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          Shopping for a CEO’s Wife

        

        by Julia Kent

      

    
    
      Snowbound. Sounds so romantic, with visions of cuddling before a roaring fire, hot chocolate spiked with brandy, and a secret elopement.

      Wait. What?

      My fiancé’s father won’t stop trying to turn our pending wedding into a three-ring media circus so he can get free publicity for his family’s Fortune 500 company. My mother has decided she’s done with All Things Wedding and asks her teacup Chihuahua for mother-of-the-bride advice.

      They’ve all gone certifiably mad.

      Then the stress from the wedding puts my mother in the hospital, I scream at my future father-in-law in front of a camera crew and the video goes viral, and the romantic wedding that started with Andrew’s grand Pride and Prejudice proposal looks less like Jane Austen and more like Dostoyevsky.

      So what do you do when you’re a fixer and you can’t fix something?

      You give up on it.

      Not on Andrew, silly.

      The wedding.

      

      
        Get ALL of the Shopping series books:

        

        Shopping for a Billionaire 1 (Book 1) – FREE!

        Shopping for a Billionaire 2  (Book 2)

        Shopping for a Billionaire 3  (Book 3)

        Shopping for a Billionaire 4  (Book 5)

        Christmas Shopping for a Billionaire  (Book 5)

        Shopping for a Billionaire Boxed Set (all of the above, books 1-5)

        Shopping for a Billionaire’s Fiancée (Book 6)

        Shopping for a CEO (Book 7)

        Shopping for a Billionaire’s Wife (Book 8)

        Shopping for a CEO’s Fiancée (Book 9)

        Shopping for an Heir (Book 10)

        Shopping for a Billionaire’s Honeymoon (Book 11)

        Shopping for a CEO’s Wife (Book 12)
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      To my broken H key. You weren’t very elpful. My usband, on te oter and, was great. Clark, tank you for being suc a wonderful alpa reader.

      

      To Kim Lane, whose 1999 Salon.com article on tugging made me laugh so hard. I started writing humorous essays myself, later moving on to romantic comedy. Always tucked away in the back of my mind, the topic of foreskin restoration had to come out in my comedic fiction one day. Today is that day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      The warm, wet cocoon of the deep hot tub’s embrace, as snowflakes tickle my face, is one of those surreal experiences that only my hot, wildly irresistible fiancé’s mouth can top.

      And oh, how it does.

      We’re slippery and slick, naked bodies moving against each other with a joyful desperation that would make me smile if I weren’t already moaning. At least, I assume that’s me making those sounds. Less than two minutes into this sweet soak after a long day of skiing, we’ve just started with the naked preliminaries before moving on to the main event.

      Er, before I move onto Andrew’s main event, I should say.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I whisper between kisses, tiny dots of white appearing from the sky, drifting onto Andrew’s nose and cheeks, landing on his eyelashes and disappearing like Cupid in icy form.

      His face lights up with a smile, brow and hair wet from immersing himself fully when we climbed in here, his hair starting to freeze in an adorable pattern across his strong brow. Eyes the color of rich brown fur meet mine, eyes I’ve grown accustomed to waking up to every morning, lust and love mingled together most days. Whether they’re wide or narrow, covered by a knitted brow or stretched by a smile, emotion shapes them.

      Right now, though, most of Andrew’s emotion is reserved for a very big, shall we say, main event that presses against me, patiently waiting to be ridden.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he counters, kissing my hand, lips on the giant diamond ring he gave me when he proposed last year. In the muted light, the sun covered by the gentle snowstorm that gives us this sweet snow show, the diamond doesn’t glitter. It just is, imperial and imposing, a weight on my finger that is a daily reminder of his love.

      And how he, you know, lost the first ring in Walden Pond, along with his car key, while pretending to be Mr. Darcy, but let’s not dwell in the past. The very real present is a little more pressing.

      A lot more pressing.

      Who knew that you could frolic outside in February in northern Vermont, soaking in a steaming hot tub on a second-story deck with a view of the rolling, wrinkly Vermont mountains, jutting out of the landscape like my own personal show?

      “The Cheeto-marshmallow treats with the chardonnay are just the cream on top,” I murmur, in heaven as I finish my wine. Nothing tops having your favorite freak food enhanced by alcohol.

      “The sommelier at the wine store was pleased to be presented with a challenge. ‘What pairs well with orange salty-sweet?’ is its own category.” He kisses me again, tongues tangling as all my muscles sink into him.

      Kissing Andrew is like the Fourth of July, all celebration and pride, fireworks lighting me up across a broad band of sky.

      Even with my eyes closed I can see them. Even in the daytime, the white layering of vertical snow making a new dimension, I can see them.

      Flash! Flash! Flash!

      Wait a minute.

      Those aren’t fireworks.

      Andrew turns first, his lips breaking away from mine, the shock of cold Vermont air bracing my skin, making me shiver as I straddle him. Any sudden jolt in this particular position, when we’re both naked and shoulder-deep in bubbling water, is cause for careful consideration.

      We’re normally carefully calibrated for pleasure.

      But the protective centers of my amygdala make all the blood in my body flow to my arms and legs, ready to fight or flee, because what I see when I follow Andrew’s lead makes freezing the only option I absolutely cannot follow.

      Paparazzi.

      Flash! Flash!

      “Hey!” Andrew shouts, his voice deep and angry, the rumble of surprise bubbling up out of his chest like a new jacuzzi jet we hadn’t noticed.

      “Amanda!” calls out a man’s high voice. “Look here!”

      A tight band of Andrew’s forearm locks around the back of my neck as I get a face full of wet chest. “Don’t look,” he hisses, turning to the protocol I’m just starting to remember.

      Flash! Flash! Click! Click! Click-click-click-click-click!

      Sounds remarkably like machine gun fire.

      Paparazzi follow us everywhere now. Everywhere. You know all those pictures on the front of tabloid magazines in the grocery store checkout aisle? Or the myriad websites devoted to celebrity gossip? The paper magazines are bad enough, but the websites are a separate category.

      People make money from running advertising on those sites. Which means they need a constant stream of pictures to draw eyeballs, to make a micro-cent per ad on the page.

      That’s right.

      I’m eyeball lure. Someone, somewhere, wants to see a picture of me without makeup or kissing Andrew or climbing out of a limo without underwear or buying a rival company’s products, or just being.

      My presence in Andrew’s life has turned my very existence into money for someone else.

      And a picture of me and Andrew, naked in a hot tub, will draw so, so many eyeballs.

      “Is my side-boob showing?” I murmur against his nipple, which is now taut with either protective stress or the seventeen-degree air. Not sure which.

      I do know that the main event has turned into a not-so-main event. So much for afternoon hot tub sex.

      “Sweet tits, Mandy!” one of the photographers shouts. “Show ‘em to us, baby! Don’t let Andy have all the fun!”

      Mandy. Andy.

      Oh HELL NO.

      A ferocious growl starts in Andrew’s throat, reverberating through him as he pins me closer. Panic floods me. Bad enough I have recurrent nightmares about being naked in public, but having a photo of my boobs on the internet – monetized – is pretty much anyone’s biggest nightmare.

      Aside from taking an exam in a class you forgot you were enrolled in.

      “GET OUT!” Andrew commands, dropping his legs slightly, making me sink deeper into the water as he holds me up. The girls bob like apples at a kids’ Halloween party, though, uncooperative in remaining hidden.

      “Turn this way!” someone else shouts. I can’t help myself. That voice is different. I start to turn.

      Flash! Flash!

      “Don’t look,” Andrew commands. “Gerald’s on it.”

      “Is there more than one?”

      “Looks like three of them, and one is on some kind of ladder, because his face is right there. ”

      Flash!

      The voice is very close, so close I look up to find a grinning asshole with a simple phone, snapping photos as fast as he can, thumb on the camera button so it autoclicks.

      “You two look so hot,” he says. Click. Click. Click. Click.

      “Go away!” Andrew says, peeling me off him. “Stay under water. Hide yourself.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going after him.”

      “What?”

      “Gerald!” Andrew shouts.

      “Got it!” booms our bodyguard’s voice from the right as Gerald makes a running start and gets to the camera dude, grabbing the phone out of his pocket, tossing it into the hot tub, then grabbing the two sides of the ladder.

      “Hey!” the photographer squeaks, shaky and grasping the top rung with a look of sheer terror. “You can’t!”

      “I can.”

      “I’ll sue!”

      Gerald shakes the ladder. The guy drops something, looks down, then looks back at Gerald, who has the face of a middle school spelling bee judge.

      Less than zero emotion.

      “You can’t do this!” the guy screeches.

      “Just did.” Gerald looks over at Andrew, whose legs are now tensed and ready to lunge. I am preventing that from happening by the simple act of being in his lap. The feel of so much coiled power in his muscles is an aphrodisiac.

      I must say something. Now.

      Leaning in, I nip his earlobe and whisper, “You’re really hot when you’re protecting me.”

      He jolts, his head moving away from my bite. Andrew’s staring at Gerald and the photographer, but he moves his cheek against mine and says, “Really? You have to share that fact with me right now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re turning me on.”

      “You – you’re turned on by having the paparazzi take pictures of us naked in a hot tub?”

      “No. I’m turned on by how your legs and chest and abs and -- ” I use hand gestures to indicate a different body part-- “feel right now.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “I think you’re doing more than noting that fact,” I say, as said body part rises to the occasion.

      “Amanda,” he warns, voice half angry, half aroused.

      “What?” I pretend to be innocent. I’m really good at it. I’m a former mystery shopper, after all, and most of the job involves pretending to be stupid.

      Gerald’s bent over the ladder. It looks like the photog is backing off, though I hear muttering about lawyers. A part of me wants to get up and see what’s happening, but as Andrew peels me off him and floats to the other side of the hot tub, grabbing a bottle of bubble bath and pouring some in to provide more cover for our nudity, I realize getting out of the tub means even more exposure.

      In seventeen-degree weather, literally. If I’m going to lose my nipples, I want it to happen during some kinky sex thing, not because some paparazzi made me freeze them off out of fear.

      Bzzzzzz.

      That’s not a phone. The buzzing has a weird echoing sound, and just as I look laterally for the source of the sound, Gerald looks up, grabs a walkie-talkie from his belt and barks orders.

      Andrew looks wildly around, as if searching for a really big wasp.

      “Get the photographer in the white coat. Male, early twenties, Caucasian, wearing hipster glasses. Drone spotted. Warn the local law enforcement.”

      Drone? Did he say drone? Like an Amazon Prime delivery? Why would there be a drone?

      Gerald looks over the edge of the deck. I hear loud arguing.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Mr. Lawsuit cut wires at the main gate to get in here. We’ll have him arrested.” He looks up. I look up.

      Some kid’s remote control helicopter is flying overhead, about twenty or thirty feet above us, just hanging out.

      “Is that a helicopter?”

      “Worse,” Andrew says with a snarl. “Drone.”

      “Is it delivering something?”

      “Hell. It’s delivering hell. Gerald, can we shoot it?”

      “SHOOT IT? With a gun?”

      “DON’T SHOOT IT!” calls a voice below us. “That’s a thousand-dollar drone!”

      Gerald and Andrew share a look, the kind of evil, mischievous grin that gives me a glimpse into what our son might look like as I watch Andrew’s eyes gleam.

      “Do it,” he tells Gerald.

      Gerald’s just following orders, right?

      As he trains his sight on the drone, a screech from above pierces the air, then a whooshing sound follows as the drone suddenly, shockingly disappears off to the right with a speed too sudden to be propelled by any man-made motor.

      Slowly, Andrew stands in the hot tub as some guy below us starts screaming obscenities. Wordlessly, Gerald hands a very naked, wet Andrew his robe, and as Andrew shrugs into it, Gerald discreetly hands me mine, turning around, snapping at someone on his walkie-talkie while looking over the edge of our deck.

      Sprinting through the patio doors and into the house, Gerald takes off, followed by Andrew, as I watch from the balcony, tempted to follow them. Within seconds they’re in the yard, Gerald a black-suited streak running after the second photographer, who is screaming obscenities as he runs, shouting about lawyers but also taking pictures with a phone held high above his head, pointed toward us.

      He goes down face-first in the snow as Gerald tackles him. I quickly pad through the house and down the stairs, stopping at the downstairs patio door, Andrew a physical shield between me and the outdoors.

      “Don’t. Don’t give them a chance to photograph you.”

      I look around the room and spot ski goggles and a helmet, slipping my half-wet head into the helmet, leaving the chin strap undone. I hold the goggles up to my face and move next to him, craning my head.

      “Nice look.”

      “I aim to please.”

      Andrew steps out onto the heated-brick patio, wet feet on warm stone. I join him, marveling at the technology in one corner of my mind but mostly fixated on the sight of a stoic Gerald covered in bits of snow, yanking a very uncooperative paparazzo through a foot of powder. Gerald is like a Zamboni, moving slowly but steadily through the terrain, dragging two hundred pounds of pissed-off anarchy in human form.

      “Fuck you,” the photographer spits out as Gerald walks past us with him.

      “Have fun in court,” Andrew says, crossing his arms over his chest, giving the guy no quarter.

      Just then, a flutter of activity from above makes us all look up. The hawk does a drive-by, the drone in his mouth. The bird drops a load of guano. Gerald shoves the photog just in time to avoid getting hit.

      The photog takes it in the face.

      “Good work,” Andrew tells Gerald as he re-secures the photog, who is now apoplectic.

      “Thanks. Photographers zero, Anterdec two.”

      “You got lucky, asshole,” the photog screams.

      Andrew turns around, shutting the door, leaving his security team to manage the rest. “Lucky. Right.”

      “He’s got a point. Who would have guessed that hawk would come out of nowhere and grab that drone? I thought they only dive-bombed little dogs.”

      “That’s a trained hawk, Amanda.”

      “A trained...hawk?”

      “Trained to disable drones.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I can hire someone to do that. It was Gerald’s idea after he saw an article a few years ago about Kanye West worrying about paparazzi-controlled drones.”

      “Gerald’s job is that involved? I knew he wasn’t just your limo driver, but...”

      “Security takes many forms. The best security is invisible. It fits like a glove so you don’t even notice it. Costs more, but it’s worth it. It’s how we have to function.”

      How we have to function.

      “Is this the new normal?”

      “New? It’s not new to me. The drones are, sure. And the level of paparazzi interest in us is definitely greater, but new? No.”

      “It’s new to me.”

      “Yes.”

      “My every move is going to be cataloged if they can get access to me.”

      “I’ll make sure they don’t.”

      “But you can’t protect me 24/7.”

      “My team absolutely can.”

      “I don’t want that.” Panic starts to grow deep in my belly.

      “I don’t either, but it looks like it’s becoming a necessity.”

      “Because a bunch of assholes want to use us to make money?”

      A strangely bitter laugh, so unlike him, pours forth. “How is that unique?”

      “It is to me, Andrew. I’m nobody. I don’t live a life where people do this to each other.” I frown. “And I’m sorry you do.”

      Flash!

      I see the light out of the corner of my eye, deeper in the woods. Andrew grabs the patio door handle and, with a mighty shove, goes into fight mode.

      I am barefoot. Wearing a white bathrobe, a ski helmet, and holding goggles. Andrew takes off on foot in the snow, bare feet a blur as he races to get the new photographer. I grab the nearest weapon – a ski pole – and run after him. He’s in fabulous shape, ninety minutes of personal training a day obvious.

      I only run when I’m hiding from staff on a mystery shop, I’m not wearing a bra or panties, and after about a hundred feet I feel like Mother Nature has given me an icicle as a tampon.

      By the time I catch up to him, he’s got the photographer on the ground, pinned face down in the snow.

      “Grab the camera,” Andrew commands. “Run it upstairs and throw it in the hot tub.”

      “No!” The muffled protests of the photographer come through the snow. It’s a woman’s voice, and it makes Andrew relent in shock, jumping up. If he’s going to be on top of a woman while wearing practically nothing, it damn well better be me.

      The sound of shouts and footsteps to the left makes me turn and look. Gerald, flanked by two security guards I don’t know, comes running toward us like a suited superhero. He’s rough with the woman, grabbing her by the upper arm and yanking her to her feet.

      She’s a kid. Not technically a kid, but definitely no older than college age.

      “What the hell?” Andrew barks, reaching for his robe and tightening it. I start shivering, because when your jiggly bits are covered by a thin bathrobe and your nipples turn into popsicles, the body has to do something to preserve itself.

      “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer!” the photographer shouts as Gerald hauls her away with a loud sigh.

      Andrew bends down and grabs her camera.

      “You give that back!” she shouts. It’s a tiny little thing, smaller than a phone, and upon closer inspection I see there’s a head strap. It looks like a coal miner’s headlamp.

      “Probably live streaming,” Gerald shouts back to Andrew. “Turn it off however you can.”

      Without another word, Andrew marches back into the house. I follow on bare feet made of ice. He goes into the small guest bathroom off the living room. I hear a toilet flush. Andrew emerges, shaking his head, no camera in hand.

      “Took care of it?”

      “Oops. I dropped it.” His hands go up in mock contrition.

      “If that really was live streaming -- ”

      “Then they got an eyeful.” He rakes his hair, eyes angry. “Might even find Dory somewhere in the sewer system.” His jaw pulses with tension. “It’s just getting worse.”

      “So I’m not imagining it? It feels worse now.” I wrap my arms around my waist and shiver.

      “Let’s get back in the hot tub. Gerald’s got this covered.” His arms slip around me and he tenses. “You’re an icicle,” he says, voice low and angry. “Those assholes. I need to get you back in the water.”

      We have radically different ways of processing stress. Maybe it’s evolutionary. Fighting the paparazzi battle has made Andrew pumped up and charged, and I can feel he’s hard and ready to work out these overflowing stress hormones on, well, me.

      I, on the other hand, am shut down, my brain’s pleasure centers completely closed off because you can’t have sex while you’re fleeing a hungry bear. Literally. The logistics are impossible.

      Or something like that.

      I’m trying to remember how it all works from my evolutionary psych class back in college as Andrew reaches into my robe and cups one breast, his palm impossibly warm against the iceberg of my nipple.

      “You want sex? Now?” I pause before the staircase, really not interested in anything but some coffee. Or wine. Or a sensory deprivation chamber.

      “You ask that as if I shouldn’t.” His touch is light, expression turning from determination to openness, reading me.

      “How can you be interested in sex after being stalked by paparazzi while we’re naked and nearly being exposed?” I flatten my palm against his bare chest.

      “A few minutes ago you were just fine in the hot tub, surrounded by paparazzi.”

      “That was pre-drone.  My primal brain felt safe enough to let my arousal system kick in. I don’t get how you -- ”

      He moves my hand lower. “That’s how. My arousal system is always on.”

      “The mechanics are easy to understand. It’s more your psychological state. How do you go from having our privacy utterly invaded to wanting sex? Don’t you need to process what just happened?”

      “Sex is how I process what just happened.”

      “Climbing on top of me and burying yourself inside is how you process a drone-stealing hawk?”

      “If that’s an action plan, then yes.” He frowns. “How do you process what just happened?”

      “With coffee and conversation. Lots of talking. For instance, why do people like that -- ”

      He silences me with a kiss.

      “That was neither caffeinated nor conversational,” I admonish, breathless and pulsing from his mouth.

      “It also wasn’t sex,” he says, pretending to pout. “Neither of us is getting what we need.” Separating from me, he crosses the room and draws the curtains closed.

      He walks me backwards to the couch, which is turned away from the patio doors. My need for privacy is heightened, the push and pull of Andrew’s desire and my own freakout at war inside me.

      Mostly at war between my legs, which is generally not a battleground.

      We’re here to work, but also to have fun. Our rude interruption doesn’t have to end the pleasure, right?

      “I might need a little more convincing,” I murmur against his neck, feeling him tense with arousal, then inhale slowly, the sound and fire in his throat making me warm up all over.

      “Persuasion, you say? Need a little Austen?”

      “I could certainly use a little Mr. Darcy right now.” I mean, who couldn’t?

      “‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife,’” he quotes as he nips my ear.

      “In want?” My hand makes it clear I can feel his want, wrapping my fingers around it.

      “I certainly do have good fortune,” he rasps as his hand slips down my ribcage, resting on the curve of my hip, his skin so warm, mine quite chilled.

      I stroke him. “A big fortune.”

      He groans.

      I smile.

      We find our way.

      Evolutionarily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Experiencing a season together for the first time when you’re in a new relationship is a rite of passage. For instance, my idea of a fun winter activity involves reading under a thick, fuzzy blanket, snuggling up to a roaring fire, and drinking hot chocolate.

      Andrew, on the other hand, likes to race down a snow-covered mountain at speeds that would qualify him for the Indy 500.

      Guess where we are now?

      “I am not going down that double black diamond trail. No way,” I declare, staring at an incline of doom on this mountaintop in Vermont. As I stare down the slope, I wonder what kind of sick bastard planted thirty-foot giant pine trees in the middle of a ski trail.

      The sun is shining on this fine Saturday in December. You can’t see my engagement ring, which is hidden by gloves so thick, I might as well box instead of ski. Warming packets tucked away in pockets near the wrists aren’t really helping, because in my terror, all the blood in my body has gone to my gut, which is currently screaming “Run away! Run away!” while leaving my hands and feet to turn into frozen concrete.

      Andrew’s response?

      A grin.

      “Everyone’s afraid their first time. It’s like sex,” he cajoles. The creak of the ski lift, bringing an influx of excited skiers in batches of twos and threes, plays a steady drumbeat behind him. Andrew is the epitome of ski sophistication and slope prowess, his body encased in tight black ski pants, a form-fitting black jacket with red racing stripes, custom-made gloves and skis, and a helmet for safety.

      A skier since he was three years old, he has nearly three decades of experience.

      Me? I joined ski club back in middle school because the boy I had a crush on skied, too. Broke my ankle on the bunny slope. Everyone called me “Gimp” for the rest of seventh grade.

      I point to the sheer cliff Andrew expects me to put my feet on, feet attached to skis that have the potential to stab me in the heart if the laws of physics decide to go rogue.

      “That is nothing like the first time I had sex! First of all, there is no backseat of a 1996 Dodge Caravan. Second of all, Al isn’t here -- ”

      His grin disappears. “Point made. You do not need to bring up your ex-boyfriend and -- ” His tongue rolls in his cheek, jaw clenched. “-- sex with him.”

      “And third!” I crow. Hey, he started it. “In both cases, my mother told me only to act when I felt ready, and never let a guy push me beyond my comfort zone.” I poke him in the chest, right where his lift tag hangs from his jacket zipper. “You’re violating my mother’s rules of consent.”

      Most guys would sigh at this point. Although I can’t see his eyes behind those tinted ski goggles, I know they’ve narrowed with determination. Andrew isn’t most guys. Aside from being my fiancé, he’s also the CEO of a Fortune 500 company.

      Which means he never backs down from a challenge. This is the same guy who hired a drone-killing hawk, for goodness sake.

      I’m fooling myself if I think I’m not skiing down this trail, huh?

      “Your mother also believes that rational risk-taking is key to human development,” he counters. If I could see his eyebrows, they’d be raised.

      Oh, ho ho! Using my own mother against me.

      “That’s right.” I watch pointedly as some poor, scared woman in red ski pants starts down the slope, wiping out a hundred feet down, screaming a long, thin sound like a yodel. “Rational. Flinging my body down a sheet of ice is the definition of irrational.”

      “So was jumping into a pool at Shannon and Declan’s wedding to rescue a drowning dog and cat while wearing a heavy wool dress.”

      “Don’t use my acts of bravery against me in an argument!”

