terry jolts so hard wine spills out of his glass, over his hand, and onto the corner of a couch cushion. Amanda jumps up and grabs a hand towel, blotting it.

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      I wave my hand. “No big deal.”

      Terry gives me a dark look. “You look exactly like Dad when you do that.”

      “He’s in all of us, you know.”

      “Dad told you he screamed at Declan for saving you instead of Mom?”

      Amanda pauses, her hand stopping in mid air, beginning to tremble.

      Clarity, it turns out, comes to us at the most inopportune moments, when all the emotional centeredness can accomplish is distilled down to a single revelation.

      “Yes. He did.”

      Amanda’s free hand flies to her mouth in shock. She already knows this, but hearing it from Terry is different.

      Terry’s face turns to a mask of rage.

      His turn to look exactly like Dad.

      “God damn it,” he rumbles.

      “And Dad asked my forgiveness for ever saying or feeling it.”

      Terry’s thick eyebrows fly up, his face making it clear he’s reeling.

      “But damn him for doing that to Declan. Jesus, Terry, he really did that – that night? The night of Mom’s funeral?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s why you left?”

      “Not just that.” Terry looks at the stain on my couch. “You have any Club Soda? We can get that stain.”

      “Fuck the stain. Finish the story.”

      “Not much more to it.” He peers at me. “You knew? All these years?”

      “Dad’s softened.”

      “No. Not softened – he’s been weathered. There’s a difference.”

      I give him that. “What happened? That night? It had to have been bad for you to just… leave. Leave everything behind like you did.”

      “How about I give you two the short version? I stepped in and tried to get Dad off Declan’s back. Dad turned on me and screamed, too. I screamed back. Came close to blows. Dec had to hold Dad off me.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Yep. Only time I saw Dec move.”

      “And?”

      “I told Dad I was done being a McCormick if he was going to blame Declan for doing exactly what Mom asked for. How could he blame Declan for following Mom’s dying wish?”

      At the words dying wish the room starts to spin.

      “He was grieving,” I choke out.

      “He was wrong,” Amanda insists.

      Terry and I turn and look at Amanda, who is pissed, the words cold and damned. Her face is red, nostrils flared.

      I remember that kind of anger.

      “Yes. He was,” Terry concurs.

      “Yes,” I add. “What he said to Declan made you leave?” I don’t put any emotion in my words.

      “It made me quit the company on the spot. I turned twenty-one shortly after.”

      Twenty-one.

      “The money. Mom’s money.” The room’s spinning a little slower. Amanda puts her hand over the back of mine, the warmth bringing me back to center. “The Mongomery Trust.”

      “Right. I walked away from everything. Found a friend from college to live with. I tried to explain to you and Declan. Never found the right time. Dad turned you two into his business bots and...”

      “And we stopped being a family.”

      “How can you two talk about this so coldly? So...so rationally and calmly?” Amanda’s voice is tight with tears.

      “Trust me. There’s more than enough emotion,” Terry mutters. “It’s just muted by time.”

      “And some forgiveness,” I add.

      Terry snorts.

      “I said some.”

      A hint of a smile crosses his mouth.

      “I have spent more time with all of you since Declan met Shannon than I have in the eleven years before that,” he notes.

      I think about that for a minute. “Yeah. Sounds about right.”

      “That’s so wrong! Emotionally, I mean. Family is family,” Amanda pleads.

      “You can make your own family,” Terry says. “I couldn’t stay. Something in me snapped that moment as I watched Dad blaming Declan for making an impossible choice. For doing exactly what Mom asked him to do. He was blaming his own son for not being able to perform a miracle, and angry that his other son was the one who lived. Some part of me cracked in half in that split second. I was done. I wanted nothing to do with any part of Dad.”

      “So you just knew.”

      “I knew. I knew deep in my bones that I couldn’t continue to live my life the way I had been living.”

      “Ever regret that decision?”

      “No.”

      “Once you know something deeply, that clarity is all that matters.” I cut my eyes to Amanda to find her staring back at me with a knowing look.

      Nothing gets past her.

      “Right. My only regret is that Dad shut me out of your lives. Then you guys did, just through inertia.”

      “We thought you were the one who wanted the space.”

      “We McCormicks suck at communicating,” he adds.

      “Yes. You do,” Amanda declares, emphatic. “A few conversations and so many issues could have been solved years ago!”

      We both shrug.

      “Men,” she whispers. “And I thought having my dad abandon me at Fenway Park was bad,” Amanda says, stroking the hair off my forehead. “I’m so sorry, Andrew.” Her eyes jump to Terry. “And you, too.”

      “I don’t need you to be sorry for me, Amanda,” he says.

      “But I am. So much pain.”

      Terry sets his full wineglass down on a sand dollar coaster. “I’m fine. Just rattled by being here. We grew up here. Mom’s imprint is here. I saw you changed the bedrooms, the kitchen, and you’re doing structural changes, but the living room is pretty much the same.”

      “That’s me. My choice,” Amanda tells him. “I love everything she’s done.”

      Tears fill Terry’s eyes, glistening as they grow, but never break. “Oh. Good to know.” He stands, offering her a hug, which she takes happily. Then it’s my turn.

      And he’s off.

      “You okay to drive?” Amanda calls out to him as he leaves.

      “I already called Gerald. He’s in the caretaker apartment. Can drive you in five minutes,” I announce, watching as Terry’s face changes to a thankful acceptance. No way I’m letting him drive home like this.

      And no way can I drive him, either.

      He waves. “I’m going to go for a walk around the grounds. Thanks for the ride home. I’ll enjoy the luxury,” he adds in pensive voice. “I didn’t need as much liquid courage as I thought.”

      I look at the bottle of wine. He’s right.

      Maybe all it took was time.

      And the offer to listen.
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      Amanda

      “ANDREW!” I call into the kitchen. “It’s starting!” It’s the final day of our honeymoon–such as it is–and I’m taking every last hour of time with my guy.

      Which means torturing him.

      “I told you I don’t want to watch it.” He walks out carrying a soda and glares at the screen as if it tried to change contract terms at the last minute in a merger at work.

      “Someone’s doing a one-hour show on billionaire preppers and you don’t want to watch? Come on!”

      “That’s exactly why I don’t want to watch it. Let me guess: the opening credits show a helicopter, diamonds, and a guy in a red Ferrari.”

      I look at the screen.

      Damn it.

      “Close! No Ferrari. He’s getting a giant Hummer.”

      “Are you sure this time it’s not you watching YouPorn?”

      “ANDREW!”

      He comes into the living room laughing and plops down on the sofa next to me. “You said he was getting a giant hummer. Where’s the blow job?”

      I point to the screen. “They’re at a custom-outfitter auto shop. The billionaire is getting his Hummer re-designed for the apocalypse.”

      He squints at the screen. “Who is the billionaire? Anyone I know?”

      “Some twenty-four-year-old named Raji Mahara. Designed a social network for pets.”

      “I’m doing this billionaire thing wrong,” he mutters as it becomes my turn to laugh.

      It’s the very last day of our honeymoon, and so far we’ve been interrupted twice by the crew while trying to have sex in our bedroom, interrupted once while trying to have sex in Andrew’s study, and unsuccessfully tried to have sex in the treehouse but the poison ivy guy interrupted us there, too.

      Frustrated and edgy, we’re trying to watch television now, waiting for the final hour of activity to cease in the house. Then we can get sweaty and naked and cap off these two weeks with a bang.

      Or seventeen.

      “I have no desire to live in a post-disaster world without being completely safe,” Raji says on the television, the scene cutting to what looks like his home. He’s surrounded by a tennis court, a pool, his new Hummer (with solar panels on top), and a pack of German shepherds that bark until the sound people somehow mute them. “I’ve worked hard and the world will need visioneers, especially after societal collapse.”

      “What’s a visioneer?” I ask Andrew.

      “A dudebro who cashed out his options and thinks he’s the smartest guy in the world,” he says through clenched teeth.

      “Oh.”

      “This guy is a total douchebag. His location is now public record. When the ‘societal collapse’ he’s preparing for happens, where do you think desperate people will go? He’ll be mobbed. All his preparations are for nothing.”

      I turn back to the screen as the interviewer, a blonde, overdone woman I vaguely remember as a teen actress when I was a kid, asks Raji, “What about weapons? How will you prepare yourself?”

      “Why would I need a weapon?” he says, looking at the screen, clearly loving the attention. “I have security staff.”

      Andrew starts choking on his soda.

      “Don’t worry, dear,” I say, patting his thigh. “You have me to protect you.”

      Now he really gags.

      Before I realize it, I’m on my back, half across the sofa, legs pinned by his body, his mouth an inch from mine. “We’ve been trying to have sex all day. I am the human equivalent of a vibrator right now, humming away in a drawer with nothing to slide into. You are insulting my ego and forcing me to watch a stereotype of a stereotype on the television in my own home where I can’t even have a quickie with my own damn wife.” His breath smells like cola, cool and refreshing.

      I ache for his mouth and reach up.

      He moves away.

      “Not here.” The pneumatic whine of a drill in the next room splinters my arousal.

      “Where?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes. Now.”

      He blinks rapidly, thinking, still suspended over me. It feels illicit to have him so intimately attached to me when the electrician is re-wiring in the next room.

      “Got it,” he says, suddenly off me, lifting me to my feet by taking my hands in his and pulling up. My breasts feel sensitive and light, aching for his touch, as he adds, “Get your shoes and purse.”

      “We’re–we’re leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where to?”

      “A place I know is private.”

      I sidle up to him, grab his ass, and whisper, “Are we finally going back to Walden Pond to have sex on the shore?”

      He stiffens in every way possible. “That wasn’t my plan.” He looks outside. “And it’s raining.”

      “Darn. We’ll have to go for your idea.”

      “Trust me.” He pulls me into his arms and gives me a toe-curling kiss. “My idea is fabulous.”

      “As long as we’re not having sex with a chocolate dong in the room with us, I’m fine.”

      He shudders. “Don’t bring up Vegas again.”

      “I do miss the vagina steamers at the spa.”

      “I am more than capable of warming that part of your body.”

      And with that, he pulls me out to the Tesla. We’re on the road, headed toward the highway, when I realize where we’re going.