      “I’m not using them against you, Amanda. I’m pointing out the holes in your logic. Calculate the risks and the rewards and act accordingly.”

      “There are no holes in my logic. None.”

      “The risk of dying on a ski slope is one in a million. The risk of serious injury is .001 percent. You drove here with me, right?”

      “What does driving have to do with skiing?”

      “The risk of death from a car accident is one in seven thousand. You put yourself in more danger every time you drive than when you ski down a double black diamond trail.”

      “You sound like my mother. This is scary.”

      “She welcomed me into your family after I proposed.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re supposed to turn into an actuary like her!”

      “Besides, Pam is a wealth of information. Analytical minds are underrated.”

      Wait a minute. “You got those statistics from my mother, didn’t you?”

      “What? You know me. I use Gina for all my research.” Gina is Andrew’s executive assistant. Life manager. Cat wrangler.

      “That’s not a ‘no,’ Andrew.” I look at him, unflinching. “Did you or did you not ask my mother for statistical ammunition against me?”

      “Pam and I happened to have an interesting conversation about skiing and liability risks -- ”

      “You did! You pumped my mother for information to prepare for this argument!”

      “I plead the Fifth.”

      “You can’t do that. We’re not in a court of law.”

      “Feels like it.”

      “I can’t believe you and Mom conspired against me.”

      Pulling the goggles up over the edge of his helmet, Andrew gives me a half sympathetic, half impatient look with those long-lashed brown eyes. “We’re not on this ski slope for recreational purposes. We’re here to evaluate whether Anterdec should acquire this resort property. Consider this ski run a mystery shop. This is just like being on one of your assignments.”

      “What? No, it’s not! This is nothing like a mystery shop.” But he’s right. It kind of is. Back in Boston last week, Andrew suggested we come to this northern Vermont resort as a hybrid trip. Half fun, half work. His company, Anterdec, is considering buying this ski resort, and I’m the assistant director of marketing.

      Get paid to ski, spend a long weekend in snow-capped mountains, and make love with my fiancé? Don’t mind if I do.

      Turning into an ice-coated victim out of the movie Frozen wasn’t part of the bargain, though.

      He plants his hands on his hips and just stares at me. I stare back. And then it hits me.

      Sex. I can get out of this with sex.

      Men use logic and rational thought as a weapon against women because they underestimate us. He thinks that if he just mansplains enough, the cogent evidence will make it clear that I should take the reasonable, sensible path.

      In a way, he’s right. It should work. But you know what trumps logic?

      Hormones.

      And men have hormones, too. Lots of them. Like good little foot soldiers, their hormones take orders, which mostly consist of “Ahoy, matey! Send blood to the ship!” and “Sheath your sword!”

      If Andrew is going to use my mother against me, I can use his hormones against him.

      Choose your weapon, buddy.

      I step into his space, loosening my body, ignoring the fear pulsing through me at the thought of skiing down the trail. “How about we do more evaluations on this ‘mystery shop’ back at the room? Like we did yesterday. That hot tub is so lonely right now. In fact, I can hear it whispering our names, begging us to come back,” I rasp in his ear, which is covered by his helmet. Whispering like this is about as sexy as trying to kiss an ice cube tray, but I go for it.

      The alternative involves turning myself into an icy bowling ball being rolled down Mount Everest.

      The way he stands up straighter tells me his interest is piqued.

      Let’s see what else I can get to stand taller.

      Click.

      Click.

      Click!

      “Hey, Amanda! Andrew! Here, babe. Look here!”

      I freeze. Andrew drops one of his poles and wraps his arm protectively around me.

      Paparazzi. More paparazzi. Yesterday was bad enough. Two days in a row? Ugh.

      “Damn,” he mutters, body tense, his pose that of rapid-fire strategic thought. Lost him. If the press knows why we’re here, then Andrew’s hand will be tipped, and the sales price of this resort will increase. That’s my business mind talking. As assistant director of marketing for Anterdec, and as Andrew’s fiancée, I care about the bottom line.

      As a woman in love, wanting privacy about our couplehood, I just want the photographers to go away. Having my picture splashed all over the internet and local Boston gossip magazines isn’t fun. Yesterday was bad enough. We thought we kept them off our trail today.

      We were wrong.

      “How did they find out we’re here?” I whisper.

      He gives me a weird look. “From yesterday. Remember the drone?”

      “I mean here. At this specific resort.”

      “Dad,” he says angrily. “You know how he’s been lately.” Andrew’s father, James, is the former CEO of Anterdec, and still thinks he calls all the shots in the business and in the personal lives of his sons. Andrew’s older brother, Declan, got married last summer and the press covered the bride and groom’s escape from the wedding. Ever since, James has insisted that we carefully view all wedding plans through the lens of getting free media-driven PR.

      And as they say in show business, bad press is better than no press.

      Or, as James might rephrase it: Any attention is good attention.

      Which is pretty much the toddler credo, too.

      “Scouting out honeymoon locations? Getting married on the slopes?” shouts a guy with a fake-friendly cry, the lens on his camera glinting in the sun.

      A sharp intake of air from Andrew makes me realize he has found an out. He throws the guy a thumbs up. “Yep! Exactly. Thinking about having the wedding here,” he shouts back, matching the guy’s fake tone. That’s a lie. A big one, but sometimes we lie to make people go away.

      Click. Click. Click. Flash. Click.

      Who uses a flash in full sun? Thank goodness I’m wearing tinted goggles. Fellow skiers are gathering in small groups. My stomach sinks. So far, Andrew has managed to shield me from the press, but we’ve been through this a few times, mostly when we’re out on the town in Boston. It’s rare, but it happens.

      And it’s so predictable. The ambush comes first, followed by other people gawking, and then --

      

      “Amanda, can you look over here?”

      “Hey, Mandy!”

      “Nice piece of ass you got there, Andrew!”

      

      Their goal is to get us to turn and give them the strangest expressions so they can manipulate our pictures for click bait.

      At that last one, Andrew makes a low growling sound, the vibration reaching my body. He’s pissed, but if he shows he’s pissed, he’s handed the paparazzi a story.

      Rule #1 when dealing with them: don’t react. Like dealing with people with character disorders and time-share salespeople, any reaction feeds into their goals.

      “Give us a little space? We just want to enjoy our run.” Andrew’s grip on me tightens. Panic blooms in me.

      He’s about to get his way.

      Because the only way to escape the press is to ski down this mountain.

      “You set this up!” I hiss, furious.

      “I swear I didn’t,” he says, but he’s trying not to laugh. “I couldn’t have planned this any better if I tried.”

      “It’s not funny!”

      “Not to you.”

      “Asshole!”

      “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “How? You already got me a giant animatronic teddy bear and dressed up like Mr. Darcy when you proposed. Hard to beat that!”

      Click. Click. They’re coming closer, and now the people in the crowd are pulling out their phones, tapping and snapping.

      “We’re about to go viral,” he whispers, nuzzling my neck like we’re being affectionate. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “I can’t! I’ll wipe out!”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      “That is so arrogant.”

      “It’s arrogant that I have the utmost confidence in you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I do not understand women.”

      “We’re not complicated. Just don’t make me ski down that trail. Simple.”

      “It’s that or face non-stop paparazzi, and tomorrow unflattering pictures of your triple chins will be all over the internet.”

      “I do not have three chins!”

      “Of course not,” he soothes, backpedaling. “Those evil photogs will make you look like you have one.”

      “And a penis.”

      “And a what?”

      “They’ll make me look like I have a penis. And coffee grounds under my eyes with a caption that says, ‘You’ll never believe which transgender celebrity Andrew McCormick is about to marry!’”

      “You have a remarkable capacity for imagining the strangest worst-case scenarios.”

      “I have to. I’m in love with you.”

      “Hey!”

      “Did I or did I not walk miles in an 1800s Regency-era costume after you lost your car keys AND a three-carat diamond ring in Walden Pond?”

      “Yes, but -- ”

      “Did you or did you not have to rescue me, half naked, from a pool at your brother’s wedding?”

      “I am sensing a trend.”

      “And did you, or did you not, wake up with me in a Vegas hotel room, thinking for a few hours that somehow we’d both married more than one man?”

      Now he just sighs.

      Ah.

      Victory.

      “Race you!” I shout, gliding toward the trail top.

      “You’re going down?”

      Fortunately, he didn’t shout that question. As his mouth tightens, I giggle.

      “I will if you will,” I challenge.

      “Deal.”

      “But no guarantees if I break my leg.”

      “If you break your leg, you’ll be trapped in bed for weeks,” he muses. From the way his jaw sets and he shifts his weight on his hips, I can tell he’s turned on by that idea. Not the broken bones.

      The weeks-in-bed part.

      “I cannot believe I’m letting you talk me into skiing this. What’s my reward for doing it?”

      “Going down.” His hand moves to my ass.

      I pull away and swat at him. “You know one of those paparazzi got that shot!”

      “Good. I don’t want anyone to question whether you’re mine or not.”

      “I work for your company. I live in your apartment. I’m wearing your engagement ring. I kissed Jessica Coffin in public to avoid a catfight. You think people question it?”

      “I see how men look at you.”

      “How do men look at me?” I squeak, intrigued. I pull out of ready-to-fall-down-the-mountain mode and into tell-me-about-all-these-secret-men-who-want-me mode.

      Technically, I have neither mode, because I’ve never experienced either of these situations, but let’s ignore that.

      “Like they want to sleep with you.”

      “They do not!”

      “All the men at work do.”

      “Not Josh!”

      “Well, I do.”

      “You do. It’s a requirement.”

      “I’m required to want to sleep with you?”

      “You wouldn’t have put a ring on it if you didn’t want to sleep with me. Being engaged to someone is the equivalent of screaming ‘I want to dip my wick in her.’”

      “Wick?” He’s offended.

      My turn to sigh. “Fine. How about...yule log.”

      His grin turns smug.

      “Fair enough.” He looks away from me, sizing up the hill, ignoring the click click click and shouts from the photographers. I wish I could compartmentalize like Andrew can and pretend a wall stands between us and them. He’s mastered that art, but he’s also had his entire life to study and refine the skill. I’ve had less than a year.

      “Ready?” he asks, giving me his full attention suddenly, brows turned down. A gust of wind whips between us, cold and unrelenting, so sharp, I have a moment of air hunger. As I look around in a mild panic, unable to get my lungs full and my body centered, I see the onlookers, the paps, the resort staff working the lift, and it’s all surreal.

      Maybe skiing down to safety — to our quiet suite with heat and coffee and chocolate and a bed and most of all, privacy — isn’t so bad after all.

      “I think so,” I say in a small voice. How do I fix this? I’m the fixer. I figure out problems and solve them, chunk by chunk, step by step, misunderstandings unwound and crises averted.

      In this moment, though, I am the crisis. I am the center of attention. My association with Andrew makes me important, for a split second, in the lives of these people whose job it is to capture an image of me that can be used to achieve their ends.

      I am a means.

      Remove the means and thwart the end.

      The wind dies down as fast as it swelled up and I’m moving, slowly tipping from flat to angled, my skis parallel, knees tight, thighs clenched, and hips ready for whatever comes as we pick up speed, racing away from that which tracks us.

      Andrew breaks off, fast and skilled, his body pure perfection in motion. My eyes follow him until I can’t see him anymore. I’m on my own, careening toward safety, hurtling down a slope carefully groomed for maximum enjoyment.

      I’m along for the ride.

      And Andrew’s waiting for me at the bottom.

      Waiting for me to go down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      “No one wipes out at the very bottom of a double black diamond,” Andrew says for the third time, bringing me my hot chocolate made with half-n-half, a liberal dollop of brandy turning it from merely decadent to wholly bacchanalian.

      I own my wild streak.

      “You’re criticizing me for making it ninety-five percent down a double black diamond trail?”

      “That’s not how it works, Amanda. You don’t get partial credit. There’s no such thing. It’s like a partial orgasm. Who makes it through the hardest part and then falls crossing the finish line?”

      Um...me.

      And I’m not touching that orgasm comment.

      The tone of voice he’s using isn’t critical, and as he sits down next to me, stretching a muscled arm across the back of the couch, his hand resting comfortably on my shoulder, his demeanor is friendly enough. It’s as if he’s marveling at the thought.

      “I don’t understand your incredulity,” I respond, sipping the hot chocolate, imbibing the alcohol-caffeine combination like communion wine on Easter. “It happens.”

      “Not to me.”

      “Never?”

      “No. Once you commit and make it over the biggest hurdle, the rest is easy.”

      “Like proposing?” I say sweetly, batting my eyelashes, letting the dig sink in.

      “Like – oh.” He cuts away, turning his head, the Christmas tree next to the roaring fire suddenly a fascinating object for his attention.

      Funny how the argument ends when I point out his mistakes.

      “I didn’t get hurt,” I note, sipping my chocolate, then sighing.

      “It’s not like you’re Shannon,” Andrew adds in a tone of agreement.

      “What does that mean?”

      “My brother married the klutziest woman in Boston.” He isn’t even laughing. The statement comes out of him like he’s pointing out a fact. Like he’s giving me directions from the Aquarium to Faneuil Hall.

      I open my mouth to defend my best friend because that’s what women do, right? We stand up for the weakest among us. Attack one, you attack us all.

      And yet, he’s right.

      Shannon is klutzy. How do I argue with the truth?

      Bzzz.

      Saved by his phone. Andrew scrolls through his texts with a half grin. I know that look. He thinks he won. Won what? I decide on the spot that we weren’t having an argument. Not even a heated discussion. This is what being in a lifelong relationship is all about, right?

      Pacing. I have to pace myself when it comes to conflicts, big and small. Especially small. Letting him think he won this one is important. Give an inch.

      Take a mile later.

      “It’s Dad again,” Andrew says with that mysterious new tone of voice he’s developed. I watch him as he reads his phone, eyes drifting over the screen, hair messy from the skiing earlier. Deep brown eyes narrow as he reacts to whatever his dad said. The muscle between his jaw and ear pokes out with tension as he swallows and swipes on his phone. He blinks rapidly, but his breathing doesn’t speed up.

      He’s irritated, but not angry. Annoyed, but not pissed.

      I tuck away his reaction in my mental database.

      Lately, I find myself watching him with a strange fascination. Openly, obviously, and without hesitation. Andrew doesn’t seem to mind. I know he knows I’m doing it, but so far, he hasn’t questioned me. If he were to ask, I couldn’t tell him why. I don’t know why.

      Yet I do it, day in and day out.

      “What did he say now?” I ask politely, knowing the answer.

      “It’s about the wedding,” Andrew answers, giving me a look that says, Of course. “He insists we need to hold it at Farmington, like Declan’s wedding.”

      “Why?”

      “His PR team says it’ll get more press. All the major media outlets will station vans there, and the comparisons will generate easier headlines.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Andrew rolls his eyes. He reaches across my lap and grabs his abandoned coffee mug. The stretch makes his shirt hike up slightly, exposing his waistline, a thin wedge of tanned muscle coming into sight. I catalog it, like I always do these days, and wonder when this will become boring.

      “Dad thinks that the press will be more invested if they can sensationalize our wedding ceremony. ‘Will they or won’t they escape?’” Andrew uses one hand to make finger quotes.

      “He expects us to be in Declan and Shannon’s shadow on our wedding day?”

      “That’s exactly what I said to Dad! Almost word for word. And I told him no. Hell, no.”

      “What was his response?”

      “That we should ask your mother.”

      “My mother? Why? Your dad doesn’t defer to anyone.”

      Andrew shrugs. “Ask him.”

      I shudder. “No, thanks. Your dad is...well...”

      “My dad is what?”

      “Formidable.”

      “So?”

      “You’ve grown up with him. You know how to handle him. I don’t.”

      “He’s just a man, Amanda.”

      “That’s the problem.”

      “You don’t like men?”

      “It’s not that I don’t like him. James is fine. It’s just...he’s an older man.”

      “He’s an old man.”

      “He’s my father’s age.”

      “And?” The question makes Andrew’s face morph, an expression of dawning understanding coming over him. “Your dad. Leo. Leaving and all that.”

      “Yeah. Right. I guess so? I don’t know.” I’m losing my emotional footing here. This isn’t the direction I thought this conversation would take, but we’re here, right? Another part of spending so much time with someone and realizing it’s forever: you don’t solve problems with a single conversation.

      In fact, there’s no such thing as a single conversation with Andrew. Life is starting to feel like one long, never-ending talk. It’s nice. It’s great, in fact.

      But it’s new. Exhausting. Weird and mildly exciting. We’re fumbling to figure out who we are, together, and where life is taking us.

      And it makes me discover so many new facets of myself.

      Like realizing I have no idea how to relate to men my father’s age, because my father left when I was five.

      “Dad’s just...Dad. He’s stubborn and thinks he controls the world. Stand for your principles. Don’t cave in to him. Once he realizes you can’t be bulldozed, he’ll respect you.”

      Bzzzz.

      I look over Andrew’s shoulder as he chokes on his hot chocolate.

      Confirmed Farmington for June 14. Fifteen hundred guests. Sending invitation list to Gina, the text reads. “No.” Andrew’s single-syllable, flat statement is so definitive it sends panic through me. You know what’s worse than the thought of my own conflict with Andrew’s dad?

      Watching Andrew and his father square off. Because that means I’m put in the middle, and if there’s one thing an only child hates, it’s being put between two people they love -- and being told to take sides.

      “I’m right with you,” I assure him.

      “Even if you weren’t, no.”

      “Okay.”

      “Dad doesn’t get to do this.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “And we’re not getting married at Farmington.”

      His words are granite. James’ text cuts through Andrew, the sound of their clash like a high-pitched whine inside me. The smooth simplicity of our couch-cuddling before the fire turns into loud chaos inside me, all four chambers of my heart pulling in different directions.

      “Agreed,” I choke out.

      Andrew takes a few deep breaths, giving me more time to look at him. This hunger to take him in continues unchecked. Even as I react to James’ insistence on controlling our wedding, manipulating the press and using our ceremony – our relationship – as a tool in Anterdec’s prominence, I find myself nodding. Absorbing.

      Being.

      This is daily life now. These conversations are mine. Ours. I’m becoming this – Andrew’s wife – out of love.

      “And your mother’s dog is not the flower girl.”

      I laugh. “Did Marie joke about that with you, too?”

      “No. Dad did.”

      “They’re both hilarious.”

      “Dad wasn’t joking. Said the Instagram following could be strong. Wants a Pinterest board set up, too. Dog-following on social media is a market segment now.”

      “Oh.”

      “Declan warned me. I didn’t listen.”

      “Warned you about what? People who worship dog Instagram accounts?”

      “That Dad was like this.” He glares at his phone. “Dad texted Declan constantly on his honeymoon.”

      “Declan talked about their honeymoon with you?” I try not to sound too eager, but Shannon hasn’t said a word about what happened in Hawaii. I’m intrigued. Shannon never keeps her cards close to her vest. She’s constitutionally incapable of not sharing, like a toddler with a lollipop they’re done licking.

      The fact that neither Shannon nor Declan has said a word about their weeklong trip to Hawaii has us both confused.

      Andrew gives me a funny look. “Just that Dad kept pestering him. Wouldn’t leave him alone. Kept trying to get Dec and Shannon to do press activities that bumped up Anterdec’s name.”

      “On their honeymoon?” I groan.

      “Yeah. At first, I thought it was because of the fiasco with us the morning after their wedding.”

      Fiasco is an understatement. The head of the resort’s spa gave the newlyweds a bottle of hallucinogen-spiked wine that we drank accidentally. Me, Andrew, Josh, and Andrew’s Las Vegas driver, Geordi. We woke up wearing wedding rings.

      All four of us.

      Untangling the mess of who married whom was easy. But Andrew’s father went ballistic, because the Sultan of Al-Massi was offended by Andrew’s absence at a major meeting. Business before emotions.

      Always.

      “That seems to be your father’s sole focus these days, doesn’t it?” I sigh. “It’s all about growing Anterdec.”

      “Yes. It’s his legacy.”

      “We just have to be a broken record with him.”

      “We?”

      “Er, you.”

      He gives a low laugh, but the thousand-mile stare tells me he’s troubled. “I have half a mind to call off the wedding.”

      You know those moments in the movies when time stops? Records scratch, actors break the fourth wall, time freezes – that sort of thing?

      Yeah. It’s happening to me now.

      “Oh,” is all that comes out of me.

      “I don’t want a wedding,” he says softly.

      Nine thousand other worlds freeze suddenly, too. Time itself stops. All my blood halts in place. Each cell of my body pauses, waiting for orders, as my mind tries to understand what Andrew is saying. Is he calling off the engagement? The thin platinum of my ring feels like a sword being unsheathed, an accessory called to battle and ready to be wielded as a weapon.

      “I just want a wife,” he adds, oblivious to the drama churning within me.

      The world rights itself.

      “Okay.”

      He reaches for my hand, then flinches. “Amanda, your hands are ice!” His strong brow turns down, worried. Those deep brown eyes, speckled like a kaleidoscope, look at me like I’m being watched by a prism, a gemstone, a set of orbs filled with love. When he’s not in business mode, Andrew has a presence unlike any other person I’ve ever met. He is there, fully, completely focused on me. The connection runs like a current between us. It makes me feel unfinished when we’re not connected.

      My blood starts pumping again. Permission granted. The longer we’re together, the more immune I find myself to the day-to-day anxiousness that comes at the beginning of a relationship. I wouldn’t call it taking Andrew for granted, but it’s close. Little things stay little and don’t take on symbolic meaning. If he forgets to tell me we’re out of milk, I don’t take it as a sign of impending relationship doom.

      Normalizing daily life within the context of us is a relief.

      I don’t want a big wedding ceremony. The attention, the spotlight, the crazy cacophony that comes with marrying a billionaire CEO? No way. I just want a husband. I just want HIM.

      But I can’t say that. When your true love turns out to be rich, driven, and the kind of guy who already graces the covers of business magazines before he turns thirty, you’re in for a very, very public life.

      I didn’t fall in love with a CEO. I fell in love with a man. Andrew would be just as appealing if he were an average guy, a software developer or a mechanic, a retail manager or a teacher. The kindness deep inside him, the way he thinks about my reactions, how he listens to my hopes and dreams and then helps me plan how to make them happen – that is who I love.

      Not Mr. #1 Executive Under Thirty. Not Mr. Top Ten Young CEOs Taking on the World.

      And not one of People Magazine’s nominees for Sexiest Man Alive.

      (No, that hasn’t happened...yet).

      He rubs my hands together and looks up at me with concerned eyes. “What are you thinking about?”

      “The wedding, of course.”

      You’d expect a happy smile, right? Because that’s what brides and grooms are supposed to experience when it comes to planning the most important day of their lives.

      Happiness.

      Instead, I get a half smile and a vacant look. “Oh?” he says. “What about it?”

      “I -- ” Can I say it? Can I ask him to run off with me and just elope? Not in some big flashy way, like his brother Declan and my best friend Shannon, who used a company helicopter to flee from a thousand wedding guests in the middle of the ceremony.

      But...quietly? Covertly?

      A ninja elopement.

      “...do?” he jokes, finishing my hanging sentence, kissing the tip of my nose.

      His own words echo in my mind. I don’t want a wedding.

      Just as I’m about to tell him how I feel, his phone buzzes.

      “Gina,” he says apologetically, neck bending to read his screen. “She’s asking me about some cocktail party Dad’s scheduled. Hamish will be in town and Dad wants to drum up some publicity. It’ll be at his house in Weston.”

      “The Weston house?” James lives most of the time in the Back Bay, and in all the time we’ve been dating, Andrew’s never taken me there. “I’ll finally get to see it.”