      “The condo? We’re going to the condo?” When I met Andrew, he lived in a highrise on the water in the Seaport District. Since we bought the house in Weston, we don’t go there. He insisted on keeping it, which is fine–money isn’t an issue. And while he sometimes stays there when he has a series of late-night conference calls, I never do.

      I love the big house.

      Slapping his forehead, he mutters, “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.”

      “I can. The whole point of these two weeks was to remodel. Why would we leave the house?”

      “All those contractors have cockblocked us. Why wouldn’t we escape to the condo?” he points out.

      “Because that would have been cheating.”

      “Cheating on... who? What?”

      “Cheating on the whole point of the honeymoon.”

      “I thought the point of honeymoons was sex!” he shouts, merging onto the 95/128 belt like he’s driving a racecar, eyes on the road but attention on me.

      “Don’t yell at me!”

      “I’m not yelling at you!” he yells. “I’m yelling at two weeks of being interrupted half the time we tried to get freaky.”

      “Our sex is not freaky.”

      “It’s about to be,” he assures me, breaking the weird tension and sending us both into laughter.

      The drive down to the Mass Pike is easy, a surprise to me. Then again, it’s late afternoon on a Sunday. No rush hour. We merge onto the Pike and he clears his throat.

      “What did you think of Ellie last night?” he asks.

      “Adorable. As always.” I reach for his right hand, holding it loosely in case he needs it to drive.

      “She is. Shannon and Declan seem happy. Tired, but happy.”

      He has an agenda here. It’s pretty obvious.

      “Andrew, do you want a baby?”

      “Of course.” His eyes cut over to mine. “Don’t you?”

      “Sure. But not just because they have one, and you want one so you can be even with your brother.”

      “That’s not why I want one.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because when I hold Ellie, I feel an emotion I’ve never experienced before. A groundedness. I’m enough, right there. Enough. Nothing more, nothing less. I’m not striving or competing. When I make her smile or calm her down, I feel more powerful than I do in any boardroom.” He gives a self-deprecating shrug. “Sounds silly.”

      My eyes are full of tears, unbidden and unexpected, the wellspring of joy inside me unmeasurable. “It’s the opposite of silly,” I assure him, voice shaking.

      “Not sure it’s a good enough reason to start having kids right now.”

      “I think it’s better than most people’s reasons, Andrew. By far.” Squeezing his hand feels inadequate. I want to hug every inch of him, wrap myself against his body, entwine our limbs and get our hearts as close to each other as possible until they beat in sync.

      Until we’re almost one person.

      The only other way to make my body part of his is to perform conception alchemy and have a baby. DNA combines in mysterious ways, but the end result is mostly predictable. Having a child together holds ripe potential, the sense of unknown overwhelmed by the certainty of the direction we want to go.

      “Can we talk about this seriously?” he asks.

      “I thought we were.”

      His eyes widen, throat moving with a swallow, left hand on the steering wheel, right hand in mine. I memorize the details, blinking only as needed, because this moment is a turning point.

      We’re already us.

      And we’re talking about adding more to us.

      “Are you ready to start trying?” His question is soft. Inquisitive. There’s no right or wrong answer. I can feel his exploration in it. This isn’t a binary question with only two endpoints. So much fills the space between yes and no.

      That ambiguity is normally horrible to navigate for someone like me, who lives and dies by project management tools, spreadsheets with clear results, the outlines and checklists that define my day. My progress. My achievements. My failures.

      The boundaries of my life.

      And yet ambiguity holds its own answers. The questions themselves are divining rods, leading the way to a better goal than any we could pick without faltering in uncharted lands.

      “Am I ready? I’m ready to talk about it,” I finally tell him, reveling in his patience as I take time to think.

      “What kind of a father do you think I’ll be?” The unexpected question turns my mind into a blank sheet of paper, smooth and full of promise but devoid of any starting point.

      “Father?”

      “Declan’s a father now. My dad is the only role model I have. Your father is... well...”

      “In prison. Right. And I barely knew him.”

      “You’ve said Jason was more of a father to you than any other man. My dad can be a bastard but he’s always been there. And Dec and Terry have a different relationship with him than I do.”

      “Do you want to parent like James did?”

      “Hell, no.” All of the uncertainty in his voice is gone like a fingersnap. “The only similarities will be handing down the last name, teaching my kids to manage the company, and being a presence. Otherwise, smack me upside the head if I ever start to act like my dad.”

      “I’ll be a mother,” I say, breathless at the end of the word, as if it’s attached to an invisible fishing line and someone else is pulling it out of me.

      “Your mom is great.”

      “She is. I’m sure yours was, too.”

      He just smiles, making the turn off the Pike, headed toward the condo. Traffic’s light tonight, so we’re making good time. Why do the heaviest conversations always seem to take place in cars?

      “The remodeling has me thinking. Holding Ellie has me thinking. But no amount of thinking is as important as what I’m feeling. What you’re feeling,” he says, turning to me. The red light holds steady, so as we sit there in the car, idling, I breathe. Each breath takes me deeper, pulling him into me, making the yearning truer.

      I want what he wants.

      I do want more us.

      A bigger us.