      Andrew jerks suddenly, as if I’ve said something offensive. “What? You’ve been there.”

      “No. I haven’t.”

      “I’ve taken you...oh.” Hard lines form around his eyes, a defensive posture settling into his bones. “It’s not as if I’ve been keeping it from you.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “You’re implying it.”

      “No, I’m not!” How did we get from ninja elopements to fighting about his family home?

      “Then why did you point out that I’ve never taken you there?”

      “Because it’s a fact. And because your father is having an event there. I was connecting two concepts and putting them together in a sentence. It’s called thinking.”

      He won’t look at me, tapping on the screen. “You don’t have to go with me,” he says gruffly. “It’s in two weeks, Friday. Seven.”

      A cold chill forms between my shoulder blades. “You don’t want me to go?”

      “I never said that.”

      “You do want me to go?”

      “It’s up to you.”

      Touching his arm to break the strange slide into a tense dimension of desperation feels like an act of bravery. He freezes, reacting to my olive branch like a suspicious hostage negotiator.

      I’m not quite sure who, or what, is being held captive here, but it might damn well be my sense of well-being.

      “I don’t want to fight. I didn’t mean anything by my comment,” I say softly, fighting my own irritation. It’s so easy to snap back, to build a wall bigger than his, to give back as much negativity as I’m getting, but that never solves anything between us.

      He lets out a long breath. “I know. I’m sorry.” Reluctantly, he looks at me, a hint of shame in the curl of his mouth. Terror seizes my gut.

      “What?”

      “What what?”

      “Why are you so reactive?”

      He looks up at the ceiling, as if searching for help. Finally, he looks down at me, eyes so sad my throat tightens with grief.

      “You’re right, Amanda. I have been keeping you from going there. I’ve been avoiding taking you to my parents’ house. And I’m sorry.”
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      Too many emotional shifts in a short period of time lead to instability. I can juggle tasks with great ease, but managing multiple complex emotions at the same time requires a dexterity I don’t possess.

      “Why?” I’m not offended. From the look on Andrew’s face, the tone of my voice surprises him. My question is explorative. Pure curiosity. No accusations, no incriminations.

      I just want to know.

      “It’s too hard. Dad preserved it the way it was the day Mom died. I can go any time. I know that. Dad’s barely there anyhow. I’m surprised he wants to entertain at the house.” Andrew’s shrug has a feeling of organized chaos to it. Both shoulders go up, all the way to his ears, a full-body muscular response that is as endearing as it is alarming. For a tightly controlled man in peak shape, with a physique that makes me drool and a body confidence that matches what you’d expect from a high-level CEO, this beats me nonverbal cue is my signal to let go of my injured ego and just be there for him.

      Before I can say anything, his eyes widen, the sun catching speckles of rich brown in them. “Oh, God, you don’t think he wants us to have the wedding there, do you?”

      “At your house?”

      Andrew goes pale. One of the logs in the fireplace makes a horrendous cracking sound, sparks flying up and through the tin mesh screen, a blaze of colorful heat that grabs our attention. As if relieved to have a mission, Andrew stands, legs moving with grace as he bends, one knee touching the thick shag area carpet by the fire where we planned to make love tonight. With forearms bulging and hips outlined by low-slung, faded jeans, he twists to throw two thick pieces of dry maple onto the fire, grabbing a poker and moving everything into just the right position for maximum fire output.

      I just watch him and stretch my legs, letting the slight ache from intensive skiing register in my body. Calves like mine (read: thick) aren’t made for ski boots, but I managed. Fitting myself in around the obstacles in life is part of who I am.

      Being excluded, though – that’s a completely different story.

      “Dad wouldn’t dare try to get us to have the ceremony at the house. Would he?” The tiny uptick in his voice, the vocal tic of uncertainty, makes me sit up and take more notice. Spine tingling, scalp abuzz, I feel the change in the room as his attitude shifts, a keen sense of sharpened observation consuming me.

      Relationships coast along on goodwill, love, sex, and reciprocity. We’ve been together just long enough for me to see that a week or two can go by on autopilot, our mutual taking-for-grantedness an implied contract.

      Over time, the feeling of marvel at finding the right person fades. It never goes away, but I can feel how we’ve changed already, accepting that we’re there for the long haul. Life is an endless series of confidences and exchanges, agreements and acceptances, with the bedrock certainty that the other is always just there.

      No matter what.

      But once in awhile, what your partner needs changes on a dime without warning, without plan.

      This is one of those moments.

      “Not only am I sure he won’t, he absolutely can’t.” Andrew hasn’t explained why this is important to him, but I can wait. In the meantime, a wordless compact between us says that I’ll defend his position no matter what, even if I’m not quite sure what it is.

      Loyalty works like that when you have absolute trust.

      “We have as much control as we want over our wedding,” I assure him.

      “I know that. Dad’s making it hard, though.”

      “Has he always been like this?”

      “An overbearing asshole who ignores everyone else’s feelings to get what he wants? Yes.”

      “I wouldn’t put it quite that way.”

      “There is no other way to put it, Amanda. Call it like it is.”

      “But he can change. Everyone can.”

      “People can soften. Change? Not so sure.”

      “Declan invited him to his wedding. They made up.”

      “Notice who made the first move? Who extended the olive branch?”

      “That was very mature of Declan.”

      “Dad views it as weakness.” Done with the fire, he moves to the couch with me, lifting my legs and settling in, pulling me into his lap.

      “Then that’s your dad’s problem. Not Declan’s.” Wiggling, moving my bent arm, I find the right fit against his body. Over time it’s gotten easier. I know where the best places are to fit our parts together.

      “We’re going to have to fight Dad every step of the way on the wedding.” He’s warning me.

      “I thought that’s what we’ve been doing all along.”

      “He’s in it for the long game. This is what Dad does. He just exhausts his enemies into submission.”

      “Enemies? Now we’re his enemies?”

      “Anyone who doesn’t give him what he wants is an enemy.”

      “That’s so childish!”

      “Welcome to my father.”

      “How did he get so far in business?”

      “By not caring what other people think.”

      “I am so sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “Growing up with a dad like that sounds worse than growing up without one at all.”

      “Sometimes it is.”

      I let that sink in. “It’s our wedding. We decide.”

      “Yes.”

      “And this cocktail party? Will he invite the press to cover it?”

      “I’m sure he’ll include key reporters, yes.”

      I groan. “Will Jessica be there?”

      “Knowing Dad…maybe.”

      “We’d better warn Shannon.”

      He’s distracted. My words aren’t getting through to him. Before I can say anything, Andrew strokes my hair and whispers, “I want you to see the house.”

      “Good.”

      “I’ve never had sex with someone in my childhood bedroom.”

      “That’s why you want me to see the house?”

      “Not the only reason, but it certainly makes going there more compelling.”

      “Not if your dad has a camera crew and paparazzi crawling everywhere. A sex tape is the last thing we need.”

      “Mmmmm, a sex tape. What if we made a private one?”

      “Why would I want to watch myself having sex?”

      “Wouldn’t you watch me? If we made a sex tape, every time we watched it I’d be focused on you.”

      His lap is suddenly noticeably larger, though there’s far less room to sit.

      “This subject is arousing you?” I touch the growing surface area for emphasis.

      “It’s a better topic than the one before.”

      “We can have sex anywhere you like, and pretty much on demand. What’s so special about your childhood bedroom? And during a cocktail party?”

      He hardens even more.

      “Andrew!”

      “No one ever said turn-ons were meant to be logical.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Maybe you need to experience it to understand.”

      “You want me to have sex with you in your childhood bedroom so I can grasp the issue?”

      He moves my hand between his legs. “You can grasp the issue right now.”

      My laughter makes me fall out of his lap, hand slipping. I roll on the floor, overcome with the giggles. He moves to the floor with me, eyes dark with desire.

      “About that ‘sex on demand, anywhere I like’ comment...” Cupping my breast over my sweater, he rubs his thumb over my nipple until it pearls. All of the compartments in my mind, the sections where I store wedding details, work projects, coffee with friends, old internal childhood conflicts – you name it – blur around the edges, as if Andrew holds a camera lens and is adjusting the focus, shifting it from the topic at hand to the topic in his hand.

      “Yes?” The fuzzy blur of arousal makes my scalp tingle, heat growing between my legs as conversation turns into a melted mess inside me, all circuits lighting up at once. The carpet beneath us pads my hipbone as I turn to him, arching toward his touch. His spare hand slides under my sweater, the cool air belied by his hot palm as he makes his way up my spine.

      I give us space between our bodies so I can look down, finding his belt buckle, watching my own hands move to unloop his belt, mind fully overwhelmed by the increased heat of his attentions while some other set of neurons remembers what my fingers need to do to unleash him. The belt now open, I unbutton his pants, the sound of his zipper a zing of anticipation that feels like a dam being opened, the burst of water careening off the edge almost orgasmic in its intensity.

      All that from opening his fly.

      Oh, this man.

      “Did you know,” he murmurs against my bare ribs as he pulls my sweater up, my hands unable to hold onto him and stretch up, “that you make me see a world that isn’t there for anyone else?”

      I give in and let him strip me bare, half naked before him, his nimble fingers unclasping my bra in seconds, leaving me spilling out over myself, the hot and cold of bare skin and his warm body a patchwork of endless arousal.

      “Mmm?” Eager to make him match me, I grab the hem of his shirt, pulling up hard, forgetting that one of the buttons on his Henley is buttoned. He laughs, rising up on his knees, straddling me as I get quite the show. The display of hardened abs, my fingers tickling them as his strong arms stretch to the ceiling and peel off the thick wool shirt, is a marvel to behold as the full rise of his chest and shoulders gets a stretch.

      Tan and covered with just enough hair to be attractive, Andrew’s shoulders look like a sculpted statue, but one made of live, breathing flesh. Tight arms, the curve of muscle and indentations that show the underlying anatomy, reach for me now, his body a blanket of endless warmth, my nipples rubbing against the light tickling touch of his skin as he comes in for a full-mouthed kiss.

      My toes curl, hands unable to stop seeking more of him, finding sanctuary in the freedom to touch and taste. He’s using sex to change the subject. I know this.

      And I approve wholeheartedly.

      Bzzzzz.

      It’s Andrew’s phone. He chooses to make a part of my body vibrate instead. A rolling thunder of fire ripples through my blood, traveling across my skin faster than my breath can catch up as he touches me, eyes intent, body primed for more.

      Bzzzzz.

      “Damn it,” he mutters softly, hand pausing. Don’t stop! Don’t stop!

      I open my mouth to say this, but inarticulate noises are all I can make.

      Multi-tasking turns out to be one of his finer skills as his hand resumes its delicious attentions while he quickly checks his phone.

      “The glowing screen is such an aphrodisiac,” I whisper, biting his earlobe, unable to stop myself from peeking. “Who is Katie?”

      “Our wedding planner. Katie Gallagher.”

      “Our what?”

      “Remember? Gina resurrected the corporate planner after the mess with Declan’s wedding. We’ll have coordinated help.”

      “I don’t want some wedding planner that the corporation assigns to me.”

      “Think of her as a filter between us and Dad.”

      “Who does she report to? You or your father?”

      “Me, of course.” He thinks for a minute. “How about I change that? Effective immediately, she reports to you.”

      “Nice. Nepotism goes a long way.” But he really just doesn’t want to be bothered with the details.

      “So do sexual favors.”

      “Really? If I have sex with you, do I get special privileges at work?”

      “What do you want? Name it, baby.”

      “My own copy machine.”

      “Done.”

      “A new Swingline stapler. The best one in the office supply catalog.” I lick my lower lip suggestively. “In red.”

      “Nothing’s too good for my baby.”

      “A Keurig machine in my office.” He knows I’m joking about that, because I’m really not a fan.

      “It’s like velvet handcuffs for the urban office worker.”

      “And chocolate-donut-flavored K-cups.” The Velveeta of coffee. Blech.

      “Nope.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You hit my hard limit. We have a firm agreement with Grind It Fresh!”

      “I can feel your hard limit through your pants.” I prove it to him.

      He looks down. “Why am I still wearing those?”

      I shrug. “Because you’re too busy texting with Kay-teeeeee.”

      He types on his phone, then tosses it on the couch. “Done. I gave her your number.”

      From across the room, I hear the expected buzz. Katie is efficient. She must be.

      She’s a wedding planner.

      “Don’t answer that,” he orders, standing just long enough to rip off his pants and straddle me again, this time naked. I divest myself of the last bits of my clothing in the same stretch of time, and as he resumes his position, I look up to a wall of flesh, topped by a grinning madman.

      My grinning madman.

      I trace the line of hair that starts just under his navel and thickens as it heads south. His abs curl in at my lingering attention, as if we’re playing a game of tag, and I’m It.

      Time to catch him.

      “Now there’s a trail I’d like to go down,” I whisper.

      “I’d like that. Just promise me one important thing.”

      “What’s that?” Tracing spirals, I meander through his textured skin, enjoying such pure access to his body. A mole I’ve never noticed, right above his hip bone, practically begs for a kiss.

      “You won’t make it ninety-five percent of the way and then stop.” A sharp inhale cuts off his final word as I bend down and greet his warm, bare ass the European way.

      With a kiss on each cheek.

      “Oh, no,” I murmur as my mouth finds its way back to his navel. “This is a trail I could travel with my eyes closed and both hands tied behind my back.”

      “I can make that happen.”

      And he does.
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      “This is better than holding the wedding here,” Andrew announces as he turns left onto the winding road, trees lining the way in perfect formation, his Tesla’s tires rumbling slowly down the gravel-covered farm road before hitting asphalt again. “But I still can’t believe Dad’s hosting an event at the old house.”

      My excitement is hard to contain now that I understand more of the backstory on why I’ve never been taken to Andrew’s childhood home.

      And I’m prepared for his goal of popping his childhood bedroom’s cherry.

      So to speak.

      I’ve been in Weston, Massachusetts many, many times but never like this. Never as a guest in one of the grand homes on the winding country roads. The exclusive, wealthy western suburbs of Boston have their own rustic appeal, a look and feel honed through careful administration of snob zoning laws designed to keep out the riffraff.

      Like me.

      In most of these towns, you can’t build a house on less than two acres, and when a single acre will set you back over a cool million dollars, you start to understand why you move from a more industrial town into Weston and suddenly think you’re in Western Massachusetts. None of this is an accident.

      “Right to Farm” signs dot the roads as Andrew drives on autopilot from the Pike onto the backroads, taking twists and turns that become less familiar to me. The only true farmers in Weston, people actually raising food and animals for income, are either part of non-profit organizations or running family farms that haven’t sold out to developers.

      Yet.

      Modern architecture juts out from the rolling hills, the road narrowing and the hills sharpening, dipping deeper down, closer to the road. Homes hug the asphalt, older than the Department of Transportation, set close to old cowpaths and dirt roadways that used to connect disparate New England towns to one another.

      “Homes from the 1700s. Homes that look like Frank Lloyd Wright designed them. Deck houses. So many different designs. I’m guessing you grew up in a stately old 1700s home with a modern wing attached.” I reach for Andrew’s hand. It’s cold. He squeezes back.

      “Close. Late 1600s. Dad wanted the oldest home on the market and he got it. Added the modern wing and four-car garage with servants’ quarters above right after we moved in, when I was a toddler.”

      “Servants?” I choke out the word like it’s a disease.

      Andrew doesn’t blink. “Someone has to run the household.”

      “You mean Grace doesn’t live in and do it all, too?”

      He gives me a sour look. I laugh.

      “Dad hires butlers from the elite training school in Amsterdam.”

      “I thought you were joking. You’re serious? You grew up with servants.” I look at him in a new light.

      “Yes. I mean, we didn’t call them that to their face. But they live in the servants’ quarters, so...”

      “What did you call them?”

      “Joan. Mindy. Julie. Ellie. Jonathan...”

      “Wait a minute! You’ve told me about them, but I thought they were Anterdec employees! Not servants at your parents’ estate!”

      He shrugs. “They were just another grownup in our lives. Joan was the household manager for ages. After Mom died, Dad drove her out pretty fast. Then Grace stepped in and became the go-between for future household managers and butlers.”

      “I was joking about Grace! That really happened?”

      “She’s special.” He speaks so softly, I almost don’t hear him. “That’s why I don’t want her to retire. Gina’s fine, but Grace is in a league of her own.”

      Apparently so.

      “She’s really been like a second mother to you.”

      “Whether Dad liked it or not, yes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Grace pulls no punches.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Dad didn’t like being told he wasn’t parenting us well. But he didn’t do anything other than throw money at the problem. What we needed was his attention. His time. I understand that now. Grace knew it then. From what little I’ve gleaned, it wasn’t pretty. Dad resented her interference but never stopped her. He can be stubborn as hell, but underneath he knows when someone’s right.”

      “He let Grace take over by default?”

      “Something like that. Once I was out of the house, the need for staff dwindled. Now it’s just Jonathan. He manages weekly help, seasonal issues like snow removal and repairs. Stuff like that. Dad tried to get Gerald to fill that role way back in the day and he didn’t last.” A smile makes Andrew’s mouth twitch.

      “Gerald?”

      “Dad wanted him to serve at the occasional event. Gerald put a stop to that, fast. Moved into his own apartment in the city.”

      A flash of Gerald at James’ Back Bay place last year during the oregano fiasco, when James, Mom, and Marie got “high” on what turned out to be a baggie full of Italian seasonings, comes to mind. “He served tea and coffee to everyone at your dad’s during Oreganogate.”

      Andrew chokes on his laugh. “Oreganogate?”

      “That’s what Shannon and I call it.”

      Slowing the car to five miles an hour, Andrew makes a careful turn onto a dirt and gravel road. A magnificent hill to the right climbs up at such a perfect forty-five degree angle that I wonder if it’s man-made, enormous trees spread out unevenly.

      The feeling is surreal. Like rolling footage from a Hollywood film, the view as we drive up the long path is tunnel-like, cocooned and ensconced in a dreamy, telescoped world.

      “Why are you driving so slow?” I look over at him. Andrew’s fingers are tapping nervously on the steering wheel, throat tense, eyelids fluttering as he blinks too much, too fast.

      Just as he starts to answer, something darts in front of the headlights, big and swift. Then another body, that of a small deer.

      “Oh!” I gasp.

      “That’s why. Tons of deer and rabbits in the woods here.” His words are soft, distant, floating on memory. This side of him isn’t part of my repertoire of experience. Lost in some sort of netherworld between the deeply familiar and the exquisitely uncomfortable, Andrew is facing something I don’t understand.

      I want to fix it, but I know I can’t. I can just live through it with him.

      “How long is the driveway?” I marvel, as the road seems to go on and on.

      “Half a mile.”

      “Half a mile? That’s an expensive plowing bill in the winter,” I joke.

      “Is it?” He’s a million miles away.

      While I’m not an expert in land use or development, even I can figure out quickly that James must own an extraordinary number of acres to have a driveway this long, the house so secluded. I’ve seen how Declan, Andrew, and James live in Boston, and make no mistake-- they live in luxury.

      I’ve been on Anterdec corporate jets. Stayed in presidential suites.

      Nothing compares to this.

      Finally, the Tesla’s headlights pick up signs of civilization, metal gleaming in the distance. A landscaped stone wall with small bushes along the brick top comes into view. Then a circular fountain. Clichéd, yes, but there it is.

      The house isn’t so much a house as a mansion. The pit of my stomach starts doing loop-de-loops as I recall Andrew’s Jane Austen-inspired proposal to me. I’d always assumed he was familiar with literature and poetry because of his solid humanities education at one of the finest prep schools in the world.

      Maybe I was wrong.

      Maybe he actually lived at the Massachusetts version of Pemberley.

      “Andrew.” His name comes out like I’m throwing myself a lifeline. The home is lit up with a series of outdoor lanterns that make stone passageways glow. It’s a mixture of 1600s colonial and European carved stone, and the home is made up of a series of wings.

      “Is that fountain made of Italian marble?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, turning the car so he pulls up in front of a uniformed man. I feel like we’re arriving at a fancy resort.

      We kind of are, except this is a resort where Andrew grew up.

      “You lived here as a kid?” Two outbuildings, one of them with four garage doors, flank the enormous house. I can’t tell what the second building is, but I have a sneaking suspicion that if I go on an expedition, I’ll find a giant pool and tennis court behind it.

      “Yeah. Home sweet home.” He gives me a strange smile.

      “Jesus.”

      “Here we are.”

      I’m frozen in place. A valet opens my door but I can’t move. Andrew’s halfway out his side before he realizes I’m still sitting here, breathing slowly, trying to process all this. Even the air smells different, an earthy scent of decaying leaves and brisk snow.

      “Amanda?”

      “You lived here? Your family lived here?”

      He doesn’t reply, just gives me a funny look and shakes the valet’s hand.

      I get out of the car, trying not to make more of a spectacle of myself, and smooth my skirt over my thighs. Mom’s on her way, driving separately. She’s going to freak when she sees this.

      Next thing I know, Andrew’s standing next to me, a bit robotic as he hands the keyfob to one of the valets and turns on his heel. I follow, because what else am I supposed to do? I have no idea where anything is.

      I can’t think of this building as a home. It’s too much. Homes have coat racks and boot mats and places where you dump the mail until you can sort it later. Homes have recycling bins and trash cans and grease stains on the driveway. Homes have worn armrests on old chairs no one wants to get rid of because they’re repositories of memory.

      Homes don’t have valets. As in plural. Homes don’t have servants’ quarters.

      And they certainly don’t have an original Degas hanging in the front foyer.

      The ballerina painting hits me square in the face as we walk in, the texture of the canvas enticing as my eyes comb over it, looking for the flat effect of a print. Instead, I’m bombarded by peaks and nuance, patina and irregularities, my need to focus on something small to manage all the big emotions giving me a reason to notice.

      “That’s an original Degas,” I whisper to him.

      He’s delighted. “It is. One of Mom’s favorite artists.” He squeezes my hand. “She’d have loved the fact that you know who the artist is.” Our eyes hold each other’s gaze for a little too long.

      It hits me.

      He’s as overwhelmed as I am.

      “When was the last time you were here?” I ask, my words slow and heavy with meaning.

      “Andrew!” booms a loud Scottish voice attached to a redheaded beast who marches across the foyer and grabs my 6’3” fiancé in a bear hug, lifting him off the ground. Only Hamish McCormick, Andrew’s cousin and professional footballer, could manage that feat.

      “Hamish!” Andrew tries to kill him with a handshake of death. They squeeze to a draw. “Dad said you were in town and we’d see you here. How’s it going?”

      “Going fine.” He holds a pint glass of beer aloft. “Always better with good drink.” He gives me a smile and opens his arms wide, coming in for a hug. “Amanda! Soon we’ll be family.”

      His hug is considerably less violent this time.

      “If you’re Andrew’s cousin, then what will we be after I marry Andrew and become a McCormick?”

      “Drinking buddies,” he whispers in my ear. Hamish puts his arm around my shoulders and steers me toward the sound of a crowd as Andrew and I laugh.

      James told us this would be an “intimate affair,” which to him means fewer than one hundred people. I see Marie, Shannon and Declan, Amy and Carol, but no Mom.

      And about sixty men and women who are a mixture of people from Anterdec, people I’ve seen at philanthropic events, and complete strangers.

      “Oh, God,” I groan.

      “You need a drink,” Andrew and Hamish say in tandem.

      “Great minds think alike.”

      “Nah,” Hamish says, the word clipped. “We’re just McCormicks. All the McCormicks in Scotland love their drink. I can’t imagine it’s any different just because you live across the pond.”