      “I feel like I’m standing at the edge of a beautiful waterfall,” I tell him, staring at his profile, a dual consciousness taking over my mind. I’m speaking but also wondering what our baby will look like. Ellie resembles Declan so clearly. Would our child have my eyes? Andrew’s nose?

      “And a hot breeze fills my face, gentle, caring people urging me to dive in, to cross over, to let the mother’s embrace of the water soothe and comfort me, infuse me with joy. Everyone’s laughing and their eyes are so loving. All I have to do is move my body, open up, say yes to the great risk of jumping without a net. Without a tether. Into the wide, open space where destiny isn’t a goal–it’s who I am.”

      The light turns green. Someone behind us honks. Andrew startles and presses the accelerator, jaw tight, shoulders low as he breathes deeply.

      “Go on.”

      “Most people have to wait until life aligns with conception. Money, jobs, debt–all of that. And then other people just get pregnant and don’t plan it at all. Just happens. It’s weird to be in neither of those camps. We get to choose every single step we take, consciously. Nothing holds us back.”

      He smiles.

      “Damn it,” I add.

      “What do you mean, ‘damn it’? That’s good!”

      “Sometimes too many choices make life even harder.”

      “Only if you don’t know who you are at the core, Amanda.”

      And with that, he pulls into our parking garage, settling the Tesla in place right near the elevator. Someone who works here will plug it in, clean it up, and tend to it with the same loving care that horse owners exhibit for their beloved companions.

      We walk around our respective sides of the car and meet at the elevator, hands linking without thought. The ride up is reflective, tentative, and filled with an untapped sense of urgency and eagerness.

      Is tonight the night?

      “Even if I stop taking my pills, it takes four to six weeks before my body could conceive. Or, at least, they say you should wait that long. You have to use condoms because we wouldn’t want to make a baby while the pill’s hormones are still in me and–”

      He kisses me to shut me up.

      Or maybe for a few other reasons.

      Talking about babies has me revved up. I know we can’t, literally, conceive a baby with birth control hormones rushing through my bloodstream, but the potential is there. The needle just moved in that conversation, and as he kisses me, we’re closer than we’ve ever been before to having a baby.

      Possibilities are potent. To people like me, who like to fix problems and understand systems, they represent the end point of a long journey that could be taken so many different ways. The paths are endless but they are significant: the best way is the goal. Achieving the goal itself isn’t enough.

      You need to do it well. Every step matters.

      Like making a baby. A family. A future.

      “You’re a million miles away,” he whispers into my ear, his nose brushing against my hair, my back against the brushed stainless steel wall of the elevator car.

      “I’m right here,” I assure him. “Just thinking.”

      “My kiss isn’t enough to clear your thoughts?”

      “It’ll take more than that,” I inform him, tapping my temple. “There’s a lot to clear up here.”

      “Then I’d better get started,” he says, cupping my breast with fingers laden with intent, all good, all sensual, all for me.

      And just then, the doors open.

      He grabs my hand and directs me to the condo. Until we bought the estate, this was his home. Nicely decorated in a nautical theme, but nothing like the Weston estate. A bachelor pad. A way station.

      An in-between point.

      From behind, his body presses into me, his hands on both ass cheeks, moving up, savoring the moment and trust me, there’s plenty for him to savor.

      “You have the best ass,” he murmurs against my neck, kissing my shoulder, his hot, hard thighs pressing against my hips, his hot, hard something else sliding up against me, making promises I know we’re about to keep. Between his lips, his rock-hard body, and those hands moving around to engulf me, thumbs on nipples, teasing me to a frenzy, all I know is I want him. Naked, hot, in me.

      Now.

      His hands slide into my waistband, the crossing of that line so titillating, so sensuous. We live lives made of thousands of boundaries, socially appropriate litmus tests that help us to define our edges. Having this man cross those lines because I’ve invited him in is a moment of beauty, of release, of letting go of the lines that define – and bind.

      I close my eyes and give in to his touch, taking all he offers, his fingers moving to give me pleasure, my breath suddenly gone, abandoning my lungs to make room for what Andrew does to me.

      Breathing is an automatic response, but I have to remind myself to do it, hyperaware as heat floods me, his touch focused. He grins against my neck, the sublime torment making my knees turn numb, then give.

      Andrew lifts me into his arms and as clichéd as can be, carries me to bed. Our bed. It used to be his, but now and forever it is ours, in this place that is, like so much of our life, between phases.

      We haven’t been here in a while, but my mind orients itself. There is the sliding glass door with the view of the bay. Here is the white and blue striped duvet, the cool cotton welcoming me as Andrew strips off my shirt, his bare chest eye-level to me now as we move faster and faster to unwind, undress, unmoor in order to unleash ourselves from our personal restraints and join together.

      My hips rise up as I hurriedly strip off my clothes and soon, but not soon enough, here we are, that first moment of full, naked embrace more delicious than any other. It’s the sense of there you are that comes each time we do this, every night we fall into bed with lust.

      Every. Single. Time.

      Will it fade over time? I take his face in my hands and find him staring back with the same questions, those deep eyes telling me the questions don’t matter. As his mouth finds my breast and his lips and tongue take the words away, I seek him out, too, palms and fingers dancing over his skin, encouraging him to join me, touch me, be with me, fall into the space we have here, away from the world, because it is ours.