      Within three minutes I have a lovely glass of wine in my hand, half of it already in me, and Andrew has made speed round introductions to five people whose names I’ll never remember. I’m gearing up for another go at being social when Andrew bends down and whispers, “Want a tour of the house?”

      “I’d love one.”

      “We’ll be social in small doses.” A charming smile aimed at me takes my breath away. As he threads his fingers through mine and pulls me away from the enormous crowd in the living room, I gawk openly.

      James McCormick’s office at Anterdec headquarters has a certain feel to it, all leather and dark wood, Persian rugs, and fine, eclectic patinas. A light scent of cinnamon and cloves, pipe smoke from his rare indulgence, enhances the feel. This home is different, though. It has some of those same characteristics, but each room has its own touch. The Washington blue in the dining room, for instance – Andrew explains the historical significance of the painted fireplace to me, but I’m barely listening. Old-fashioned oil lamps dot the walls, and I see remnants of knob-and-tube wiring along the baseboards, replaced long ago by modern electrical wiring but left as a historical artifact for future generations to admire.

      Nothing matches.

      This is important, because in the suburbs, having everything new and matching is the hallmark of a “done” house. When we lived in Mendon, this was how I knew someone had money. The curtains matched a color on the couch upholstery. The throw pillows matched a color in the area rug. All of the wood floors were stained and varnished to the same color. The measure of a beautiful home was how coordinated it was.

      When we moved to Newton, that standard changed. And among the deeply wealthy, it’s all about unique and rare items. Andrew doesn’t have to tell me that a certain carpet is over one hundred years old and imported directly from Turkey in the 1930s. Or that one of the wall sculptures from West Africa was bought from an enterprising student who needed tuition money to pay for another semester at Harvard. Each piece in the room, from pillow to curtains to candlestick, has its own history, its own soul.

      Someone painstakingly made thousands of decisions to create a cohesive whole. Just like the scent of an antique shop or a rare-book store makes me relax instantly, the inherent uniqueness of each bit of decor in the house sets me at ease.

      “Your mother did a beautiful job,” I tell him as we pause in the kitchen, caterers whizzing around us. A commercial-sized stove, a high counter with barstools to seat twelve, and three sinks make the kitchen feel like I’m on the set of a Gordon Ramsay cooking show.

      “She did. Dad gave her carte blanche to decorate. She loved buying local art, haunting antique shops, and going to estate sales.”

      “I’d imagine she didn’t do all that to get the cheap deals like Marie and Mom did.”

      “No. She went to find the rare items no one else had.”

      “She succeeded.”

      He kisses the crown of my head. “So did I.” Gathering me in his arms, he pulls me in for a long hug. I’m wearing high heels, so I don’t have to stretch far to be eye-to-eye with him.

      “Let me show you the rest.” We snake down a long hallway, past James’ double-doored home office, a library that looks like it belongs in Hogwarts, a sun room, and then the distinct scent of chlorine hits my nose.

      “Indoor pool?”

      He frowns. “Sort of. Indoor lap pool.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      He uses his palm to guide me to a thin walkway, a small glass door covered in a very light layer of condensation. “I’ll show you.” He opens the door to the weirdest pool I’ve ever seen.

      “What is this?” The room is humid but cool, a strange paradox.

      “Olympic-size lap pool.”

      “It’s so long, but super thin!”

      “One lane, fifty meters. Designed for me by Dad. After Mom died and my wasp allergy was obvious, I stopped playing football and lacrosse. Dad made me do a sport, so I shifted to swimming. Dad had this added to the house so I could practice.”

      “No pressure, huh?”

      A rueful laugh is his answer. “Right.”

      “You okay?”

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I can tell that being here is making you emotional.”

      He sighs. “A little.” Bending down, he touches the water and shivers. “Dad’s keeping it clean, but not heated more than the minimum. Too cool for pleasure swimming, just about right for torturing myself when I was still competing. In the winter, this place was great on the weekends. I’d come home from school and practice.”

      “Come home?”

      “After Mom died, I became a boarding student at Milton.”

      “Right. You told me.” But I hadn’t connected it all like this before. The wealth. The upbringing. The social expectations and competitive edge James insisted his boys develop.

      “Were you that good?”

      “At what?”

      I point to the water. “Swimming? Worth going to all this trouble?”

      “Dad thought so. But I didn’t make the Olympic trials.”

      “Your father sets a high bar for success.”

      He smiles at me. “That’s why I love you.”

      “What’s why?”

      “You have a way of calling my dad an asshole without ever saying a negative word.”

      I laugh, torn between wanting to jump in the water and wanting to run away.

      His chin dips and he adds, “I really want you to do something with me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Come upstairs.” We walk away from the lap pool, my eyes struggling to make sense of the long, thin shimmer of water, like a ribbon. As we head toward the cacophony of the crowd, I want to grab Andrew and run back, jump in, float and swim and kiss and laugh.

      “Amanda!” We turn to find Amy standing there, Shannon and Marie with her, Carol on their heels carrying two empty wine bottles. A member of the catering staff takes the bottles from her with a surprised smile. Andrew guides us all back to the enormous, two-story living room where people are now standing in small groups, the liquor flowing.

      I give everyone half-hugs as we migrate. Andrew’s seen by someone from the Anterdec board and gives me an apologetic smile as he peels off from us, deep in conversation within seconds.

      “So much for helping me acclimate in small doses,” I mutter under my breath.

      Shannon laughs. “He gives you that line, too? Dec abandons me at events all the time. Why do you think I’m so good at Words With Friends now?” She winks, but I know she’s only half joking.

      I give Marie a quick hug as a caterer delivers more wine. I hand off my empty glass and gratefully take a fresh one.

      “Where’s Jason?”

      “At home with Jeffrey and Tyler. This isn’t his kind of thing.”

      “Dad’s exact words were, ‘Why spend money on a babysitter so I can torture myself for three hours with a bunch of pompous windbags who can be condescending to me for free anywhere else?’” Amy explains.

      “He’s kinda done with being Dec’s father-in-law,” Shannon whispers to me.

      “He doesn’t have a choice in that.” I know Jason enjoys golfing at some of the exclusive clubs where Declan can just walk in without reservations and get tee times, though.

      Billionaire sons-in-law have built-in perks.

      “But he does have a choice about coming to these events.”

      “Speaking of people who don’t like this kind of thing, have you seen my mom?”

      As if on cue, my phone buzzes in my pocket.

      Sorry, honey. Too much pain. Give my regards to everyone.

      “Mom can’t make it,” I tell Marie, Amy, and Shannon, my voice filled with apologies. I’m used to it. Mom’s fibromyalgia is unpredictable and ever-changing, a silent third person who lives in the house like a muscle vampire, draining her.

      “Is Pam okay? Is it a flare?” Marie’s eyes fill with concern.

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “She must be so excited about your wedding!” Marie’s practically giddy with joy.

      “Sure. Excited.”

      “You know, I was this close — ” she holds her thumb and index finger an inch apart “ — to having Rachel Ray herself cater Shannon and Declan’s wedding.”

      “This close to a restraining order,” Amy mutters, her fingers millimeters apart.

      Marie pretends she can’t hear that and continues to talk to me. “Have you picked out centerpieces yet? I’ve heard live terrariums with little frogs are the hot new thing. Then people can take them home and remember your wedding forever.”

      “Why not give everyone a kitten and a scratching post?” I joke.

      “That is an excellent idea!” Marie gushes. “You could start a whole new trend!”

      “I’m kidding, Marie.”

      “But I’ll bet you could get a bulk discount on the cats. Oh! There’s Barrie Goodenow. I have a question for her about the yoga studio she started in Dorchester and that yoni yoga class she’s debuting. You kids have fun!”

      I turn to Amy. “Yoni yoga?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “Yoga for your -- ”

      She shakes her head slowly, ringlet curls moving with her like octopus tentacles. “Don’t ask.” She’s holding a shot of something amber and sucks it down like a tonic. One of the waiters swoops in, takes the shot glass, and offers her another from a tray.

      We sip our drinks and look around the room, taking in the scene. I can’t see Andrew anymore, but Declan is over by the massive stone fireplace, talking to James and some members of the Anterdec board. I overhear the word “grandchild” and do a double-take.

      Hamish is behind us, his voice unmistakable in the crowd. Carol’s enjoying herself, the stressed look she perpetually wears not making an appearance tonight.

      Maybe it’s the wine soaking in, maybe it’s the absence of anything to do, but I’m starting to feel loose. Good.

      More than good.

      Amy keeps taking covert looks at someone behind me. If I were a betting woman, I’d lay odds on it being Hamish. Shannon and I share a knowing look.

      Hivemind. She’s thinking the same thing.

      “Remember that time Mom told you I had a date with a billionaire and you joked you were dating the leprechaun from Lucky Charms?” Shannon says to Amy.

      “Yeah?”

      “Wrong accent.”

      Amy looks around the room nervously, eyes landing on Hamish, who obliviously drones on in conversation with Terry, the two talking intensely about football clubs in England and France.

      “You think I want to date Hamish? Hamish McCormick? The man is a walking tabloid story.”

      “So am I,” I mutter, bitter from the brief run into the building, eyes still half convinced they see the echoes of camera flashes. Draining my wine glass, I reach for the bottle on the table and perform a lifesaving refill. Maybe that’s a tad melodramatic. No one’s ever died from not having more wine.

      But let’s not take a chance here.

      Shannon holds out her wine glass, too, and motions for me to fill it halfway. James’ earlier musings about grandchildren were just that, then. Musings. Shannon wouldn’t drink if she were pregnant. And besides, she’d tell me if she were. She’s not capable of keeping a secret.

      “You, Amanda? When did you turn into a manwhore like Hamish McCormick?” Amy asks, just loud enough for others around us to hear.

      And just as Hamish breaks away from Terry, grabs the bottle I was just pouring from, and ends up three feet away from Amy.

      “Manwhore?” He gives her wicked grin. “Is that an insult or a crown for me to wear? There’s a title I wouldn’t mind bearing.”

      “If you don’t know the difference,” she retorts, cheeks blazing but jaw set with determination, “then maybe the rumors are true.”

      “Rumors?” He finishes pouring the wine and hands the stemmed glass off to Terry, who is watching their conversation with amusement. “There are rumors about me?” A disingenuous, wide-eyed look complete with splayed hand over his heart follows. In that moment, I see a slight family resemblance to James, Terry, Declan, and Andrew. Nothing physical.

      It’s the look of a McCormick going in for the kill. That must be etched in the family’s DNA going back to the Neolithic period.

      Eye rolls abound, my own rolling like a hula hoop.

      “You do nude athlete photo shoots for Sports Illustrated. You’re booked for a Bachelor special. You’ve scored more on social media than you have on the football field,” Amy retorts.

      Terry lets out a mocking sound of shock. Might as well squeal Oooh, burn!

      Hamish freezes, his fingers wrapped around the base of his beer turning white, his grin hardening into something slightly sinister as he looks at Amy as if seeing her for the first time. She bats her eyelashes sweetly, giving it right back. Two redheads locked in verbal battle.

      If I were a betting woman, I’d give Amy 3:2 odds here.

      Hamish leans across the counter, eyes burning, his smile stretching. “Ye made yourself me unofficial scorekeeper now, have ye? Tracking me love life and me field performance. Well, now. I know ye can watch me on the field on television, but ye canna judge me performance in the bedroom so easily.” The Scottish accent comes out as he asks the question in a low, seductive voice, one that appears to work magic on Amy, who shifts her weight, taking a few steadying breaths before leaning in, matching his body language, giving nothing more.

      But also giving no quarter.

      “When there are more pictures of you reaching women’s goal lines than the opposing team’s...” Amy responds, finishing her incomplete sentence with a one-shoulder shrug and a smirk that dares him to argue.

      “Jesus, woman, get yer sports terms straight. Goal lines?”

      Amy waves a hand in an impressive display so dismissive I’d think she was James’ long-lost daughter. “Whatever.”

      “Ye think that’s my ratio of sex to football goals? Aye, ye’re an innocent, aren’t ye? Those pictures of me with women are but a fraction of the action.” His big green eyes narrow, then take her in from crown to toe, not bothering to hide his lingering gaze.

      “Manwhore it is, then.” Amy holds her own, cheeks flushing, eyes not backing off.

      “I wear the title proudly. Does it come with a t-shirt? Ye Americans love to have t-shirts for every occasion. Did ye get one when ye lost your maidenhood?” His grin turns appreciative.

      “Your title comes with a twenty-eight-day supply of antibiotics, Hamish,” she retorts.

      “A Scotsman discovered those, ye know.”

      Amy’s face goes blank, a ringlet of red slipping off her forehead as she tilts her head. “What? T-shirts?”

      “Sir Alexander Fleming. Discovered antibiotics. Everything good in the world came from Scotland originally.” He winks at her. “If ye’d unclench a bit, ye’d know more about that.”

      “Unclench! I am unclenched! Just because you -- ”

      He stares openly at her breasts as if looking for something specific. “Nah. I don’t see it.”

      Amy crosses her arms over her chest. “See what?”

      “Your t-shirt for losing your virginity. Guess you don’t have one. Hmmm. Wonder why not?”

      He winks and turns away, walking across the room, leaving Amy a sputtering mess.

      “That man – I – what did he -- ”

      “He’s a jerk,” I say, sympathetic, yet I can’t help myself. I’m watching his ass like my eyes have become a paparazzi drone.

      “You and Hamish seem to be hitting it off!” chirps Marie, who appears out of nowhere, as if she has radar for anytime her daughters interact with an eligible bachelor. “Imagine the gorgeous redheaded children you two could produce!”

      Amy’s eyes ignite. I’ve never seen blue turn orange so fast.

      “Shut up, Mom.” Carol humors Marie. Shannon manages her mother with a simmer.

      Amy stands up to her.

      “I’m just saying, there are worse men in the world.”

      “I seriously doubt that, Mom. He just insulted me.”

      “What? Hamish? What did he say?”

      “He questioned my virginity.”

      Marie frowns, her fake eyelashes unyielding, making her look like she has two fringed black cocktail stirrers attached to her lids. “You mean, in a bid for marriage?”

      “What?”

      “Men only ask about your virginity if they think you’re marriage material.”

      “It wasn’t like that. At all.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Are you a virgin?”

      “MOM!”

      Marie shrugs. “I know you dated in college, but you never really had a boyfriend, and Jason and I had just assumed, you know...”

      “That I’m a virgin?”

      “Actually, no. We assumed you were a lesbian. Or maybe asexual.”

      Amy looks like someone whacked her in the face with a cast iron pan.

      “You and Dad assumed that?”

      “We didn’t want to pry -- ”

      Amy makes a sound that makes me think I’ll need to do the Heimlich on her momentarily.

      “Since when have you been reluctant to pry into anyone’s life?”

      “Me?” Marie’s hand flattens against her heart in a gesture that is so close to Hamish’s from a few minute ago that I wonder just how many generations ago the two families’ DNA blended.

      “Mom, the NSA could hire you to do the job of three operatives, as long as you’re assigned to investigate your own kids. C’mon. You are the equivalent of a human auger with ovaries.”

      “What’s an auger?”

      “An old-fashioned drill for boring holes.”

      “Oh, honey. My hole is anything but boring.”

      I grab Amy and pull her toward the dessert tray before she commits murder and I’m forced to testify for the prosecution.

      Being questioned by Marie takes the wind out of Amy’s sails. I can feel the mixture of emotions radiating out of her muscles as I grasp her arm and search the room for a grounding influence. Someone she can talk to who will be calm and rational, reasonable and settled.

      “I am not gay,” Amy mutters. “Not that there’s anything wrong with it. I just haven’t found the right person yet.”

      Does that mean she is a virgin? I want to ask, but I would prefer not to be burned to a crisp by the fire that would shoot out of her eyeballs and land directly on my hair.

      “And that redheaded ass! His one and only skill is kicking a little ball around a field. That’s it. Athletes make all the money and get all the fame in our culture. Emotionally stunted troglodyte.” She finishes off her wine in one long series of gulps, then runs her fingers through her thick, curly hair, smoothing it off her face.

      “I was surrounded by millionaires and athletes,” she says in a contemplative voice, nodding to herself. “All day, every day at the venture capital firm where I interned. Hedge fund managers and overachieving twenty-three-year-old social media developers worth billions. Athletes and viral video people who had ideas. It was like that tv show, Shark Tank, on steroids.” She gives me a bitter grin. “Do you have any idea how many supremely rich people there are out there who made it on the dumbest idea, or through sheer stupid luck? It’s mind-boggling.”

      “Like the unboxing videos,” Carol says, suddenly entering our conversation.

      “Unboxing?” I ask, confused.

      “It’s got to be one of the most ridiculous concepts ever,” Carol says with a sigh. “But Tyler loves watching the unboxing videos on YouTube.” Tyler is Carol’s son. He’s seven years old and has a language disorder that makes him seem a little different. Now that he’s talking more it’s not so obvious, but if you spend more than a few minutes with him, you see that something is off. Not bad. Just different.

      And in our culture, different is all too often equated with bad.

      “What happens in an unboxing video?” I ask as Amy rolls her eyes.

      “The person making the video opens a new product.”

      “You mean a new product announcement from a company? Like a marketing push?”

      “Nope. Even simpler. A customer gets a new product in the mail and videotapes themselves opening it.”

      I’m not understanding this correctly. Must be the wine. “So they just open the box? That’s it?”

      “It’s a little more complex. Think The Price is Right. They open the box, show off the features...”

      “It’s a descriptive video?”

      “No. They rarely say much.”

      “Then it’s a silent video of someone just opening a box?”

      “Yes. Mostly. It’s changing, though. More of them have a running commentary, like a review. Plenty of them are quiet.”

      “That’s so silly.”

      “The top unboxer on YouTube makes $5 million a year.”

      “Someone get me a box to unbox. Now.”

      Amy’s watching the whole conversation with a calm, almost meditative precision. I know she’s taking in every word, processing the implications, and searching for a way to leverage this information into something that gives her an advantage in a different area.

      I know what she’s doing because this is exactly how Andrew operates. And until I began dating him, the concept didn’t even exist for me. Optimizers and fixers are two completely different types of people. Andrew and I complement each other precisely because we’re so different.

      I give Hamish a side glance.

      I wonder. He’s not a fixer. Not an optimizer.

      More like a womanizer.

      “Has anyone created a site devoted to unboxing? A clearinghouse where they curate the videos and group them together by subject?” Amy wonders aloud.

      Carol shrugs. “No idea. I just watch them because Tyler does.”

      “Are the ads aimed at kids?”

      After a few seconds of surprised consideration, Carol gives Amy a respectful look. “Actually, no. The ads tend to be aimed at me. At my interests.”

      “Then whoever is picking ad targets knows that parents will be watching with their kids. Does Tyler focus on toys and electronics for unboxing?”

      “Yes. Mostly. Although his newest favorite was the unboxing of a neti pot.”

      “A neti pot? The thing you use to flush salt water through your sinuses?”

      “Yes. It was a very interesting set of hands. Each fingernail was painted with a different country’s flag, and Tyler wanted to identify them all.”

      Amy laughs, a genuine grin of affection fixing on her face. “So in Tyler’s case, he’s driven by some detail in the video.”

      “Who knows what drives that child? Jeffrey, on the other hand, has big plans for his own unboxing video series. Problem is, I don’t have the money to buy the expensive items you need to buy to do the unboxing. No one cares if you unbox a pound of rigatoni from Aldi’s.”

      My mind flutters like a bird at liftoff. “What about new product testing?”

      Carol turns to me, looking like she forgot I was there. “What?”

      “New product testing. You know. All the focus groups and beta testing we do.”

      “You mean did. Consolidated Evalu-shop stopped doing those when we were folded into Anterdec.”

      “Why?”

      “Low margin.” Carol shrugs. “Not profitable enough.”

      Pure excitement radiates off Amy. “But if you did unboxing videos as part of Anterdec....”

      I grab her arm. “And offer it as a bundled service to clients.”

      “Anterdec has its own in-house media division. Camera crew, commercial photographers, the whole bit.” I look at Carol’s hands, then mine. “Whoever has the nicest hands could be the unboxer.”

      Amy shoots Carol a sidelong glance. Carol glares back. The shift in mood makes all the tiny hairs on my body start to rise. We’ve gone from excitement to suspicion in under a second.

      I keep my head steady but my eyes dart to them both. “What?”

      “What?” they ask in unison. Carol moves her hand behind her back. Amy tracks the movement.

      “You two are suddenly behaving in a very weird way. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” they say together.

      “You’re acting like Marie.” The universal insult for the Jacoby and McCormick families. Works every time.

      Amy’s mouth sets in a firm, white line, lipstick bunching in a wavy wiggle between her lips.

      “Fine.” A long sigh comes out of Carol as she thrusts her left hand at me. “Here.”

      I look. It’s like any other hand, the fingernails a little out of date on the manicure, her index and ring fingers exactly the same length, her pinkie finger --

      “OH MY GOD!” I gasp, grabbing her hand. “You have an extra finger!” The tiny, slim appendage is attached to the outside of Carol’s pinkie finger, a little fingernail at the tip, hardly larger than the size of half a Tic Tac. It’s a miniature version of a pinkie finger, and it’s adorable.

      A long, aggrieved sigh pours forth from Carol. She’s clearly had to deal with this kind of response her entire life. “Yes.”

      “How did I not know this?”

      Amy gives Carol a knowing look. “Because we’re sworn to secrecy.”

      “Marie is incapable of keeping a secret.”

      “I made her. She pinkie promised,” Carol insists.

      I snort. Can’t help it. If I can’t control my giggles at funerals, I definitely am not mature enough to let that accidental pun escape my inner teen.

      “She really did!” Carol’s indignant now. “When I was five and went off to kindergarten and Mark Rufujian made fun of my finger and nicknamed me Stubbie, I came home and told Mom I wanted to cut off my hand. That was the first time I realized I was really different. Mom was home juggling two little ones and I was insistent. Even went out to Dad’s shed and found a saw.”

      The image of five-year-old Carol holding a handsaw conjures up a few Stephen King movies.

      “She told me we could go to a hospital and a doctor would cut it off. We even went to a few doctors and they carefully explained that they could do the operation, but I might lose movement in my pinkie and ring fingers. I was already playing piano by then, and Dad patiently explained the consequences of the surgery. That night I made them both pinkie swear -- ”

      Snicker.

      Carol glares at me, but continues. “ -- never to talk about it. Amy and Shannon have had it drummed into them since they were little.”

      “But how have I known you all these years and never noticed?” My mind searches through the archives of all my interactions with Carol. “Hey – wait a minute! You wear fingerless gloves all the time.”

      “The Madonna years were good to me.”

      “So you don’t really suffer from constant cold hands?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Jeffrey is a blabbermouth like Marie. How did you keep him quiet?”

      “Bribery,” Amy and Carol say in unison.

      I look at her hand again. It’s not obvious. I can see how she’s hidden it all these years. It’s obscure, yet now that I’ve noticed it, I can’t unsee.

      Can’t stop staring.

      “Do you feel it?”

      “No.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Does it come to life at night while you’re in bed and try to strangle you?” Amy asks.

      Carol shuts her up with pursed lips and a sarcastic, “Where is that lost virginity t-shirt, Amy?”

      Before Amy can cut her sister down, I speak up. “Stubbie, huh?” I can’t help myself. I have to ask.

      “I know ye’re not talking about me,” Hamish says loudly. “Which of yer boyfriends did ye nickname Stubbie?” He says the word with a long O, like “stoobie.”