      No one else’s.

      Moving to my other breast, Andrew flashes me a brief look of dark need, the kind that instantly jolts my sense of propriety. He has this way of making me feel like all of the carnal pleasures of the world are right and good and just, and letting him show me is the path to righteousness. He’s big, powerful, muscles shining in the dark as the moon is the only light we have in here, and when I reach down, enjoying the way he groans, deep in his throat, when I wrap my fingers around his erection, I know I’m powerful, too.

      “Every time I think I can’t want you more, I’m surprised,” he says as I move down his body, licking his skin, tasting the essence of this man who has changed my life for the better in so many ways. His abs curl, hardening at my feathery touch, and when I envelop him with my mouth he groans, hands finding my hair, fingers thanking me.

      Sooner than I anticipate, he moves me over him, pivoting our bodies so that his mouth can do the same to me, his tongue finding the spot on me that makes me start to shake, our mutual pleasure hard to maintain as receiving and giving become too twinned, too hard to extract from each other. That is a point of making love, isn’t it? To forget where you end and they begin. To make all boundaries to pleasure dissolve.

      The sense of pure excitement and deep restfulness Andrew elicits in me is an inner paradise I cannot compare with any external experience. We move without speaking, knowing it’s time for him to come into me, for me to wrap around him, for the joining to be as complete as possible because it is all we have.

      Andrew’s mouth finds mine, the taste of me on him, the tangy connection making me smile against his lips. He pauses, looming over me, eyes amused.

      “What?”

      “This. You. Us. We spent the last two weeks on the weirdest honeymoon possible, and we had to escape our own home to make love.”

      “We chose this, Amanda. Just like I chose you.” His hands move over me, roaming as he exhales, a long, ragged sound of pent-up craving. “I love you. You know that. And I love this.”

      At his last words, he enters me, the feeling slow and filling, wet and all-consuming. As a boat moves in the distance, the bass tones of its horn filling the air, I hear the sounds of the city below, the push of the ocean, the hush of Andrew’s breath in my ear, the steady, sonorous sound of his heartbeat filling my blood.

      We crash together, complete and hungry, sated and relieved, yet left with the unrelenting reality that we have limits to how close we can be to each other in these bodies made of mortal skin and bone. Our energy, though, is endless.

      And lives on and on in love.

      

      Morning light wakes me up, one arm around Andrew’s naked waist, fingers casually brushing against part of his happy trail, the ticklish feel a delightfully domestic way to start the day. My other arm is curled under my pillow, propping up my head. A piece of hair is stuck to my lip. Which hand do I use?

      Splaying my palm against his bare belly, I enjoy the feel of him. Post-sex sleep is the absolute best. Waking up naked and sticky and tasting of him is even better.

      Habit makes me sit up and turn to my nightstand, reaching for my purse for my birth control pills. And then I remember last night. Our conversation in the car.

      Andrew lets out a long, stretchy sigh, turning over with kinetic force driven by a man who needs to pump blood throughout his limbs. One limb is standing firmly at attention, the male experience of morning wood still amusingly fascinating to me.

      “Hello,” he says with a sexy, hazy grin. “What are you doing?”

      “Contemplating.”

      “It’s too early for that. C’mere.” I do as I’m told and lean down for a kiss. His mouth gives me a morning hello I can’t ignore.

      “What are you contemplating?”

      “My pill.”

      “Your pill?”

      “It’s in my purse. In the living room.”

      “Is it? What are you – oh.” His voice goes low. Eyes go soft. Then they light up. “Really?”

      “Really, what?”

      “You’re really considering stopping it?”

      “We talked about it last night,” I say quickly, feeling foolish. “I guess I misunderstood. I was just – ”

      I’m silenced with an even better kiss.

      “We did talk about it last night,” he says, serious and tender, taking my hand in his, looking at it carefully as he entwines our fingers, one by one, as if taking vows. “Have you come to a decision?”

      “It’s not my decision. It’s ours.”

      “Then let’s decide.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes. Now.”

      “It feels like an easy choice. And then I feel like it shouldn’t be so easy. That if it’s easy, it’s wrong, and if it’s wrong, it’s – ”

      Another kiss silences me.

      “Amanda,” he says, those topaz eyes changing color as I lose myself in them, his mouth luscious and tasting like all those possibilities I’ve felt my entire life about love. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      “I know that. What else? I already know what I want.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “What do you want, Andrew?”

      He shows me.

      Unequivocally.

      But then again, that’s the man I married: he knows what he wants.

      And now, so do I.

      
        ;)

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading about Andrew and Amanda’s honeymoon! To learn more about my future books, release dates, to read excerpts and to get the lowdown on special sales, join my newsletter by visiting my website at jkentauthor.com

      

      Looking for a fun book to sink into? Try Our Options Have Changed, a spinoff series based on the Shopping series!  Andrew, Amanda, Shannon, Declan, and more of your favorites from the Shopping series have cameo parts…

      

      Having it all is a fantasy, right?

      Chloe Browne knows all about fantasy. Fantasy is her job.

      And she’s very, very good at what she does.

      As director of design for the O Spa chain, a sophisticated women’s club that is trending its way into being the Next Big Thing, Chloe’s ready to take on the world.

      One baby at a time.

      Her home study’s done, and she’s about to adopt, a thirty-something single mother by choice. Who needs to put her life on hold for the right guy when the right baby is waiting for her?

      Besides, talk about fantasy.

      The right guy?

      Pfft. Right.

      And then in walks Nick Grafton, with those commanding sapphire eyes and wavy blonde hair and a sophisticated mouth that only smiles for her.

      He’s perfect.

      But the last thing Nick wants is to start fresh with a new baby as his college-age kids fly the coop. A single father for more than fifteen years after his wife walked out on her family, Nick finally tastes freedom.

      But he likes the taste of Chloe more.

      

      Read an excerpt now:

      NICK

      It takes everything in me not to smile at her.

      Everything.

      She’s a pro. Sophisticated and smooth, gracious and composed, well-versed and well-informed. Chloe Browne moves with a confidence that gives the air in this stuffy conference room an erotic charge. Her dark hair, so smooth it must be soft. A body that doesn’t quit. Those brown eyes—tilted slightly, yet paradoxically round. Alert and intelligent, they take in the room.

      I’m watching her. It’s my job to watch her.

      And she’s watching me.

      Days like this make me love my job.

      Her mouth stretches with a delighted precision, as if she were waiting for someone to ask my question. Electricity shoots through me. She’s four steps ahead of the rest of us, a chess player who thinks in dimensions, not boards.

      One corner of my mouth rebels and rises.

      “A great question, Nick.” Her lips part slightly. The tip of her tongue slowly touches the edge of her top teeth. Then she gives me a sultry half-grin and says, “Integrating new positions into our body has been so exciting.”

      I did not imagine that.

      Chloe’s flushes. “I mean, integrating new locations into our body of work has been exciting.” She clears her throat, squares her shoulders, and continues. “New Orleans is the prototype. O’s brand ties in to Anterdec’s brand as a luxury option for insiders. People in the know.”

      “Your maiden voyage.” Not smiling is impossible.

      Her lip curls up, a mirror image of my own. “This is virgin territory, yes.”

      Andrew McCormick’s eyebrow shoots up as Amanda Warrick’s face goes deceptively blank.

      “Love the innuendo. Fits nicely with the sensual branding that O cultivates,” Andrew says, his words snapping like the sound of buttons on a tailored woman’s shirt popping off, as I tear it open in the throes of passion.

      Or something like that.

      “The Big Easy.” Chloe lets that hang in the air, her eyes opening just slightly, then narrowing.

      We’re playing a game. I don’t know the rules, but I sure do like handling the pieces.

      “How easy?”

      Andrew happens to be drinking from his coffee cup as Amanda asks that question, his throat spasming with the kind of hacking that provokes a sympathetic wince from the rest of us.

      He glares in response.

      At me.

      There is a moment when you look at a woman for the first time. It’s an up or down moment. Thumbs up: yes, I’ll sleep with her. Thumbs down: she never enters my consciousness again sexually.

      Chloe gets considerably more than a thumb’s-worth of up from me.

      I shift uncomfortably in my chair and try to wrest control back from the strange tension that has infused the room.

      This is a business meeting. Branding. My specialty is branding, and on paper, Chloe’s spa line has some serious weaknesses. Significant investment in an unproven market means that high risk needs to pay off.

      You can’t put that kind of trust in just anyone.

      “Very easy,” Chloe replies, reaching for a clicker and pulling up a PowerPoint spreadsheet. “Take a look at O Boston. Here’s the initial investment. Here’s the profit and loss statement.”

      “Seventy-three percent growth in Year Two?” Andrew lets out a low whistle. My shoulders relax. I had no idea they were tight.

      My pants are tighter.

      Why am I invested in whether the CEO of Anterdec buys into the O Spa expansion? Until three minutes ago, this was just another pitch.

      “Hold on,” Amanda interrupts. “That line for marketing and advertising. That figure is impossibly small. Did you forget a digit?”

      Andrew gives Amanda a satisfied smirk. “A typo would explain that crazy profitability.” He leans back and reaches for his phone. When Andrew McCormick reaches for his phone in a meeting, it’s over.

      “No.”

      Chloe’s single word rings out like a gunshot.

      Andrew’s hand freezes.

      “That is not a mistake. Word of mouth is our primary form of advertisement.”

      Andrew makes a grunt I know too well. It’s the sound I make when one of my college-age kids asks to borrow the car for a week. In Mexico.

      “Isn’t that a little too 1990s?”

      “Every customer who walks through our doors converts.”

      “One hundred percent?” Andrew’s eyes telescope. “You’re certain?”

      Click. A new graph appears.

      “And each of those customers brings in an average of 3.8 new clients?” Amanda says, reading the slide.

      “And that’s without paid advertising?” Andrew says skeptically.

      Chloe remains unflappable as they read and analyze, talking about O as if she weren’t the expert. “Yes. In fact, our business model is counter-intuitive. The more we advertise, the less we sell.”

      I frown. “That’s impossible.”

      “No, Nick,” she says, her voice like velvet and chocolate. “That’s O.”