      A sharp yank on my arm snaps me out of my fascination with Hamish’s mouth, a marvel of nature that really ought to be a crime. Lush lips with a thick beard, groomed into a neat goatee in the off season, the guy exudes sex -- but add in that voice. The way his lip curls when he teases.

      “Hello,” says Andrew, who sees me watching his cousin. He glares at Hamish as he pulls me away, hand going to my ass. “You’re looking at the wrong McCormick.”

      “What?”

      He’s a little rough as his hand slides up my skirt, tickling my thigh. “You made me a promise. Time to fulfill your commitment.” The words comes out in a whisper, hot breath against my neck as he moves in behind me, pressing hard enough for me to feel his erection.

      “My what?” Alcohol and Hamish intoxication leave me a little stupid, I’ll admit, but I like where this is going.

      The spin and kiss catch me off guard, Andrew’s power so strong I drop my empty wine glass, thankful for the thick Persian rug beneath our feet in the hallway. His hold on me is so tight, so passionate. He’s holding me off the ground, arms like banded steel, tongue like hot, molten lava in my mouth, setting me ablaze.

      “Where’s your bedroom?” I gasp, needing him in me, now.

      “Upstairs.” He grabs my hand and pulls me, running, up a set of stairs as a double-spiral staircase unfolds before us, all marble and polished wood. My heels clatter on the stone stairs, the sound like my heartbeat, skipping madly.

      The body memorizes its way when it walks the same paths repeatedly, and Andrew’s body is a machine, knowing exactly where it’s going. Each ankle pivot, every brush of fingers against railings, the final door opening under his hand as I sense it all in one long blur of rush and exhilaration. I’m on my back, a cool comforter greeting the bare backs of my legs, and then Andrew’s kissing every bit of bare skin along my collarbone, his hips between my legs, his shirt unbuttoned, collar dragging against my jaw as he comes in for a real kiss.

      “What’s the hurry?” I finally say through panting breaths, body ready to explode. “We have plenty of time. It’s not like we’re hiding in Declan’s walk-in closet to squeeze in a quickie.”

      “It’s exactly like that. Only better.”

      “Better?”

      “Because you’re about to exorcize all those years of fapping.”

      “Fapping?”

      “Do you have any idea how many times I jerked off in this bed, Amanda?”

      I don’t want to take a black light to this comforter, do I?

      “Is that rhetorical, or are you asking me to compute that number?”

      “Take the teen years, multiply by 365 days, then estimate how many times a day I fantasized about girls...”

      “So a few thousand?”

      “Radical underestimate.”

      “Geez. How often do teen guys masturbate?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “I mean, more than once a day? Isn’t that overkill?”

      “Have you ever been a teen boy?”

      “No.”

      “I can tell. Trust me. Whatever number you’re thinking, multiply it by a factor of five.”

      “You never fantasized about me, though. Not in this bed.”

      “No. Plenty of times in my own bed at my place, but no. Not here.”

      “If you did have a fantasy about me, what would it be?”

      “I can’t pick just one. It would be like choosing a favorite child,” he says, completely serious.

      “I wish I’d known you then,” I say, my bare inner thigh scratching against the wool fabric of his pants, our bodies delightfully inelegant as we make out on top of his bed, disheveled and not caring one whit. Our eyes meet and I brush his hair off his forehead, reading his face. “I wish I’d known you when you were younger.”

      “I was a pompous jerk. You would have hated me.” He props himself up on one hand and looks down at me, face eager and open. “I can’t believe we’re really doing this.”

      “Making out? It’s not exactly novel for us.”

      “Having sex in here. I have a girl in my bed and we’re about to do it.” He bites his lower lip, raises his eyebrows, and does an impressive imitation of a teen boy.

      I laugh so hard I nearly push him off the bed.

      “You’re adorable.”

      “You’re amazing. I wish I’d known you in high school, too.”

      “If you had, you’d have ignored me.”

      “What? No. No way.”

      “You would have been the rich, popular kid. I was a band geek.”

      “Every high school movie starts that way, Amanda.”

      “Oh, I know. Trust me. I’ve memorized every geeky-girl-gets-the-hot-guy movie out there. Sixteen Candles. She’s All That. American Pie. Ten Things I Hate About You. You name it, I’ve seen it, know all the best lines, and I’ve written really melodramatic poetry in a journal somewhere about it. But that’s fantasy. Not reality.”

      He moves against me, our clothes snagging, his shirt riding up, belly touching mine. Andrew is taking his time, the delay intriguingly sublime. We can be naked and making love in seconds, any time we want. Delaying it and opening up to each other about years long gone feels like a new kind of foreplay. “We both have teenagers trapped inside us. All those years of wanting.”

      “It wasn’t about the sex,” I start to explain.

      “It was for me!”

      I chuckle, simultaneously present-day Amanda and transported back in time ten years ago, when I was Mandy. He punctuates his protest by taking my left breast into his mouth, a teasing tweak ending with my moan. There’s no rhyme or reason to any of our movements, no sexual choreography at all. Pure joy and forbidden fruit drive us to touch each other because we can.

      “Both of our fantasies are coming true right now,” I say. “Did you ever imagine you’d find love like we have? Like this?”

      His answer is wordless as he enters me, mouth soft and wet, slow and tantalizing. The juxtaposition of the slowness with his racing heart pressed up against my breast makes this all the sweeter. My nose fills with the faded scent of Drakkar Noir and I’m transported back to my own teen years. So awkward. So needy. So yearning.

      Andrew stops, looking deep into my eyes, studying me as we make love, the power building with each stroke, my thighs tingling as he moves, gripping his hips, widening for him. Having illicit sex, half clothed and skin starved, is its own kind of glory, one I’m finding irresistible.

      “All of my fantasies are coming true every day I spend with you,” he says. “Every damn one. You’re everything I ever hoped for and more.”

      There it is again, that timeless sense I only feel with him. Clothed or naked, angry or happy – it doesn’t matter. Just him. Only Andrew.

      Only us.

      I move against him, arching up, bowing my body to get closer. Our kisses alter course, the rising crest coming soon, Andrew’s breath turning to short groans that impel me to come join him, catch up to the climax so we can share in ecstasy together. What started as an intimate joke, an impish interlude to fulfill a horny teenage boy’s memory has gone deeper, and as I whimper beneath him, struggling not to make too much noise as I come, I bite his shirt collar, tasting salt and, I swear, a little Drakkar Noir.

      “Amanda,” he groans, nose in my hair, strong arms holding him from crushing me, his thick strokes coming in long and hard until he tenses and we both go to a safe place where words aren’t needed, blood pumping hard, nerves tingling until they’re spent. His chest expands as he breathes hard, the buttons pulling against their buttonholes, the stress of his effort coming out in heartbreakingly beautiful ways.

      I kiss his jaw, enjoying his disheveled self above me, brow tight and eyes unfocused as Andrew lets himself be. In my arms, he isn’t a CEO or a son or a brother or a media figure. He’s a half-naked guy who smells incredible, who just kissed every inch of my skin that is bare while we made love in his childhood bed and tipped our hats to his adolescent (wet) dreams.

      And I’m wearing his engagement ring.

      “How was that?” I ask, dragging my fingertip down his jaw, the emerging end-of-day stubble that of a mature man.

      “So much better than humping a hole in a rolled up towel.”

      I whack him on the shoulder. “Oh, you smooth-talking man, you. So glad I can act as an upgrade.”

      “Honesty is the best policy. What did your teenage self think?”

      “My teenage self was more obsessed with being kissed in public and going to prom and dancing than she was with how it would feel to have sex with a guy in his bedroom. But my current self is very pleased.”

      “Current self is the one who matters.” He reaches for my hand and threads our fingers, staring at the stone in my engagement ring. “Soon you’ll have a wedding band next to that.”

      “And you’ll wear one, too,” I remind him.

      He closes his eyes, inhaling slowly, the muscles of his face relaxed. His skin is red, still colored by exertion, and his hair is a mess. “My old room. Feels so weird to be in here and with you at the same time. Good weird, but weird. I half expect my mom to walk in and tell me to do my homework.”

      “You don’t talk about her very much.”

      “That’s because it hurts.”

      I kiss his cheek gently, knowing I can’t say the right words to make any of this better. Silence and presence are more precious. Right now, giving him me is the best I can do.

      A shout, raucous and cheerful, rises up from the party downstairs.

      “We should get back to the gathering.” We peel away from each other, Andrew pivoting to the side of the bed, standing to pull up his pants and tuck in his shirt. I watch him put himself back together again with the same hands that just dismantled me, then I take in the room.

      “Angelina Jolie?” I comment, pointing to a Lara Croft poster.

      “Oh, yeah. Hot as hell when I was a tween. Still is.”

      “That’s your female obsession? A woman with six kids?”

      “She didn’t have six kids when she was Lara Croft, but yeah,” he says softly. “I could handle a woman with lots of kids.”

      “How many is lots?”

      “Six is lots.”

      “You want six kids?”

      “I have two brothers. I’m from a family of three kids. I’d be happy with three or four.”

      I press my hand against my belly, below my navel. “Four?”

      “And a mix of kids. Boys and girls.”

      “Really?”

      “Every guy needs a daughter to spoil. ‘Daddy’s little girl’ and all that.”

      My heart seizes all at once, as if someone reached through my bones with a fishing lure and hooked it with a great big yank. I can’t breathe. How can I breathe when my heart’s been ripped out of my body by words that remind me of what I never had?

      Andrew’s back is to me. He’s tucking in his shirt, chattering away about kids and joking, his voice rising with amusement. He doesn’t know I’m dying, inches away, my throat closed with emotion and fat tears littering the bones of my face, pooling in my ears. A dull pain starts in my gut, rising up until it turns into a loud sound, so hard to push down that nausea is the only way it can settle.

      The pressure is too great. I let out a sob.

      He turns and looks at me, alarm turning his face from the relaxed happiness I was so proud to trigger in him to a horrified worry.

      “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you? Was the sex – did I -- ?”

      “No,” I choke out. “I’m not hurt.”

      “Like hell you’re not. Something is wrong. What is it?” His soothing arms wrap around me. I’m still half dressed, his put-together self a stark contrast to my unkempt appearance.

      “Kids.”

      “You don’t want kids?”

      “I do. Talking about daughters. Daddies and daughters. It made me think,” I say, trying not to cry. “Made me think about my dad.”

      He tenses, then relaxes, shoulders slumping with emotion. “I didn’t even think about what I was saying. I’m so sorry. Of course it would hurt you. Oh, Amanda, I was just thinking about us. Kids. Our kids. Our daughter.”

      “I know.”

      “But it was insensitive.”

      “No, It wasn’t. It hit me in a way I’ve never thought about before. This is the first time I thought about our daughter. Your daughter. That one day, I could have your daughter. And she’d have you for a daddy. She’d be your ‘Daddy’s little girl.’ We’re going to give her something I never had.”

      “We’re going to give our kids many, many things we never had.”

      “Doesn’t every parent say that, though? And then plenty of them fail.”

      “There is no son or daughter that we could ever produce who won’t have me in their life forever.”

      “I know.” I can’t say what comes to mind. I can’t.

      Andrew says it for me.

      “And I’d imagine my mother thought that, too. When she was alive.” His words are devastating. His solar plexus curls in as if he’s punched himself. We both have these unexpected soft spots inside us.

      “How would she have handled our wedding?” I ask on impulse. “If she were alive?”

      “What you’re really asking is how she would have handled Dad.”

      “I guess.”

      “She’d have spent most of her time getting to know Pam and you. Mom had her own social calendar manager. Like an assistant. Joanie would have done most of the legwork and scheduling. And Mom would have told Dad to ‘stop this nonsense’ and go back to doing what he does best.”

      “Being a CEO?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes are troubled. “Maybe that’s part of the problem.”

      “What?”

      “That he’s not CEO of Anterdec anymore. He has too much time on his hands, and more than enough money to get himself in trouble.”

      Muffled giggles outside Andrew’s door makes us both turn and look. Then a thump.

      “Someone’s out there,” I hiss, pulling myself together.

      “So? The door’s locked. And it’s not like we’re going to get grounded or have our phones taken away for doing it.”

      “Would you stop saying ‘doing it’?”

      He grabs my hands, pinning them at my side. “Doing it,” he taunts, rubbing his chin against my neck. “Doing it,” he teases as he lets one hand go and finds my breast. “Doing it -- ”

      “Declan!” That’s Shannon’s voice. It’s followed by a deep moan from a man. The wall shakes, making two framed awards on Andrew’s wall go askew.

      More giggles. More moans. More wall thumps.

      “Oh, for God’s sake!” Andrew groans.

      “Looks like you weren’t the only brother with the whole teenage boy fantasy thing going on. Is that Declan’s bedroom?” I ask, pointing to the wall where the sounds are now coming from.

      “Yeah.” Andrew rolls his eyes as he buttons up his shirt. “But we were first.”

      “It’s not a competition!”

      “Everything is a competition when it comes to Declan. We beat him to it.”

      I am speechless.

      Andrew crosses the room and bangs on the wall. “WE WERE HERE FIRST!” he shouts.

      “What are you doing? Are you crazy?”

      “WE DID IT FIRST! I WIN!”

      Oh, my God.

      A muffled man’s voice comes through the wall.

      “FIRST DOESN’T MATTER! QUALITY DOES!”

      “STOP IT!” Shannon shouts.

      “STOP IT!” I echo.

      Andrew’s ignoring me, staring at the wall.

      And then:

      “No!” Shannon says in a weird voice. “Don’t stop that!”

      “You two. I can’t stand it,” I huff, finishing putting myself together. “I can’t believe you-you-you just announced to the world that we had sex in your bedroom and that you view this as some prize you won in a contest with your brother!”

      “Because it is,” Andrew says slowly, eyes raking over my body. “I won the lottery with you.”

      “You’re a billionaire! You don’t need to win the lottery!”

      “The love lottery.”

      The what?

      “Besides,” he adds, “you do realize everyone knows we have sex. That’s not a secret.”

      “I know they know, but you don’t need to holler about it through the walls! And you definitely don’t need to use it as some sort of demented form of one-upsmanship!”

      More shouts filter through the wall, all Declan.

      “Shhhh,” Andrew says, listening intently.

      “Oh, baby. That’s right,” Declan’s calling out, obviously shouting intentionally so we can hear him. “It’s so big. I know it won’t fit, but you still have to try – OW! Why did you hit me?”

      The sound of feet on the floor and a woman muttering obscenities comes through the wall. Then a door opens. I open Andrew’s bedroom door and peek my head out into the hallway to find a very angry Shannon putting on her shoes.

      Our eyes meet.

      “Men!” we say at the same time.

      “McCormick men,” she elaborates.

      “Amen. I need more wine to deal with this,” I tell her. And with that, we storm off down the staircase, both guys coming out of their rooms, arguing behind us.

      “Are they always going to be like this?” I ask in despair.

      “Yes.” She fluffs her hair and looks at me, biting her lips, trying not to laugh.

      “What have we gotten ourselves into?”

      “Love?” she says, shrugging.

      Yeah.

      That.
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      As we make our way downstairs, I see James and Terry talking with Hamish, who is gesturing wildly with those enormous hands, an empty beer pint punctuating the humor-filled story he’s spinning. The mischievous grin and raised eyebrows make it clear he’s in his element.

      Their conversation halts as James spots us. “Ah, there you are!” James smiles expansively and gestures to Shannon and me. “There’s my daughter-in-law and the spare!”

      “Which one of us is ‘the spare’?” Shannon whispers.

      “Pretty sure that’s me.”

      “Once you’re married to Andrew, we’ll see. James is not exactly fond of me since I sprayed him like a dog when he and my dad got into that fight over Mom.”

      “Remember when the weirdest person in your family was Marie?”

      I get a hard poke in the ribs for that.

      “How goes the wedding planning with Katie?” James asks with a wink. That simple gesture tells me he’s slept with her.

      “We have a meeting scheduled to go over the basics.”

      “The basics? There are no basics with a fifteen-hundred-person wedding involving the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. It’s not as if you’re hiring a cover band from the local honky-tonk and holding a potluck reception!”

      The crowd around him laughs. Shannon and I give him tight smiles and retreat just far enough to find the nearest tray of wine. We each down an entire glass in a series of gulps that make us look like neighborhood kids guzzling from a garden hose in the summer.

      “Besides,” James adds, giving me a wink that has more affect to it than RuPaul’s voice, “I’m certain your mother is enjoying all of the wedding decisions and preparations, like any mother of the bride.”

      I swallow the truth and give a gracious nod. “I’ve asked Shannon to be my matron of honor,” I announce to smiles.

      “Matron,” she says with a laugh. “Makes me feel so old.”

      “You are careening toward thirty,” James announces somberly, as if Shannon’s living on the set of Logan’s Run and she’s about to expire.

      “Might as well apply for AARP now, James,” Shannon replies loudly. A little too loudly.

      “Are you holding the wedding here?” someone asks, saving us whatever comes after that age crack. Shannon hands me another glass of wine. We’re stuck in the lion’s den.

      “Lovely home, James. Would be a perfect setting for a wedding. Really,” Hamish says, giving us nods. The McCormick men are tall, but Hamish towers over them. The crowd has thinned out considerably since Andrew took me on the tour.

      My anxiety level drops. Fewer people I don’t know in a high stakes social environment means better odds of not making a mistake.

      “Glad you like it. Enjoy it while you can, because I’m preparing it for the market.”

      Andrew and Declan are right behind us. Terry’s eyes cut to a spot over his father’s shoulder and I follow his gaze but can’t tell what he’s looking at.

      The three brothers are locked in an emotional Bermuda Triangle, James smack in the middle, as feelings fly through the air silently, like surprise hurricanes.

      “Selling?” Terry inquires.

      “Yes. It’s time. I’ve hung onto the old place for too long.”

      “I assumed you’d keep the house forever.”

      “I did, too,” he says to Andrew. “But times have changed.”

      All three of James’ sons stand there, stunned and silent. I see Andrew’s throat move with a swallow, his breathing steady, hands in his pockets.

      He’s controlling his emotions.

      Declan’s face turns stoic. Only Terry seems able – or willing – to express what he’s feeling.

      “Why didn’t you do it sooner?” he asks James, who seems to be prepared for a scene.

      His shoulders hunch slightly. “Wasn’t ready for the hassle.”

      “Is this connected to the cancer?” Andrew asks.

      “No, son. In fact, my last oncologist visit was good. Never been healthier.” James smirks, the look telling. It’s a combination of social posturing and putting Andrew in his place for daring to bring up a perceived weakness. Pecking orders are strong hierarchies in James’ mind. Medical problems aired in public just won’t do.

      I doubt that he’s “never been healthier,” but I’m not going to open my mouth and say it.

      “Selling,” Declan says, looking around the house with emotion.

      “Oh, please. You boys haven’t been here in years. Why do you care now?”

      Declan looks at him with ice-cold eyes that hold a story his mouth doesn’t have permission to tell.

      “Besides, the market is hot for properties like this. It’ll sell fast and I’ll make a tidy profit.”

      Terry says nothing, staring off into the distance at the bookcase behind James.

      “When does it go on the market?” Andrew asks, blinking rapidly.

      “In a few months. Might not even need to list it. My real estate agent says a few whispers in the right ears could bring in a buyer who will snap it up before it’s even official.”

      “You’ll just live at your place in town? No country estate?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m embracing minimalism.”

      Declan snorts. Shannon catches my eye and frowns. I give her a covert look that says, Get over here. In seconds, she’s holding Declan’s arm, face impassive like his, but I can tell she’s worried about him.

      The emotional subtext between all these McCormick men is thick. This is the part in most families where nostalgia would dominate the conversation. Someone – typically the eldest man – would bring up a memory, holding court over the crowd as the keeper of time. Rapt attention would be given to the story, with each person carrying an internally different version of the memory, but the collective version would also manifest tremendous power.

      James doesn’t do that.

      I’m pretty sure he’s not capable of it.

      Instead, each of them stands there, holding up defenses that force them out of the space inside where their child-selves are stored, where they remember their mother. This house is a repository for all they hold dear about her, a physical, tangible sanctuary where all they touch and see has her DNA on it.

      Aside from the three living men who carry a part of Elena Montgomery McCormick in them, this home is it. As far as I know.

      James isn’t going to be a living paternal museum of love and compassion for them. Might as well ask my father to come back from prison and pick up where he left off, only better.

      “It must have been a hard decision,” Andrew says, clearly struggling to find some way to connect with James’ choice.

      “No. Not at all. I’m like you.”

      That makes Andrew tense.

      “Making the decision was easy. I know it in my gut. Shedding this place will feel good.”

      Declan turns on his heel and leaves without saying a word, Shannon right behind him.

      “Another drink?” I ask Andrew as James spots someone in the crowd and goes off to chat, abandoning Terry.

      “I need an entire bottle.”

      More guests leave in dribs and drabs, James acting as host and giving his goodnights. Marie and Amy left a while ago, quietly ghosting while Shannon and I were upstairs being unwittingly used in a competitive sex-off.

      “You ready to go?” I can tell Andrew’s being polite. James’ announcement about the house has him reeling.

      “Sure.” I know him well enough to stay quiet. When he’s ready, he’ll turn to me and talk. “Thank you,” I add.

      “For what?” We wave to James as we exit, so casual, so cold. If we were at Jason and Marie’s or my mom’s house for an event, leaving without an exit hug would be considered tantamount to spitting in their faces.

      James just waves back.

      Andrew doesn’t even have to ask; the valet recognizes him and begins the car retrieval process while we wait. It’s cold enough outside that you can see your breath. As I exhale, the space between us fills with my tension, evaporating in the still, dark night.

      The valet pulls Andrew’s Tesla around to the front of the house and we get in. As I idly wonder where the hell they’re parking all these guests’ cars in the middle of nowhere, I realize we’re not moving. Andrew is in the driver’s seat, leaning forward, peering out the windshield at something off to the left.

      He kills the engine and starts to get out.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Look at the treehouse.”

      In the dark, finding a wooden structure ten feet in the air in the woods is harder than you would think, until I realize there’s a blue-light glow coming from a tiny square opening. Someone’s in the treehouse, looking at a phone screen.

      Andrew uses the flashlight app on his phone and shines it toward the light.

      Declan’s face appears in the treehouse window, his hair a complete mess, face wide with a grin.

      Shannon appears in the corner, hair wild and tangled around her face, lipstick smeared.

      “You had sex in the treehouse?” Andrew booms. I look around, grateful all the other guests are gone. Only Terry’s car, an out-of-place Subaru, sits in the driveway, the valet waiting for him.

      “Oh, my God,” I mutter. “It’s like people on the internet who post ‘first!’ in comment threads.”

      No. It’s worse. These guys are like unneutered male cats, marking territory.

      And I’m about to marry one of them.

      As Declan and Shannon scramble out of the treehouse and down the ladder, Andrew plants his hands on his hips and starts pacing. He’s eyeing the garage with a fierce intensity that scares me. My thighs close instinctively.

      Terry appears behind us, his deep voice chuckling. “Amateur,” he mutters.

      Andrew whips around to look at him. “What?”

      “You two,” Terry says, shaking his head. “Trying to outsex each other?”

      “No,” I say in an acid tone. “They’re trying to be first. Declan and Shannon got to the treehouse first. Andrew and I beat Shannon and Declan when it came to having sex in their teenage bedrooms. You know.”

      One side of his mouth quirks up. “Oh, yeah. I know.” He walks away, whistling, as he approaches his car. Declan and Shannon join us, laughing.

      “I know,” Terry calls out over his shoulder, “because I beat you all to it, long, long ago.”

      Declan’s grin vanishes. “What?”

      “Every room in the house. Mom and Dad’s bed. The poolhouse. The treehouse. The garage. All the cars. Even the big old double oak tree down the hill by the creek. And a word of warning: there’s poison ivy on that fucker. Watch out.” He reaches behind himself and touches his ass.

      He takes his car keys from the valet, climbs in the driver’s side, and waves through the open window as he slowly drives away, grinning madly.

      Declan flips him the bird.

      “Son of a bitch,” Andrew mutters. “Beaten by the brother who doesn’t care.”

      Shannon and I burst out laughing.

      “I’m still CEO!” Andrew shouts at no one and everyone.

      Dec gives him a thumbs-up. “So am I, little bro. So am I.”

      Their eyes drift to the red taillights of Terry’s receding car.

      They just sigh.
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      “Tell me again why we are in a store that smells like my parents’ basement and why the men working here look like character actors who keep playing the same alien probe victim over and over on TLC specials?” Shannon’s nose wrinkles, folding like origami.

      I’ve invited her to go out to lunch and help me shop for Andrew’s wedding present. Squeezing this in between a redesign at their flagship stores in the Seaport District and Las Vegas, Shannon’s losing crucial business development time.

      I appreciate having an entire day of her attention just for us. We used to spend entire weekends finding ways to keep ourselves from being bored. Who would have ever guessed back then that there would be a time when we could go an entire month without spending a single minute together?

      “We’re in a record store, Shannon.” I inhale slowly and the same scent she’s complaining about fills me with a sense of excited potential.

      “Exactly.” Her nose wrinkles again. Origami of judgment. I half expect to hear her tell me to stop making fetch happen. She gives me major side-eye. “The man working behind the counter looks like every guy you dated in college.”

      “Does not!”

      “Flannel shirt? Check. Worn t-shirt hem? Check. Scruffy beard? Check. Smells like Mountain Dew dried on a pizza that got rolled around in wood stove ashes with an onion? Check.”

      I try to object but damn. She’s right.

      “Can’t you just buy your old-fashioned vinyl records the way everyone else does?” She whines, sounding exactly like Marie when Jason told her she couldn’t go on Shannon and Declan’s honeymoon.

      “Like how?”

      “Like never. Might as well buy eight-track tapes!”

      “Thanks for the reminder. I need to find something fun for James, too.”

      “Whoosh!” Her flattened hand sails over the crown of her head.

      “What was that?”

      “The sound of you falling into a chasm.”

      “What chasm?”

      “The sar-chasm.”

      “Quit your bitching. I have two words for you: Strawberry Shortcake. I’ve seen you rip out a fifth-grader’s hair at a flea market to get a Huckleberry Pie hat.”

      “We were kids!”

      “You did that when you were seventeen. You made me go to an early cosplay convention dressed as Blueberry Muffin!”

      “No one made you. And you ended up making out with a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle behind the custom-painted Lord of the Rings figurine booth.”

      “Rafael.” I can’t help but sigh. “He was the first guy I ever kissed who didn’t have braces. Who knew teeth could be so smooth?”

      “Glad to hear his teeth were, because he sure wasn’t. Kept screaming ‘Turtle Power!’ while you were making out.” Her entire body jolts suddenly, reeling back and banging into me. “Oh my God, was that a rat?” She looks down at the dirty concrete floor and stifles a scream.

      “Maybe Splinter is here.”

      The long-haired clerk, up to this point ignoring us with his head bent down, reading what looks like the graphic novel Maus, perks up at the mention. “You here for TMNT merchandise?”

      “No. Looking for the first pressing of Yes’s Fragile.”

      His eyebrows shoot up, no small feat given that they look like brown Hostess Snowballs attached to his eyelids. “The 1971 version? The single or the album?”

      “Album.”

      “Do you care which country?”

      I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. An autographed one would be best, but I know that’s like chasing a rainbow.”

      “That’s gonna cost you. Three hundred plus for a first pressing, but an autographed one?” He makes a strange hissing sound, as if his brain can’t contain the computations and guesstimates he’s trying to do, so it comes out through his mouth.

      “Price isn’t an issue,” I say without even thinking about it. Andrew says this all the time, generally with an annoyed frown, when he’s driven to get what he wants. I’m working on acquiring the same breezy approach. It really isn’t about the money.

      It’s about getting what I want.

      The way the clerk reacts reminds me how much my life has changed in such a short time.

      “Must be nice,” he mutters, coming around the counter, eyeing us appreciatively. We’re not being ogled. He’s trying to figure out how we can make a declarative statement about money not being a factor.

      Because let’s face it – no one in our economic class does that. No one. People don’t waltz into stores like this and say what I just said. I made myself an outsider, the “other,” the second I told him that money isn’t an object.

      I am now different.

      Shannon and I have jumped class. Is that the right phrase? People lose economic standing all the time. Job loss, addiction, divorce, a super-risky investment gone bad.

      But in the middle class, money is glue. We think about it constantly. Talk about it more than any other topic, really. Stop for a second and reflect on the last conversation you had at home, or your Mom’s house, or at a friend’s place, all in a group around the kitchen table, drinking coffee or tea.

      Money came up, right? A lot.

      Andrew cleared out every penny of debt I owe with about an hour of his executive assistant’s time. I argued, but when he laid out how small my cumulative debt was to him – no matter how big that number felt to me – it forced me to have a financial ‘come to Jesus’ moment.

      And now I’m standing in front of a guy who could be an extra in a Kevin Smith film as he rifles through a display of scarred and battered vinyl record cases covered in plastic sleeves, trying to find a 33 with music I could easily download off iTunes in three seconds.

      But that’s not what I want.

      “We have a reprint. Plenty of them. But we definitely don’t have that original in stock. I can do a special custom order for it, though,” he says, offering me his hand. “I’m Brady.”

      Shannon looks him up and down. The guy is big and burly, like a bear in human form, but young. He can’t be more than twenty, but with a very full beard.

      “Amanda.”

      “Are you working?” he asks, still trying to figure us out.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Is this something your boss wants?”

      Shannon’s expression goes from neutral to WTF?

      “My boss?”

      “That album is going to cost you close to a grand,” he declares.

      “Right.” I’ve done my research. Three hundred to a thousand dollars is the rough range for what I want. Getting a first pressing with signatures from all of the band members is like finding a needle in a haystack. I expect to pay through the nose.

      Andrew’s reaction will be worth it. What do you buy for the man who can buy himself anything he wants? Something no one else has.

      A low-grade discomfort fills Brady’s big, soft eyes as he realizes he’s completely misjudged me. “Okay. Cool.” He covers for it with a long series of nods and a slow, controlled sigh. “You want me to put out feelers?”

      “Feelers?”

      “I can put out a call to other dealers and ask around. Or you can keep going to stores like this and search on your own.” His shrug makes it clear he doesn’t think that’s the best approach.

      “I’ve looked on eBay and called a few places.”

      “You mean we could have just called and not subjected ourselves to this odor?” Shannon says, grumbling. She peers at a shelf, her eyes going wide. “Ooo, I haven’t seen a Tamagotchi in ages!”

      Squeals follow.

      Brady and I share our contempt through eyebrow semaphore.

      “If I find one, I can call you. If I don’t, then I have new info in case someone ever wants to buy the same album. It’s pretty rare. Ever since Squire died, we’ve seen more interest in it. Like Bowie.”

      “Like Bowie?”

      Brady seems to have an entire language made up of nothing but shrugs. This one is more sheepish. “After Bowie died, everyone wanted Bowie stuff. You should see the price of Labyrinth merchandise now. It’s insane.”

      “Maybe we should start stocking up on death pool merchandise,” Shannon jokes. “As a form of investment.”

      One shoulder goes up as Brady peers at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Like, Betty White is in every death pool these days. Any celebrity or musician who might die soon – just go out and buy their merchandise now while it’s still cheap, then wait.”

      “That’s really morbid,” I say.

      “That’s really smart!” Brady exclaims.

      “Just don’t bother with Keith Richards merchandise,” I add. “Because he’ll outlive us all.”

      “My mom is going to wonder why I’m using her credit card to buy Golden Girls memorabilia,” Brady ponders as he walks back around the counter and grabs a good old-fashioned pad of paper and a pen.

      “Maybe she’ll assume it’s a fetish,” Shannon jokes.

      He takes that at face value. “I saw a sub-reddit for that once. Betty White F/F Golden Girls fanfic. Epic shit in there.”

      Shannon looks at me and mouths, Get me out of here.

      I give Brady my contact info and thank him. As we leave, Shannon whispers, “He’s going to make a rag doll out of pieces of your body and a Betty White blow up doll.”

      “Impossible.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “No, I mean literally impossible. You can’t cut into a blow up doll and use pieces of it in place of body parts.”

      “Sometimes you’re just like your mother. So literal.”

      “And sometimes you’re just like your mother.”

      Shannon comes to a grinding halt on the pavement, right in front of a street performer who is playing Bruno Mars on a broken plastic recorder and a scarred five-gallon drum. “You take that back.”

      “No.”

      “I’m nothing like my mother.”

      “Why does everyone think that’s an insult?”

      “Have you met my mother?”

      “Of course I have. C’mon, Shannon. Marie’s not that bad. You know she’s not. Everyone makes all these jokes about how awful she is, but she helped you with your wedding, threw herself into it, was a great mother who was really invested in experiencing the wedding planning and the joy of preparing you for a new life with Declan.”

      Shannon’s looking at me like she looked at Brady a few moments earlier. My heart rate soars and my throat tightens. I can’t control whatever’s taking me over, and after about three seconds I give into it, letting emotion wash over me, unraveling on the spot.

      “And I think Marie is highly underrated! She’s so dynamic and sweet and yes, she overshares and can be a bit domineering in her own way, but you know she loves you no matter what and she cares and she’s not this completely weird mother talking about walrus tusks and penis size or how bees lose their penis or whale sperm ratios and salinity. Your mom doesn’t calculate the risk of death every single time she steps on an escalator, or remind you that when you touch a doorknob your chance of touching some E. coli is fifty percent.”

      “You have a really short memory, Amanda.”

      “What?”

      “I had to escape my own wedding in a borrowed helicopter. Declan had to lie to my mother and pretend that the president of the United States was attending our wedding in order to get the hell away from her craziness. She invited Jessica Coffin to my wedding. On my first date with Declan, she told him about my lice and prom.”

      “Never a dull moment with your mom.”

      “I’d trade crazy for dull any day.”

      We stare at each other, hard.

      “If you bring up lice around my mother, she’ll tell you that the average adult louse is capable of laying four eggs per day and about ninety in her lifetime.”

      Shannon starts laughing.

      “I’m not kidding. She once calculated the chance of getting head lice in a school nurse’s office for some liability insurance project. For a month, all she talked about was nits and nymphs and the claws on head lice. When she got into a discussion of crabs, I had to draw the line. Mom can’t talk about sex without practically fainting, but give her a project with pubic lice and actuary tables and she turns into a talk show host.”

      “Pam’s endearing. But she’s always been kind of...” As she bites her lower lip, Shannon’s eyebrows turn down. I know she’s struggling to find the right words.

      “Detached?”

      “No! No. Pam’s loving and warm. It’s just...I don’t know.”

      “Every time I ask her about wedding details, she tells me she doesn’t care. That I should do whatever makes me happy.”

      “And you’re complaining?”

      “Yes! Just because my experience is different from yours doesn’t mean I can’t vent!”

      “Okay. That’s fair.”

      “Thank you!”

      “But you definitely got the saner mom.”

      “That I agree with.”

      We walk past an Ethiopian restaurant, the aroma of curries making my stomach growl.

      Ten minutes later, we’re seated in front of a wicker table with spiced coffee, waiting for injera and cooked goat.

      “How’s Grind It Fresh! going?” I ask, using the question as an inroad into my real inquiry.

      “It’s going great! We’re opening more stores everywhere, and we have a solid human resources team in place. Pretty soon we’ll shift dairy suppliers to smaller Vermont and Maine farms. But that’s not what you’re really asking me, is it?”

      “What?”

      “You want to know something about Declan and me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t even try to hide it. Spill your guts.”

      “Andrew’s making me accept all kinds of money.”

      “Yeah.” She leans in. “Declan makes me take something like that, too.”

      “And it makes me feel like I’m beholden to James.”

      “Whoa.”

      “You don’t feel the same way?”

      “No. Why would I?”

      “Because he’s the one who created the company.”

      “If you want to feel beholden to someone, feel it toward their mother. Elena’s money is what helped James get Anterdec from a small local real estate company to the massive enterprise it’s become.”

      “Oh.”

      “But why do you need to feel beholden to anyone?”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “When we were in Vegas and the guys were showering us with gifts, you didn’t have a problem with it. In fact, you loved it. Ate it up. What’s changed?”

      “There’s a big difference between being given a necklace or a Fair Trade coffee farm vs. this!”

      “Not to them. There isn’t a difference.” Shannon’s eyes go soft. “Mom and Dad finally let Declan help them out.”

      “Andrew wants to pay off Mom’s mortgage.”

      “Listen to us. Are we complaining? Do you know how many women would kill to be in our position?”

      “I’m not complaining!”

      Shannon gives me the stink eye.

      “I’m not! Really.”

      “Yes, you are. And it’s okay. You can complain. Just because we’re marrying into unbelievably abundant circumstances doesn’t mean our problems go away.”

      “Exactly.” I let out a long breath. “That is the problem.”

      “That we still...have problems?”

      “That we’re expected to keep our mouths shut and be happy because we have all this.”

      “You feel that way?”

      “Shannon, we can’t exactly go into work and stand around the coffee counter bitching about our twenty grand a month, can we?” I pick that number out of the air as a joke.

      “Twenty-five,” Shannon says softly. “When Declan found out Sterling had set you up, too, he raised my allotment.”

      I just stare at her. “Who is Sterling? And I was kidding. It’s not like Andrew’s going to -- hey. Wait a minute.”

      Her hands fly to her mouth, covering it. “Never mind. You’ll find out soon.”

      “Shannon.” I resort to my threatening voice, the one I used to pull out when she wouldn’t give me a fair turn with the nail polish drying machine when we were kids.

      She throws her hands up. “What? It’s not my fault. Declan has to beat his brother at everything! You’ll see. Sterling, Vegas, sex...”

      Still stuck on the mysterious Sterling, I mutter, “It really is in their DNA, isn’t it?”

      “Except for Terry. Skipped him.”

      “What’s his deal? I know the basics of the back story, but why isn’t he part of Anterdec?”

      “Because he’s smart?”

      “Seriously.”

      “He and James had it out right after Elena died. James blamed Declan.” A shadow fills her eyes. “It wasn’t pretty. Apparently, Terry stepped in to protect Declan.”

      “Protect? As in physically protect?”

      A sad gravity fills her. It weighs me down, pulling me into the orbit of memory. She doesn’t have to elaborate. Poor Declan. I know the story, but I feel like there are elusive pieces missing. “Terry was being groomed for CEO. Dec says he’s smarter than all of them put together. Does Andrew say that?”

      I shake my head. “He doesn’t talk about him much.”

      “Terry ditched everything. Lives entirely off his mother’s family trust. Which Declan considers to be a form of poverty.” She rolls her eyes. “It’s more than twice what my mom and dad make combined.”

      “Yeah. I know. Their sense of financial proportion is a bit skewed, isn’t it?”

      “That’s like saying Josh is a little bit gay.”

      “Speaking of Josh, he’s become a tugger. Told me the other day after I was on the elevator with him at work and when he shifted his weight, a long piece of elastic attached to a bell fell out of his pants leg.”

      My sentence hangs in the air as the server delivers an enormous plate, round and loaded with overlapping injera pancakes topped with salad, potatoes and carrots, lentil dishes, and spiced goat. We wash our hands with hot, wet cloths and dig in.

      With our hands.

      “Did you say ‘tugger’?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do I really want to know? Is this some kinky sex thing? Elastic and bells? What would a man do with a bell?”

      I have to finish my mouthful of food. The seconds tick by, Shannon’s face growing increasingly weirded out.

      “Yes,” I finally say. “Sort of. He wants to restore his foreskin.”

      “Because...?”

      “Because he’s Josh.”

      “And you know this because you’ve seen his penis?”

      “No!” I shudder. “Hell, no. Geez, Shannon. I am eating. Do you mind?” My stomach flip-flops.

      “Then how does he restore it?”

      “By tugging. Literally stretching the tiny bit left after being circumcised, until it covers, you know...”

      “The mushroom cap?”

      At that exact moment, the server delivers a steaming bowl of – you guessed it.

      “Ingudai tibs!” she announces. Normally, the dish made with berbere spices, mushrooms, tomatoes, green pepper, and red onions makes my mouth water.

      Right now? Not so much.

      We thank the server. Shannon plucks a big, fat mushroom out of the bowl and pops it in her mouth, eyes on me the whole time.

      “You’re sick, Shannon.”

      “What? You’re the one telling me about how Josh is trying to do the impossible. How does that piece of skin stretch?”

      “I don’t know how. I’m still traumatized by hearing the what.”

      Having been raised by Marie, who openly discusses her DivaCup usage at the breakfast table, nothing fazes Shannon. She picks up a juicy, flat slice of beef and asks, “How do you restore something that was cut off? Are foreskins like lizard tails?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know, lizard tails. You cut them off and they regrow?”

      “Now I’ll never be able to look at a penis without thinking about lizard tails. Thanks. And you sound like my mother again.”

      “Your mother would know the biological term for lizard tail loss, the exact number of days it takes to regenerate a tail, and could describe the statistical certainty of whether a lizard will lose its tail in a hailstorm in Costa Rica in January.”

      “Meanwhile, your mother would tell us all about how you can buy dried-up lizard tails at some local Reiki center and turn them into a cream that enhances your sex life.”

      Shannon covers her ears. “STOP!”

      “Sorry.” But I’m not wrong.

      “How did we get to this point?” she asks, wistful. “My mom is finally calming down. Yours barely has a pulse when it comes to the wedding. Mine was so invested, she might as well have been a hookworm.”

      “And then there’s Katie the wedding planner.”

      “Katie Gallagher? She was so nice. Mom wouldn’t let her do anything for our wedding.”

      “Well, it’s the opposite for me. Katie’s done everything. James rubber stamps whatever she plans.”

      “You’re in charge. Stop her.”

      “I haven’t even met with her yet!”

      “When you do, just calmly inform her that your future husband, the CEO of the company that pays her salary, doesn’t like whatever it is you don’t like. Turn Andrew into the bad guy.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Will he care?”

      I think about that for a minute. “No.”

      “Then what’s the harm?”

      I peer at her. “You’re good. A schemer. You’re much smoother about it now.”

      “I have to be. Look at the family I married into.”

      I pat her hand. “You were my wife long before you were Declan’s. I’ll always be your first spouse.” A slow lean toward her ends with a kiss on the cheek that makes her snort.

      “Pretending to be your wife for that credit union mystery shop way back when isn’t exactly one of the highlights of my life,” Shannon says drolly, but her twitching lips contradict those words.

      “Sure it was! We make a good lesbian couple.”

      “You’re a better friend than a lover.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I don’t. And don’t want to know. I’m perfectly happy assuming.”

      A memory from one of the earlier meetings with Andrew and Declan at Anterdec hits me. “Remember when Declan thought you were using him to get the account? When Jessica Coffin spread all those rumors that you were gay and just using him to get Anterdec to award a four million dollar project to our company?”

      Her look could make orchids wither. “You don’t forget that kind of humiliation.”

      “Andrew asked me back then, repeatedly, if I was really gay.”

      “And?”

      I choke on my water. “And what?”

      She’s lucky were best friends, because I’m this close to beating her with with my phone as she cackles.

      “At least I never slept with Steve Raleigh,” I toss off, expecting her to laugh.

      “Consider yourself lucky. Now that I’ve slept with Declan a thousand times or so, I realize what an idiot I was for settling. Remember the Hentai obsession? The tentacle erotica? The socks during sex?”

      “No. I don’t remember any of that because I never had sex with Steve.”

      “But I told you all about it!”

      “And I systematically repressed every detail.”

      “At least when Declan looks at porn it involves humans,” Shannon adds as an afterthought.

      “TMI!” I protest.

      She gives me a patented Marie look. Eep.

      “We’re adults. Look at us adulting,” I observe, changing the subject. I love Shannon dearly, but in order to ever look Declan in the eye again, this conversation must stop.

      “If this is adulthood, I was in a rush for nothing.”

      “But we got really great guys, didn’t we?” Emotion makes me take a deep breath. Real life has turned out to be so much better than teenage fantasy. How many people can say that?

      “Yeah. We did,” she agrees. Her eyes catch mine, and I see a flicker of worry in them. “Is Andrew really as comfortable about his wasp allergy as he seems? He’s going out in public during the day more and more?”

      “Yes. You can stop making vampire jokes about him.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Glad you and Declan can stop mocking him?” Andrew’s anaphylactic wasp allergy is a longstanding source of emotional pain for the entire family, but for Declan and Andrew especially. Both Andrew and their mother were stung repeatedly at the same time and their mother died, insisting Declan save Andrew with their only EpiPen.

      Until he met me, Andrew lived a climate-controlled life that left no room for warmth and sunlight. Does that sound melodramatic? I don’t care.

      It’s true.

      “I’m glad he’s worked so hard to be more normal.”

      I snort. “ ‘Normal,’ is never going to apply to any McCormick.”

      “I’m a McCormick now. And you’re about to be one, too.”

      “And we’re about to become sisters-in-law.”

      “Our kids will be cousins!” Shannon gasps. “All our fifth-grade fantasies have come true! Remember how we schemed and hoped one of us had a secret brother so the other could marry him and we’d be sisters-in-law?”

      “You were going to have a four-bedroom house, a dog named Spunky, and your husband would be a pilot.”

      “You really do remember!” She tilts her head. “You and Andrew are planning on kids, right?”

      “Of course! He wants four.”

      “Four!”

      “What about you guys?”

      “We’re starting with two. One at a time, hopefully. And we’ll go from there.”

      Profound emotion passes between us, the moment one of those rare times in a long friendship where you feel like a new chapter is starting. I reach across the table for her hand and she smiles.

      Our smiles disappear at the exact same time, as if we’re reading each other’s minds.

      “We’re in trouble,” she moans. “Those men! You know how they are.”

      “I know. You want two. Andrew wants four.”

      “And if you have four, Declan will want five!”

      “And if you have five, Andrew will want six!”

      Pinkies engaged, we lean across the table, knuckles locked.

      “No baby arms race,” Shannon says. “Swear?”

      “Swear.”

      “They’ll wear us down. We have to stay strong.”

      “Even if it means celibacy.”

      Her hand retreats, fast. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Maybe we don’t need to be that draconian. But I am not turning into a baby machine because Andrew has this bizarre competitive streak.”

      “You think Andrew’s bizarre? I had sex in a treehouse. In winter! Just to prove a point for Declan!”

      “How did two girls from Mendon end up married to billionaire brothers from Weston and Milton Academy and Harvard?” I ask with a laugh. “Remember that meeting at Anterdec when Hot Guy met Toilet Girl?”

      “That’s when Andrew met your rack for the first time,” she reminds me, batting her eyelashes while overstaring at my cleavage.

      “He was pretty obvious, huh? Pretty sure it took about ten more minutes for his eyes to realize there was a face attached to these girls.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s not just with you for the boobs.”

      “Well, we’ll see. Plenty of marriages have lasted based on less. But would you have ever guessed we’d be living like this?”

      “It’s my fault,” Shannon says with a pretend apologetic tone.