      “You’re saying there’s some disconnect between paid ads and foot traffic?” Amanda asks.

      “It’s lifestyle,” I murmur. “The advertising taints the allure. The appeal is in the secrecy. In being told by someone in the know. Women want to be part of the exclusivity, and it’s not special if everyone knows about it.”

      Chloe studies me.

      “Like an affair?” Andrew asks. Amanda glares at him.

      Chloe pales. It’s the first hint of insecurity in her, and it intrigues me. This is a complicated woman.

      She recovers quickly. “No. This is nothing like an affair. An affair is a secret because of shame. O is a secret because of pride.” She squares her shoulders and blinks exactly once, mouth slack and flat, devoid of emotion.

      Andrew’s voice goes tight. “This is also nothing like any profit and loss statement I’ve ever read. It’s either brilliant or a giant waste of money.”

      “Brilliant.” The word’s out of my mouth before I even decide to say it. Our business meeting has lost all pretense of being a corporate affair. Chloe’s chest rises and falls rapidly, yet her breath makes no sound.

      “You’re telling me that Anterdec should make a significant investment in a subsector of the spa industry by trying an unproven and sweeping lifestyle niche—the fourth space—based on a blip in a spreadsheet and promises that word-of-mouth marketing is superior to data analytics we can track on paid ads?” Andrew makes a dismissive noise in the back of his throat.

      “No,” Chloe says, before I can blurt out the opposite. “We have data analytics as well.”

      Click.

      “Does that column actually say ‘sex toys’?” Andrew asks, giving Amanda an arched eyebrow. “You didn’t tell me that they—”

      “The average client owns 3.2 devices.”

      “Only 3.2?” Amanda mumbles.

      Did Andrew just kick her under the table?

      I don’t care who is screwing whom at the company, but knowing who is screwing whom is strategically important. Catalogue that.

      “Before they begin patronizing O, that was the figure. After two months of membership, that average increases to 7.9,” Chloe explains.

      Amanda interrupts her. “Do we sell batteries and chargers on-site at the O spas? If not, we need to.”

      Andrew raises an eyebrow and tents his hands, index fingers pressed against his lips. “Good point.”

      What’s next? An O Spa porn channel? I almost open my mouth, but stop.

      Because they might take me seriously.

      “I will add batteries and chargers to our inventory. Great suggestion. All devices purchased on-site,” Chloe says to Amanda. “All via careful customer relations management that allows staff to learn their preferences and anticipate their...”

      “Kinks?” I ask helpfully.

      “Preferences is the term I would use,” Chloe says, her voice smooth as silk. “We optimize our device sales. Private label, all made in the USA, no BPA—”

      It occurs to me that this is the first professional meeting I’ve ever attended where the casual discussion of sex toys as a profit-making venture has been a primary topic. Staying cool is key. The CEO acts like we’re discussing cars or magazines or lamps.

      I wonder what Chloe’s preferences are.

      All 7.9 of them.

      Then again, she’s hardly average. Bet her number is higher. That mesh corset, after all.

      Down, boy.

      I raise my hand to a spot above my ear and run a tense hand through my hair. Across the table from me, Andrew McCormick does the same. With great concentration, I return my attention to the screen, where it should be, and not on Chloe Browne’s cleavage.

      Where it wants to be.

      Through the next ten slides, Chloe shows us exactly how brilliant she is, while I struggle to grasp the landscape of the meeting. She walked in here with a fringe idea and a slim chance of convincing Andrew McCormick to invest on the scale she wants.

      And now they’re talking New Orleans, San Francisco, and—

      “Rio would be a great target for 2018,” Chloe says, sitting down across from Andrew, tapping the end of a pen against the front of her teeth. “What about Tokyo for 2020?”

      “The Olympics!” Andrew and Amanda say at the same time, then laugh.

      “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I declare.

      “You’re not convinced I’m worth taking a chance?” Chloe asks, her nose twitching with amusement, that curled lip driving me mad.

      “You’ve convinced me,” Andrew says, standing and finally looking at his phone. “Nick, make it happen.”

      “What?”

      “Give Chloe whatever she needs.”

      “Whatever she needs?” I choke out in surprise. Quickly, I recover, face showing no emotion, even if my pulse and half the blood in my body has migrated below my belt and I can’t stop wondering what’s under that corset. One peek of a nipple is like being given a single sip of Hennessy cognac.

      It’s great, but you want the whole thing in your mouth eventually.

      God help me, her eyes meet mine and her smile widens.

      Best. Job. Ever.

      “Right. Chloe, why don’t you go back to your office for an hour or so, while Nick and Amanda and I hash out some details in the conference room. We’ll call you,” Andrew says, standing and reaching for her hand. The only hint of emotion in Chloe’s face comes from the micro-movements in her eyes. She is pleased.

      I want to please her. And not just with Anterdec’s money.

      In this business setting, she should be pleased. Sharp and perceptive, she’s turned the meeting around. A green light from Andrew McCormick isn’t easy to obtain, and she marched right in here in secret dominatrix lingerie and she did it. I am intrigued and a little spellbound.

      Maybe I’m just lightheaded from the lack of blood flow to the brain.

      She unmoors me, turning back decades, making me feel like an awkward, uncoordinated teen.