      “Dropping your phone in the toilet was genius.”

      “It wasn’t exactly planned.”

      “I know. Your klutzdom finally paid off.”

      “Big time. Literally.” The server delivers the check. Shannon pulls out a black credit card, slides it in the check case, and hands it back.

      “Literally,” I say softly. “Shannon, you didn’t even look at the total. And was that an American Express Black card?”

      “Yeah. Declan said it comes with the best concierge services in the industry.”

      “How long did it take you to understand what that meant?”

      “What what means?”

      “The billionaire’s version of concierge service.”

      She starts giggling. “You, too?”

      “They have someone do everything for them. Everything! When we used to do hotel mystery shops, remember how we used concierge services? It was just to ask for some drugstore medication, or tickets to a local show.”

      Shannon smiles. “There’s a secret 1-800 number I can call to get anything I want. Orchestra tickets to a Hamilton show that has been sold out for a year? Done. Birth control pills delivered to my hotel room after a courier service lost my luggage? Done.”

      “Nice. If I get that card, can they plan my wedding for me?”

      “Declan says they’ll do damn near anything.”

      “What about helping me find a rare Yes album?”

      Shannon faceplates herself. “Oh, my God! Why didn’t I think of that? We could have escaped that pathetic junk store and my lungs wouldn’t be seared shut by the scent of 1977 trapped on comic book pages.”

      Overdramatic much? I change the subject and ask, “Can they make my mother care?”

      I get a sympathetic look.

      “None of this wedding planning is fun. Not one bit. When does it become fun?” I ask Shannon.

      “Never.”

      “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine?”

      “Friendship means telling you the truth.”

      “Could you be a slightly less-good friend for a little bit?” I take a sip of strong coffee. “It’s got to be fun on the honeymoon at least. Right?”

      She squirms in her chair. “Hate to burst your bubble, but no.”

      “Oh, come on! That’s supposed to be the best part! The payoff after all this wedding-planning suffering better be a week or more alone with Andrew, having lots of sex!”

      “Just don’t go anywhere tropical.”

      “What?”

      “And whatever you do, don’t have sex outside. Trust me.”

      “You’ve just removed two of the best parts of any vacation.” Much less a honeymoon.

      “I speak the truth.”

      “What did happen on your honeymoon?”

      She presses her lips into a thin, white line and shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Friendship means telling the truth,” I repeat back to her, mimicking her earlier tone. “Now you’re holding out on me?”

      “I pinkie promised.”

      “Pinkie promised what?”

      “Dec and I pinkie swore never to talk about what happened on our honeymoon.”

      “Oh.” It’s clear she expects me to accept this fully.

      “You understand.”

      “Sure. I do. Of course,” I say in a soothing tone. I finish my tiny cup of spiced espresso, set it down gently on the saucer, and lean in. “And if we were twelve years old, that would work. Come on!” My eyebrows go way up. They have to in order to get above the load of manure she’s piling on here.

      Squirming again, she crosses and recrosses her legs twice.

      “Do you need to go to the bathroom?”

      She gives me a puzzled look. “No. Why?”

      “Why are you so wiggly?”

      “Post traumatic stress disorder,” she mumbles.

      “Who gets PTSD on their honeymoon?”

      She points to herself.

      “Shannon, none of this is normal.”

      “Is any part of my life normal?”

      She’s got me there.

      Click! Flash!

      “Oh no,” I groan.

      Shannon grabs a menu and uses it to cover her face. “Here!” She thrusts one at me. “Look away from the main window.”

      “Why are they doing this?”

      “Blame James.”

      “But I’m nobody!” I wail.

      “Not anymore, sweetie. You’re important now.”

      “Not in my own right!”

      “It’s hard. I know.” She covers my hand with hers. “If anyone understands, it’s me.”

      One of the Anterdec drivers, Lance, appears outside the store, trying to block the photographers. Shannon’s phone buzzes. She looks at it and stands, slinging her purse over her shoulder.

      “Back door,” she says, just as the waiter returns with the check folder. “Lance says the car’s out back with one of the new drivers.” Scribbling madly, she writes in a tip and her signature, then grabs my hand.

      Threading our way between shelves filled with flour and produce boxes of carrots, cabbages, and tomatoes, we find ourselves in the kitchen, which reeks of curry and bleach.

      The back door opens and José is there, waiting for us, face in a scowl as he scans the alley. We’re in the back of a black SUV in seconds, doors auto-locking as he backs up and makes a right-hand turn away from the block of restaurants and stores. Soon, the scenery outside is a blur of converted homes turned into condominiums on tree-lined side streets, the spaces between roads dotted here and there by small parks devoid of children during the school day.

      “I hate this,” I say with far more emotion than I ever use when it happens with Andrew. “Hate it!”

      “So do I,” she says tersely, mouth set in anger.

      “Andrew says it’s just part of life.”

      “Declan does, too.”

      “It’s gotten so much worse, though! Ever since your wedding, especially.”

      “The guys need to confront James. Call him off,” Shannon says.

      “They have. He’s being an asshole about it. It’s pretty clear he thinks all this publicity is good for Anterdec.”

      “He isn’t even CEO anymore,” Shannon muses. “Why is he doing that?”

      “Andrew thinks it’s because he isn’t CEO. That he’s bored and needs something to do.”

      “I thought he was doing Becky.”

      We both snort.

      It’s a relief to talk openly about the paparazzi problem. Yet another event interrupted by those picture chasers. Yet another day ending with me stressed out and angry. Who can I turn to? None of my other friends live a life like this. Not only has my entire life changed because I fell in love – which I expected – but my external world has changed, too.

      Again, that’s to be expected. You don’t date and marry a billionaire without major changes in your physical world.

      But the isolation is the part I didn’t count on. How could anyone else understand? The rare times I’ve sent out trial balloons at work about some issue, the resounding reply is a sour “Must be nice.” People act like I don’t have the right to complain if what I’m complaining about involves money or success they don’t have.

      The problem doesn’t go away because it has zeros attached to it.

      We reach Shannon’s apartment building first, José winding down into the private parking spot assigned to her and Declan.

      “You coming in?”

      I look at my phone. “Andrew’s home tonight.”

      “A rarity!”

      “Yeah. He flies out tomorrow for Chicago, then back late Friday night.”

      “And Saturday night we’re having dinner at your mom’s, right?”

      I grin. “That’s right! That should be fun.”

      “A quiet night. No photographers. No restaurants. No charity event where you wear a ball gown and enough Spanx to turn yourself into a human slingshot.”

      “You make Mom’s place sound so glamorous.”

      “In a life of too much glamour, Pam’s house feels like a refuge.”

      So does spending time with Shannon.
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      Andrew pulls into my mom’s driveway and proceeds slowly, parking the Tesla next to Declan’s Turdmobile.

      Okay, okay, it’s technically a coffee bean on top of the car, but no amount of saying that changes the fact that the little compact looks like God himself drank too many espressos on an empty stomach and needed a bathroom run.

      The interior light is on and I can see Declan leaning toward Shannon, bringing their clasped hands to his mouth and kissing the back of her fingers. It’s sweet and makes my heart grow a little. None of the jealousy I felt once is there. Not even a tiny iota.

      As Andrew kills the engine, I turn to him with a big grin.

      “Why so happy?”

      “Because I’m with you.” The car smells like leather and spicy Asian food. A flat box filled with bags of noodles, chicken skewers, and soup containers fills the backseat. We eat at Mom’s about once a week, and this time Mom invited Declan and Shannon to join us, too.

      Which means instead of ordering enough for an army, Mom doubled everything. She’ll be munching on spring rolls for the next week.

      Andrew turns in his seat. We’re in the dark. Outside, I can hear a car door open, then the sound of another. Footsteps. It’s all background sound because Andrew’s hand goes to my jaw, then his lips touch mine in a kiss of tender acknowledgment. He’s solidifying my happiness. Tasting it.

      Sharing it.

      Shannon and Declan close their car doors and suddenly, mid-kiss, I hear tap tap tap.

      “Get a room,” Declan says in his best get-offa-my-lawn cranky old man voice.

      Andrew ignores him. “You know, we’ve never made out in a car before.”

      “Yes, I have.”

      He clears his throat. “Not with me.”

      The spell is broken. Oops.

      He turns away, opens his door, then closes it, opening the back door and retrieving the box of takeout.

      “What’s that?” Dec asks. He’s holding two bottles of wine in gift bags. Nice.

      “Dinner.”

      “Pam doesn’t cook a big meal?”

      I bark out a laugh before I can stop myself, surprised by Declan’s question. My mother doesn’t cook. She brews coffee, microwaves frozen dinners, and makes any food product that comes in a shelf-stable box with a seasoning packet or cheese powder. If the zombie apocalypse hits Mom’s house, we’re better off than all the organic-eating neighbors whose food will rot in days, while my Mom’s trips to Costco mean we’ll be sodium-bloated but well caloried.

      Andrew chuckles with me. “Ah, no. We grab Thai or Chinese or Indian.”

      Declan’s eyebrows go up as he props the front door open and waves us in. “No five-course meal where you have to suffer for nine hours while your mother-in-law describes every detail of how you fry onions or brown butter? No dishes to wash afterwards?”

      “You wash dishes?” Andrew stops short, looking at Declan like he just admitted he washes the feet of homeless men on the street as a form of piety.

      “Hell, no. I slip Jeffrey a five and convince him to do it.” Jeffrey is Shannon’s nephew.

      “He only charges you five bucks?”

      “Pretty sure he turns around and pays Tyler three to do it for him.”

      “You leave a ten- and seven-year-old in charge of family dinner dishes? What a great uncle you are.”

      Before Declan can snap back at Andrew, Mom’s at the door, embracing Shannon and oohing and ahhing over her new dress. Mom’s never hosted Declan here at the house before and I can tell she’s nervous.

      Mom’s teacup Chihuahua, Spritzy, breaks the ice by walking up to Declan, sitting on his foot, and rubbing his ass all over the edge of Dec’s leather boot.

      “Nice greeting.”

      “What? You don’t complain when I do that to you,” Shannon says with a laugh.

      Spritzy stops, walks over to Andrew, looks up at him, then furiously humps his ankle.

      “Funny,” Dec says drolly, looking at Shannon. “You do complain when I greet you like that.”

      “Spritzy!” Mom gasps, bending slowly down, her timing perfectly awful as Andrew crouches, both trying to pick up Spritzy, their heads connecting with a sonorous thump! that makes them both retract in agony, groaning.

      “Oh, no!” I shout, torn about which one I should comfort. Andrew’s holding one palm over his forehead, the other splayed flat, tendons taut, as if he can stretch the pain out of his body via overextension.

      Mom curls over and grips the back of an upholstered chair, moaning.

      Spritzy’s collar starts jangling as he barks over and over, picking up on the sudden disturbance.

      “I’m so sorry, Pam,” Andrew says in a halting voice, clearly struggling to talk through his suffering. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She waves him off, speech still out of range from her pain.

      All of my discomfort triggers come roaring to the forefront. Mom’s hurt. Andrew’s hurt. Long, deep breaths through his nose are how he’s trying to manage the pain. I flutter between the two of them, helpless. I’m used to seeing Mom hurting during a fibromyalgia flare, but Andrew’s pain is different. New. None of this is fixable. It has to be endured.

      Accidents happen, right?

      Declan walks quickly into the kitchen, opens Mom’s freezer like he’s been here before, and in seconds he walks back holding a big blue wraparound ice pack, setting it on the edge of the chair before her.

      “Maybe this will help?”

      Mom takes it gratefully and presses it over what looks like a growing red spot on her forehead.

      Meanwhile, Shannon repeats Declan’s actions, offering a smaller ice pack to Andrew. I reach for him tentatively. When I’m injured, I hate to be touched right away. Neurons can’t always tell the difference between painful sensation and comforting sensation. It’s all just different, and in the first few minutes after I’ve been hurt, I avoid new triggers, good or bad.

      Andrew’s neck relaxes as I touch him between the shoulder blades and begin to rub gently in circles meant to soothe.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispers, out of range of Declan and Shannon. “I really tried to help.” He’s so earnest, it almost sends me over the edge into tears.

      “Accidents happen. It’s okay.”

      “How’s Pam?” he asks, just as Mom finally regains the ability to speak and asks, “How’s Andrew?”

      They both chuckle softly. Shannon gives me a sympathetic look. Slowly, with great effort, Andrew’s entire demeanor moves from pain to control, a wan smile greeting me as our eyes meet.

      “How about we start our meal with some ibuprofen?” he jokes, reaching for Mom’s hand. “You okay?”

      Her voice shakes as she responds, but she says, “I buy it a bucket at a time at Costco.” I know exactly where she stores it – same cabinet, same shelf – and shake some out for both of them. Andrew declines, pointing at Mom. I give her four tablets. I know her dosage.

      Spritzy barks again. I bend down, careful to make sure my head is clear, and pick him up. He quiets instantly. The air in the room is awkward, everyone’s eyes rolling across people and objects like we’re at a funeral. Mom swallows her pills and gives us all a brave attempt at a grin, her other hand still pressing the ice pack to her forehead.

      “How about we eat?” she says. Everyone makes little sounds of relief, as if we’ve been waiting for orders. We have. In less than a minute, all the takeout containers are open and we’re greedily shoveling steaming peanutty-scented goodness onto our plates, Mom recovering quickly and offering drinks.

      Spritzy climbs on a bar stool and waits patiently, tail wagging as if he expects a takeout container to be devoted to him.

      “Shoo him off that chair!” Mom chides me, as if I’m the one who lets him do it.

      “Mom, you’re the one who gives him his own set of chopsticks when you eat alone together.”

      Mirth fills her eyes, chasing away pain. “I do not!”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Well, blame James then,” she says breezily, making Andrew and Declan share a speculative look. “When he comes over for dinner, he sneaks Spritzy table scraps. That man.”

      “Dad comes over here for dinner?” Declan asks, holding up a wine glass filled with sparkling lemon water. Mom won’t pull out the alcohol until after dinner, and she won’t touch it herself. Not when she’s just had pain meds. I know her well. That crack against Andrew’s head set off a chain reaction in her neck and shoulder muscles that will cause realignment issues throughout her body, fascia tightening and bunching along the lines of her limbs until she’s a twisted, aching mess.

      Ordinary people – those without fibromyalgia – can endure the little accidents and upsets, collisions and bumps – and bounce back from them fairly quickly.

      Not Mom.

      She’ll be in agony for days, if not weeks. Tomorrow morning Andrew will touch the bump on his head gingerly, pain only appearing at the point of contact.

      Mom will probably need to spend three days in bed, struggling.

      None of this is Andrew’s fault. Not at all. As we all dig in and find mercy in the quiet that comes from communal eating, I find myself tracking into the future, unable to stop the need to fix this. Too many things to trace and follow, thinking through long threads of connection going two, three, ten, twelve steps into the future. After a while, I become overwhelmed, not by my inability to fix everything but by the recognition that even the map of all I care about is too big. Too expansive.

      Too much terrain.

      “Hey.” A warm hand touches my elbow. I look down, Andrew’s fingers stroking me back to awareness, out of my own racing thoughts. Declan and Mom are talking about some stock market algorithm for predicting some statistical anomaly. I hear the words Taleb and Black Swan and then Mom frowns, Spritzy jumping into her lap, her face relaxing instantly as she pets his little head.

      And sneaks him a piece of chicken.

      “You spoil him,” I tease her, getting a well-worn grin in response. We’ve had this conversation a million times.

      “He’s your brother. Of course I spoil him.”

      Declan laughs. “Brother?”

      I shrug. “When you’re an only child, you take your siblings where you can get them.”

      “When you and Andrew get a dog, Spritzy will have a playmate,” Mom says, poking into her noodles for a shrimp. “Maybe they can be ring bearer and flower girl at your wedding?”

      “No!” Shannon and I simultaneously snap. Hivemind.

      “We’re getting a dog?” Andrew asks, looking at me as if he’s upset that I’ve secretly plotted some canine shenanigans behind his back.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “We could,” he suggests, eyes full of possibility.

      “If you did, Pam would have a granddog,” Shannon jokes.

      Declan makes a dismissive sound. “And then the full-court press begins.”

      “What do you mean?” Andrew asks.

      “Enjoy it while you can,” Declan says to him, wiping his mouth with a napkin and folding it neatly under his Chinet paper plate.

      “Enjoy what?” Shannon asks, perplexed.

      “Not being pressured to produce a grandchild.” He shoots Andrew a knowing smirk, then gives Pam a wink that makes Shannon squirm.

      “Why would I pressure Andrew and Amanda to have kids? They aren’t even married yet. Give them time to enjoy each other.”

      Andrew waggles his eyebrows at me with such a caricature of a lech that I start giggling helplessly.

      Mom blushes. “I – I didn’t mean – oh, dear,” she says, coughing into her napkin, hiding her face.

      “We’ll enjoy the rest of our lives together,” Andrew says, rescuing the moment, planting a chaste kiss on the crown of my head as he squeezes my hand.

      Mom recovers from her cough and buries her face in her decaf. “As long as you’re happy.”

      “That’s what all mothers-in-law say, but the baby fever kicks in as soon as the ink is dry on the marriage license,” Declan replies, leaning back in his chair and stretching his arm across Shannon’s shoulders.

      The look she gives me is hard to read, but I know Marie. She’s been lobbying for a grandbaby from Shannon and Declan since their first date.

      “Baby fever?” Mom’s nervous laugh fills the air. Add in the sound of chair legs scraping against linoleum as she stands and flits around the Keurig, brewing another cup of decaf.

      Andrew studies Declan, clearly trying to figure out where he’s going with this.

      “You know. Every parent views their grandkids as a chance to fix all the mistakes they made. As if the next generation can be everything they missed out on.” Declan says this with an air of finality, as if it’s fact. Like saying gravity exists or PMS is an instrument of Satan.

      You know.

      Fact.

      My mother slowly moves to face me, smiling. “Oh, no, honey. I didn’t raise you to be some sort of reflection of me.” Mom reaches up, her fingers fluttering at the base of her throat, her Revere accent coming out in soft, strange tones. She gives Declan a deeply nervous look, one I know all too well. “I didn’t have a child because I expected her to be a mini-me, or to fulfill some incomplete part of myself.”

      Shannon’s eyes get very, very wide. Declan squeezes her hand hard. Andrew leans forward on the table, chin in hand, and listens raptly.

      “The whole point of parenting is to make yourself obsolete, right? Evolutionarily, at least,” Mom says with a small laugh. “If I couldn’t raise you to be fully independent, with your own sense of self and the initiative to do what you want on your own terms, then I wouldn’t feel like I’d done my job.”

      Declan just blinks. I’ve seen him stoic before. Plenty of times. In fact, it’s his natural state. But this is different.

      He’s repressing emotion.

      A lot of emotion.

      “Well,” he finally grunts, giving Andrew a speculative, suspicious look that doesn’t add up. “That’s all fine and good. Admirable, even. But pretty soon you’ll start pressuring them to have grandkids like every other mother-in-law...er, I mean, parent.” He smirks at Andrew as if to say, You’re so screwed.

      “Oh, no! I would never do that. Having children is a deeply personal choice. Pressuring Amanda to have a child is out of the question to me. Not that I don’t want grandchildren someday! But my life is full and good as it is. I don’t need a grandchild to fill some hole, or to check off a life goal on some list, or to have an excuse to throw a baby shower and preen.”

      Shannon starts choking on her drink.

      “I mean,” Mom adds hastily, panic making her shake slightly. Declan’s interrogation is throwing her off. She’s less resilient, and I’m about three seconds from ending this conversation when she finishes. “Andrew and Amanda deserve their privacy. I would never encroach on that.”

      Shannon looks like she’s staring at the Holy Grail.

      Suddenly, Declan’s finger is in Andrew’s face. He’s on his feet, flushed and furious, shouting, “THIS IS NOT FAIR! YOU GET THE GOOD MOTHER-IN-LAW!”

      Smug does not describe Andrew’s reaction. Those four little letters cannot contain the sheer volume of self-righteous gloating my fiancé displays right now. I’m an only child and have never dealt with sibling dynamics, but there is definitely a little brother beating the older brother vibe going on here.

      “AND YOU ARE CEO!”

      “I thought you didn’t want to be CEO,” Andrew says in that maddeningly rational voice he reserves for playing hardball. I know how infuriating it can be when you’re on the receiving end of that voice.

      All my sympathy shifts to Declan.

      “I WILL TRADE CEO FOR THIS!”

      “Dec. Dec, honey?” Shannon says, tentatively touching his elbow. She starts to rub one spot on his arm softly, as if bringing him back from his frenzied state.

      “What?” He’s wild-eyed, breathing hard. Out of control. Declan’s never out of control.

      “You’re yelling.”

      “I AM NOT YELLING!”

      Andrew finishes chewing a wonton and grins at his brother. “You sound a little like Marie there, bro.”

      “You take that back,” Declan growls. “You take that back now.”

      “Or what?” Andrew snorts.

      “This explains so much,” Shannon whispers, as if coming out of a spell.

      “What, dear?” Mom asks, her nose wrinkled with confusion. I know the entire scene makes no sense to her.

      That’s because my mother is sane.

      “Dec, honey, why don’t you come over here and help me make coffee,” Shannon urges.

      “You know how to use a Keurig,” he points out, still glaring at Andrew.

      “Get. Over. Here,” she hisses. A master at handling Declan, Shannon has him calm and collected by the time they deliver coffee to everyone. I push my empty plate away, stand up and gather the dirty dishes. Because Mom uses paper plates and plastic silverware, the table is clean in under a minute.

      It might not be glamorous, but it’s nice.

      “Did you hear back about your wedding florist?” Shannon asks me, steering the conversation away from dogs, much to Mom’s consternation.

      “Oh, I had Gina take care of that,” Andrew says, squeezing my arm. “She called Montelcini Flowers and it’s all set.”

      I look at him in horror. “You did not call Jordan!” Jordan Montelcini owns the most exclusive florist in town, but he also happens to be a guy I met on a dating service for dog owners. We were paired up based on a mutual love of teacup Chihuahuas.

      And Jordan hates me.

      “No, I didn’t. But Gina did.”

      I elbow him gently. “Quit joking.”

      He makes a face, a sheepish look so unlike him filling his features. A helpless air surrounds his words, eyes pleading with me to make this topic go away. “I wish I were.”

      “Your executive assistant called Jordan Montelcini and asked him to do the flowers for our wedding? Really? How quickly did he say no?”

      Shannon gets up, crosses the kitchen, and returns with a bottle of white wine and a small stack of plastic cups. “This requires fermented assistance,” she whispers in Declan’s ear, thrusting the bottle and a corkscrew into his hands. He eyes the corkscrew, sets it down, and neatly twists the cap off the wine. Shannon’s eyes roll up as she smiles.

      Declan pours.

      I grab the first cup and guzzle half down, fast.

      “He didn’t.”

      I hear Andrew’s words. I do. They are simple words that don’t just imply that a guy who calls his dog Muffin and who accused me of harming his two-pound dog after I rescued it from a hawk attack is in charge of flowers for my wedding.

      Andrew’s words affirm it.

      “You hired that jerk to perform one of the most important functions at our wedding?”

      “Technically, no. Technically, Jordan offered to do it for free.”

      “Free?”

      “He told Dad he’d do any of his kids’ weddings for free after Dad fished his dog out of the pool at Declan and Shannon’s first wedding.”

      “First wedding?” Declan quirks one eyebrow.

      “That’s what we call the fiasco in Boston,” Andrew informs him. “Dad calls it that.”

      “Unhire him,” I insist.