      But with a man’s appreciation for all that goes into making her her.

      “Nick?” Andrew’s clipped tone makes me realize I’m in my own head. Chloe’s standing before me, her nose twitching with amusement, the rest of her face revealing nothing.

      “Great presentation,” I say, shaking her hand. My eyes float down to her rack.

      “It’s an eyeful, isn’t it?” she jokes.

      “Certainly impressive,” I confirm. “The graphs.” I need to dial this down. Andrew’s giving me looks that could peel paint. “You give great data.”

      “I aim to be Good, Giving, and Game.”

      “Isn’t that what Dan Savage says about sex?”

      “It applies to business, too.”

      “A universal set of tools.”

      She shrugs. “Everyone can have the same tools, Nick. Tool acquisition? Anyone can do that. The real skill is in implementation.”

      With that, Chloe Browne leaves me speechless, hard as a rock, and the object of my boss’s ire.

      One hell of a hat trick.

      “Coffee?” Andrew’s admin, Gina, appears with a smartphone in hand, an app for a local coffee shop open.

      Grateful for the save, I give her my order and will myself to think about subjects that deflate. She takes Amanda and Andrew’s requests and disappears with quick, nervous steps.

      “Didn’t know Anterdec added a dating service to our portfolio. Cut it out, Nick,” Andrew says with a warning tone as he settles back into his chair.

      Amanda snorts.

      Catalogue that, too.

      I say nothing. Eyebrows up, eye contact with my boss, but no words. I don’t challenge.

      But I don’t back down.

      “Oh, good Lord,” Amanda finally says with a sigh, reaching for Andrew’s hand. “We’re together. Nick can flirt.”

      Before I can reply, Andrew leads her into the room we’re using here at O. I follow, loving the hypocrite he’s become in the course of three sentences. We settle around the table, Amanda perched on the edge, Andrew in his chair, me in the chair with the view behind him, the Financial District spread out for us, the ocean stretching behind him as if it were there for his pleasure alone.

      It’s good to be the king.

      “She’s good, isn’t she?” Andrew says.

      And giving and game, apparently.

      I give Amanda a look. She shrugs.

      “Chloe?” I ask.

      “Right. Smart, intuitive, an eye for design, and a great presenter. Gets three layers deeper than anyone in the room ever considered. She’s strategic and composed. Perfect face of O.”

      Her O face sure does come to mind.

      Damn it.

      “You want to fund her?”

      “The RV spa thing seems farfetched, but figures don’t lie.”

      Chloe’s figure, bent over the edge of a bed, that sweet ass—

      “Nick?” Andrew snaps his fingers. I shake myself like a wet dog.

      “Right. How much should I put in her?”

      Andrew’s jaw grinds, but before he can answer my garbled question, we’re interrupted.

      Thank God.

      “Twelve inches!” Gina exclaims from the doorway.

      Timing really is everything.

      “What?” Andrew sputters.

      She’s holding a tray with three enormous white coffee cups in it.

      “Twelve inches! The size of these coffees from downstairs. They’re so big!” As she hands out the coffee, Amanda stifles a giggle. Sunlight bounces off her ring. A wave of memory pours through me, lightning fast, like a retracting cable that snaps hard at the end, leaving marks.

      Simone. Our engagement. Working nights through undergrad to pay for her little diamond chip of a ring...

      The same ring she mailed back to me from France, along with her signed divorce papers.

      “Jesus, Nick, what is wrong?” Andrew’s gone from anger to a furious concern, the irritated worry radiating off of him with a masculine sense that triggers my testosterone, sending me into high alert. We’re playing male hormone ping-pong, only without the paddles.

      Paddles.

      Chloe and a paddle....

      “You’re not like this. You’re the focus man.”

      “The what?”

      “That’s what people call you behind your back,” Amanda explains cheerfully, her big eyes wide and friendly. They’re the color of mink, with lashes so long the bottom layer sticks to the top, making her reach up with a finger and rub.

      “People talk about me behind my back? What do they talk about?”

      “Your nickname—pun intended—is Focus Man. Now live up to it,” Andrew says sourly.

      Damn. I’ve only been with Anterdec for a year, and so far, so good. After they acquired my firm, my prospects weren’t exactly certain. With three kids in college, this needs to last. Just long enough to have an empty nest, and then...

      And then no one depends on me. I’m free. Free to pursue whatever I want for the first time in my life.

      A flash of mesh corset fills my free mind.

      “Focus Man?” I laugh. “I can think of worse names to call me.”

      We all take a sip of our gigantic coffees and sit in silence for a moment. Andrew types on his computer, drinking more, then looks at me.

      “Done. Gina can take care of specifics, but I green-lighted another gO Spa RV and two more locations for new, full-service spas.”

      “Do I get to help hire the staff?” Amanda asks Andrew with a wink.

      “You,” he says archly, his voice going low and dark, “are staying at HQ with me.”

      She gives him a wicked smile.

      I miss having a woman smile at me like that.

      I wonder if Chloe’s free for dinner.

      If I’m Focus Man, I can be focused in more ways than one.

      

      Get the rest at Our Options Have Changed and immerse yourself in the world of the O Spa, Nick and Chloe, and more….
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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