      “He volunteered. He’s doing it for free. I can’t technically unhire him.”

      “I don’t want him there!” I burst out. “I can hire my own damn florist!”

      My vehemence seems to shock Andrew, who placates me. It’s a strange position to be in.

      I kind of like it. Being unreasonable has its perks.

      Except I’m being reasonable here.

      “Okay. No problem. He’s fired. Solved.” Andrew pulls out his phone and taps on the screen. “Done. Gina’s firing him.”

      “Good!”

      “Anyone else you want to give the axe to?”

      “Can I fire your dad?”

      “What’s he done now?” Declan groans, a broad grin belying his words.

      “What hasn’t he done?” Andrew says as Mom watches everyone, silent but observant. “We can’t get the paparazzi off our backs these days. In fact, I’m surprised they’re not here.”

      “Here?” Mom’s voice goes high with alarm. “Why would the paparazzi come here, to my house?”

      “To get pictures they can sell to online websites and magazines.”

      “But why? I’m boring!”

      Andrew and Declan become instantly uncomfortable, a tight anger settling into Declan’s face. Spritzy drops out of Mom’s lap and starts doing his dance.

      Without being asked, Andrew stands and leads Spritzy to the front door. I smile as I watch him, then glance at Mom, who has a warm look in her eyes. She’s noticed it, too. We’ve spent enough time here that Andrew’s picked up on the rhythms of the household. Guests offer to help.

      Family just jumps in.

      A well-trained dog, Spritzy knows the front yard well and has his spots for doing his business, but it’s cold outside, so Andrew leaves the main door open a crack.

      Rustling outside makes it clear the dog is busy in the bushes. Mom and Declan are engaged in an intense conversation about paparazzi and liability issues when I realize Andrew is hovering in the doorway, peering intently outside.

      “What’s wrong?”

      A series of sharp yaps fills the air as Spritzy starts to bark furiously at something outside.

      “Spritzy!” I snap, clapping my hands twice. I look at Andrew with what I hope is a reassuring smile. “It’s probably just a raccoon or -- ”

      Spritzy lifts his leg and the unmistakable sound of peeing mixes with a sudden blinding flash.

      Click! Click! Click --

      “What the hell?” someone shouts from the bush. “Is your dog pissing on me?”

      “Who are you?” Andrew reaches with one arm and pushes me behind him, protective. “Is someone in the bushes out there?”

      Flash!

      Spritzy’s barking like crazy now, jumping up and down as the bush moves, like a meat tenderizer in dog form, hammering the guy like he’s a piece of veal.

      “Get this fucking rat dog off me!” It’s a man with a thick Australian accent. He’s wearing a black balaclava and a puffy black ski jacket. Are ninja paparazzi a thing?

      “Get out of the bushes!” Andrew demands. “Get off this property now. Amanda, call 911.”

      While the guy grumbles, I grab my phone out of my back pocket and start dialing.

      “Hey, man, no cops. I’m just doing my job.”

      “Your job invades my life, so I’m going to stop you,” Andrew shoots back.

      “What’s going on?” Mom asks, her voice frightened.

      “Dec!” Andrew calls back. “Get Gerald here. We have a pap in the bush.”

      “That’s what I get once a year at the gynecologist,” Shannon says, giving me a very bewildered look.

      “Paparazzi. Not pap smear.”

      “Oh! Yeah, no. I don’t have one of those in my hoo haw.” She frowns. “Not yet, at least.”

      “Not unless you’re Paris Hilton or Lindsay Lohan,” I mutter, looking over Andrew’s shoulder to see what’s going on.

      “Did someone say there is a photographer in my bushes? Mine? Why?” Mom inquires, her voice quaking.

      Flash!

      The next few seconds are hard to reconstruct, but it basically boils down to Spritzy biting a person for the first time in his little beastly life.

      The photographer takes a hit in his calf, screaming and shaking his leg like he’s being electrocuted. Andrew runs out the door, Declan on his heels, just as Gerald appears from around the corner, running at full speed. Mom’s bushes turn into a clown car as two more photographers appear, one of them clearly running a video.

      “Get inside!” Gerald barks at us. “I’ve got it from here.”

      Andrew tries to herd me into the house, Declan behind him, as I hear Spritzy let out a horrible, blood-chilling sound.

      The photographer has peeled sweet Spritzy off his leg and in slow motion I watch, helpless, as he flings Mom’s little three-pound doggie with an overhand pitch like he’s trying out for the minor leagues, the target not home plate, but the side of the house.

      “NO!” I scream. Andrew sees what the guy’s doing, and so does Gerald, both of them moving fast, Andrew leaping hard and high off the front stoop, hands up like a strong safety intercepting a pass.

      Only Spritzy isn’t a football.

      If he hits the side of the house at that speed, he’ll break into a million bitty pieces.

      And so will Mom’s heart.

      A spotlight turns on, blinding me.

      All I see is Andrew’s massive shadow flying diagonally through the air, head raised, hands spread wide but together at the thumbs, shoulders broad and engaged as he defies gravity. A soft whuff, then a thump, and he falls into a scraggly mess of untrimmed evergreens covered in burlap and wrapped with rope to prevent them from being misshapen by New England snow dumps.

      “SPRITZY!” Mom screams.

      “ANDREW!” I shout.

      And then, the unmistakable sound of a dog peeing.

      “Got the footage?” someone in the distance says, a gruff-sounding voice with that Aussie tone.

      And then two men sprint off toward the road, Gerald at their heels. I jump off the landing and hit hard mulch, still frozen, unyielding as I scramble to help Andrew.

      Who smells like urine.

      “He’s okay,” Andrew groans, his shirt pulled out of his waistband, a hole in his pants showing bare thigh. Spritzy is on his chest, licking his face, whimpering. I pluck the dog off my fiancé and hand him to Declan, who holds him like he’s an explosive device that needs a bomb squad.

      Mom is at the edge of the landing, saying a string of heavily accented words that carry a tone of gratitude and shock. Declan hands Spritzy off to her and she scurries inside.

      The window opens, and there’s Mom, peering out, clutching Spritzy to her chest. “Thank you, Andrew! Do you need an ambulance?”

      “No. I’m fine.” Each word comes out with effort.

      “Let me get the first aid kit,” she says, the window shutting with a crisp finality.

      “I will never, ever make fun of you for that hawk video again,” Andrew says as I look down at him. He’s on his back, tilted slightly to the right, elbow at a funny angle. The tear in his pants and a few nasty red scratches on his cheek are the only damage I can see.

      “Can you move? Did you break anything?”

      “My pride?”

      “I can attest to the fact that it will heal,” I tell him.

      “Does your mom have a spare set of clothes I can wear after I take a shower? Spritzy turned me into a fire hydrant.” He looks at the wet spot on his pants cuff with disgust.

      Declan appears, worried and brooding. “Here,” he says, bending down to offer Andrew a hand. Climbing out of a five-foot-tall evergreen bush in the middle of winter is a more complicated affair than one might imagine. By the time they’re done, Andrew is covered in twigs to the point where he could be Groot’s sidekick in the next Guardians of the Galaxy movie.

      I start brushing his back with both hands, using wide sweeping motions. “Ouch,” I murmur, seeing red scratches all over the back of his neck. Any exposed skin looks angry and painful.

      “Dec has some workout clothes in a gym bag in the car,” Shannon says, jogging out to their car. Declan pulls a keyfob out of his pocket and the lights flash as he unlocks it from afar.

      “Not sure if they’re long pants.” Declan frowns. “That was one hell of a save.”

      “Thanks. I watched his eyes and jumped the route.”

      I start to shake. Mom’s inside, alone. I take in the situation, hands on autopilot, acting like a lint filter for greenery on Andrew’s back.

      “You’ve cleared my butt about nine times now, honey. How many pieces of pine can there possibly be? You don’t need an excuse to touch my butt that much.”

      He turns around and looks down at me. I burst into tears.

      Declan comes over, standing in front of me like a human shield. “Let’s all get inside and out of view in case there are more.”

      “More?”

      “More paparazzi.”

      Andrew starts to walk toward the front door but stumbles, losing his balance just enough to make me shift all my weight to my right hip, balance precarious. Dec grabs him under his left arm.

      “Easy there,” he says to his brother. “You might be more injured than you think.”

      “Ankle,” Andrew explains. “It rolled.” He takes a tentative step. “If I move slowly, I can do it.”

      “Fucking photographers,” Declan says in an angry voice, looking behind us furiously.

      “I’m sure Gerald’s got it under control now.”

      We move like a herd of injured turtles, the steps up to Mom’s landing tough but doable for Andrew, whose gait improves by the time we reach the living room. I urge him to sit in a comfortable chair and slide an ottoman under his injured ankle.

      Shannon appears with a zipped plastic bag filled with ice. “Here. I made a few of these.” She hands the biggest one to me. I slide it under his ankle, then start untying his boot lace.

      “I’m fine.” He tries to shoo me away. “Don’t touch the other ankle. That’s the one Spritzy marked. I’m his bitch now.”

      The joke goes over like a lead balloon.

      Tears are streaming down my face, my fingers shaking as I ease Andrew’s boot off. The ankle doesn’t look bad. Swelling won’t happen this fast, anyhow.

      “I’m just an injury magnet tonight, aren’t I?” Andrew says wryly. “First I banged heads with Pam, and now this.”

      “N-n-n-none of this is your fault!” I say through sniffling. “Those bastards did this! And Spritzy – y-y-you saved him!”

      He sits up and stretches his arms toward me. “Come here.”

      “Y-y-you need -- ”

      “I need you. Come here.” He tugs on my shirt. I move to him, sitting on the edge of the chair as his big, strong arms pull me into his lap.

      “I d-d-don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You’re not. Come here,” he says. “It’s okay. Shhhh.”

      “I d-d-don’t know why I’m crying! This is ridiculous!” But I am.

      And I can’t stop.

      He smells like fresh pine, the sharp, tangy scent all I can sense for a few seconds. Then the warmth of his palms against my back, the interlacing of our arms and chests fitting like puzzle pieces, and finally the warmth of his breath, grape-sweetened and a little sour, mingling with my hair and our clothes until my shaky breathing evens out and the tears start to dry on my face, tightening my skin.

      “That’s better,” he says, stroking my hair. “It’s okay. Everything is fine. We’re all safe.”

      “Even Spritzy, thanks to you,” Mom says from across the room. I open my eyes and see her on the couch, scratching Spritzy’s belly.

      “Gerald’s bringing in a fresh round of security. We have enough witnesses to what the photographers did out there. Can’t control any footage they already transmitted to websites and media outlets, but...” Declan shrugs. “And Gerald says we might need to make police statements.”

      “Police!” Mom sounds horrified.

      “If we want to press charges.” Declan looks at Mom. “If you want to press charges, Pam. Technically, it’s your property. Your dog, too.”

      “The police? The last time I had to talk to the police was when Mandy went missing.” The end of her sentence gets swallowed by emotion. “I don’t want my house crawling with police.”

      “But if you don’t report it, Mom, they’ll just keep doing it. And who knows what’s next.”

      “Next? NEXT?” Shannon goes to her and speaks in a calm voice, so low I can’t hear the words. Declan’s watching Andrew with eagle eyes, alternating between observation and managing the situation via his smartphone, texting and looking up at intervals.

      “I need a shower,” Andrew whispers. “Can you help me upstairs to the bathroom?”

      I jump up out of his lap and ease him to standing, Declan at his other side. We’re too wide as a group to make it up the staircase, so I hold on to Andrew, Declan behind us as backup. Once we’re at the top of the stairs, Dec hands me his workout bag and I follow Andrew into the bathroom.

      His hands are steady as he undoes his belt, removing his pants, stripping off his underwear in one long motion. Leaning against the counter, he nimbly undoes his shirt buttons, completely naked faster than anyone really should be able to undress.

      Seeing he doesn’t need help, I turn on the hot water, the room filling with the sound. “It takes a while for the hot water to kick in,” I share. It’s been so long since I showered here at home, but habit makes me comment.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, eyes closed, slowly shaking his head.

      “You’re sorry? What are you sorry for?”

      “This life I’m dragging you into.”

      Before I can respond, he opens the shower door and walks in, the steam closing around him like it’s trying to make him disappear.

      “No one’s dragging me into your life, Andrew. I’m here on my own. All the way.” Parts of him show through the billowing white, shadows of elbows, the water wetting his hair, making his head a dark orb, the crown peeking out over the top of the shower doors.

      He sighs, the uneven sound of water drops crashing around him as I watch him reach up and run his fingers through his hair. “I know. I know you are. I know it in a place so deep inside me that it’s like you were born to find it. And only you.”

      The heat in the room makes me start to sweat, but that’s not why my heart is racing right now.

      “I love you,” I answer.

      “Love you, too.” His words sound so weary, tinged with sadness and probably some pain. He’s a strong man, stoic in the face of adversity, but right now he’s my man, naked and pleasing.

      Peppermint fills the room, a sudden burst of scent, warm and ripe. I can see Andrew lathering up his hair, rinsing quickly, spatters of soap bubbles dotting the door. As the steam rises, his body comes into view.

      My internal burn dials up a notch.

      What if I climb in there with him? The craziness of the last twenty minutes seems like its own bubble of agony, set aside as the steam hides us, whispering promises of a brief refuge from police statements and bodyguards and media stunts. Before I can form a clear plan, my hands decide for me.

      In seconds, I’m naked, cracking open the shower door, hands searching where my eyes can’t see.

      “Hello,” he says as my palm finds the first part of him, one ass cheek that is hard and tight. Wet hands cover me all over, searching and seeking. The press of his slick, flat abs against my soft curves is punctuated by a kiss that sends me into overdrive.

      “Here? Now?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want this now.”

      In one swift move, he picks me up by the ass, large hands holding me up as I instinctively wrap my legs around him. He takes a step forward and my back hits the wall. Reaching between us, our mouths in constant contact, tongues moving like time itself is about to end and we’d better hurry up, my hand finds him and he’s in me so fast all I can do is groan.

      Stumbling slightly, he rights himself, favoring his hurt ankle, all his power focused on one thickly-built thigh, need overcoming pain.

      The shower pounds his back as he thrusts into me, holding me up with hands that touch me like I’m his tether to the world. The angle makes a long, thick cord of muscle inside me begin to tighten, the clench unreal in its pleasure and power. I’m sliding up, up, up against the tile, my hands digging into his shoulders, hips pushing back against the impossible depth of Andrew inside me until I bite him, hard, trying not to scream.

      “You,” he rasps, head pressed into the wall beside me, biceps thick under my hands as I feel him holding me up, the connection of muscles erotic in its own right. As he comes, a low groan vibrating deep inside me, I tighten one leg around him, dropping the other to the ground for more stability, the water turning lukewarm as if it, too, had let go of its heat.

      All I hear up close is Andrew’s breath. As the water turns cold, he backs up carefully, limping slightly but gentlemanly in his lowering of me so I can stand again.

      “Well,” I say, thighs quivering in a shaky dance, like they’re doing the cha-cha on their own, “that’s a first for me.”

      “We’ve had shower sex plenty of times before.”

      “Not in this shower.”

      “True. We gave it its first orgasm.”

      “Oh, no. I wouldn’t say that.” I avoid looking at the shower head, but Andrew can read my mind and starts laughing.

      “They’re going to wonder about us,” he says in a voice that makes it very clear that not only does he not care, he’s mighty pleased with himself if, in fact, we get caught.

      I frown. “I’ll bet they’re busy with the security detail.”

      “I’m sure Declan’s well aware of what we’re up to.”

      “And Shannon,” I add. I’ll never hear the end of this. Leaving her and Declan alone with my mom to have shower sex?

      Eh. I can throw the awkward treehouse moment in her face.  In a long-term friendship like ours, maintaining balance is important. As long as we’re equally dysfunctional and equally possessed of humiliating anecdotes about each other, it’s all good.

      “The only oblivious one down there is Spritzy, and he’s the one who started all this by peeing on me.” Andrew grabs the sink for reinforcement, favoring his hurt ankle.

      “Then I’ll have to give him an extra doggie treat when I go downstairs as a thank you.” I start drying off and hand Andrew his own towel from the shelf of carefully folded ones behind the toilet. “But you’re wrong. Mom’s oblivious, too. You have no idea how much I got away with in high school because she’s so naive.”

      “Mmmm, bad girl,” he says, biting my neck jokingly.

      “No. I was a good girl. And that made for great cover. Everyone trusted me, so I could do whatever I wanted.”

      “Is this the part where you show me your secret tattoo? If so, it must be in a very, very painful place, because I’ve seen every inch of your skin that is meant to be exposed to daylight.”

      “What about you?”

      “No secret tattoos.”

      “I mean – what were you like in high school? Good boy, bad boy....”

      “I was the jock. Football and lacrosse, then swimming after – after Mom died.”

      “I stayed away from the jocks.” I start dressing, my hair a sopping mess. There is no way to go downstairs and rejoin dinner without getting some amused looks from Shannon. Ah, well.

      We’re all grownups. We can be mature about this.

      Or we can be Shannon and tease me mercilessly forever about screwing my fiancé in the shower during a dinner party at my mom’s house.

      Andrew wobbles slightly, his weight pushing against the sink.

      “How’s your ankle?”

      “I should elevate it.”

      I give the shower a guilty look. “That level of athleticism probably wasn’t good for it.”

      “It helped my body in other ways. Consider that medicinal sex.”

      “Medicinal sex. Is there really such a thing?”

      “There should be. You go to the doctor, describe your symptoms, and come home with a prescription for two blow jobs a day, exactly twelve hours apart, taken on an empty stomach. No operating motor vehicles while under the influence of the prescription.” Imitating a pharmaceutical commercial, his voice pitches perfectly for the role. Yet another skill he masters effortlessly.

      “I would punch you, except I think you’d fall over.”

      He puts his weight on his bad ankle and winces, but is successful. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep and some ibuprofen.”

      I smile, running a brush through my wet hair.

      “And a little reverse cowgirl.”

      “That is not – in any way – going to help your ankle.”

      “Since when did you become a doctor? If I just lay there and you do all the work, the endorphin rush probably repairs the torn muscle fibers around my ankle.”

      “That isn’t even medically correct!”

      “We need an expert. I know! Let’s go ask Pam. She knows everything.”

      This time, I do punch him.

      “Beating an injured man. I learn more and more about your true character every day, Amanda.” He wraps his arms around me and pulls me to him, his heartbeat against my ear, our squeaky clean skin a fresh delight in contrast to the very filthy act we just committed.

      “And you get dirtier and dirtier by the minute.”

      “Is that a good trait or a bad one?”

      “I don’t know. Give me a few decades of living with you to evaluate it fully.”

      “I look forward to your report.”

      The doorbell rings. I jolt, the unexpected sound making my mind race.

      “Police?” Andrew wonders. “Here to take statements.”

      “How long have we been in here?”

      “Long enough. Looks like your mom decided to report the incident after all.”

      “Good. But this is going to be hard on her.” I pull away. “Let’s get downstairs and help.”

      We move slowly out into the hallway. Going down stairs with an injured ankle is always harder than going up, but between the railing and Andrew’s pain tolerance, he’s fine.

      Two uniformed officers, Gerald, two security guards I don’t know, Declan, Shannon, and my mom all look at us as we come into the living room. Someone has made everyone coffee, and one of the cops is pouring spoon after spoon of sugar into his.

      Declan gives Andrew a knowing grin, dark eyebrows raised, eyes mocking. “Feeling better? A hot shower soothes muscles.”

      I avoid eye contact with Shannon, grab a cup of coffee, and pour half a cow in mine.

      “Pam,” Gerald says kindly, sitting next to her and giving her his full attention. “Why don’t you start?”

      Gerald facilitates every step of the process for us all, commanding and compassionate by turns, and thirty minutes later the cops are out the door. I have newfound respect for him. Until now, I just thought of him as a big, muscular ex-military dude who protected the McCormicks.

      As we wrap up the night, I realize this is the first time I’ve had to file a police report about the paparazzi. As I watch Andrew talking with Gerald, finishing up details and making plans to protect everyone with tighter security, it hits me.

      This might be our first trespassing report.

      But it won’t be our last.
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      “Oh, I’ve never been here before!” Like Andrew’s executive assistant, Gina, all of Katie Gallagher’s sentences end with her voice going up as if she’s asking a question. Constantly. It feels like I’m being interrogated by Kimmy Schmidt.

      We’re at the flagship store for Grind It Fresh! and I’m already regretting combining Katie with caffeine. Pixie-like in her tininess, she makes me feel like the star in the B-movie Attack of the 50 Foot Woman. Bird-boned and covered in freckles, Katie has wispy, almost-white hair cut in a flattering short style and wide brown eyes that make her look just enough like a bobblehead that I underestimate her.

      The coffee shop door jingles. No, wait. That’s Spritzy’s collar. I turn to find myself in an abrupt hug with my mom, who is murmuring apologies for being late.

      “Mom, this is Katie Gallagher. Katie, my mother, Pam Warrick.” It’s been a few days since the fiasco at Mom’s house with the paparazzi, but I can tell she’s still frazzled. The police and Gerald have been great, navigating Mom through all the statements she needs to make. Gerald and his guys are helping to form a buffer between her and law enforcement. Mom doesn’t know it, but Andrew insisted on having a security team watch her, too. I hate lying to her by omission, but she would completely freak out if she knew. I don’t like it, but then again, my preferences about any part of this wedding don’t seem to matter.

      Cue Katie’s entrance into my life.

      Handshakes and pleasantries over, Katie offers to get me another breve latte and Mom gives her a simple coffee-with-cream order. As Katie skitters off, Mom turns to me with a pained expression.

      “Wedding planner? She looks like she hasn’t gone through confirmation at the local parish yet. Anterdec hires some very young employees.”

      “According to Shannon, she’s just a few years younger than us.” And probably sleeping with James, I want to add.

      But don’t.

      “I’m sure she’s nice, but does Anterdec really need to assign an employee to your wedding?”

      “Fifteen hundred guests, Mom.”

      She pales. “James said it would be big,” she says in a voice filled with disbelief. “But that many? It’ll all be Andrew’s side! There’s just you and me. Maybe Aunt Betty Jean from Scranton. Her son Luke.” She searches through our short-branched family tree. “Your father isn’t exactly going to make a star appearance,” she adds, accent slipping back into a tough Revere tone.

      “He’s still incarcerated,” I say with a sigh.

      “How do you know?”

      “Andrew.”

      “Andrew?”

      “He has people who pay attention to this sort of thing.”

      “Fathers in jail?”

      “Security.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You’re starting a life that is so unfamiliar to me. Limousines and cocktail parties at homes in Weston. Fifteen-hundred-person weddings at Farmington and security teams. It’s so overwhelming.”

      “It is,” I agree.

      A few beats pass as she watches me, then lets out a wistful sigh. “But you’ll accept it all because you love him.”

      I nod. “It’s not exactly a life of torture, you know? Every relationship has tradeoffs. I’m marrying a billionaire CEO who gets stalked by paparazzi sent by his publicity-chasing father.”

      “Sounds like torture to me.”

      “Really?” Somehow, I’m relieved to hear this.

      “You don’t have a choice, though, do you? You and Andrew can’t just live a quiet life like the rest of us can. It’s not even an option for you.” Her pitying look almost sends me to tears.

      “He’s worth it, Mom.”

      She pats my hand. “I know he is. I see how he treats you. And not just with money,” she adds, scratching Spritzy behind the ears and looking out the window, eyes tracking people as they walk past. “He really loves you. I’m so glad you found what I never could.”

      Katie returns just then, balancing three cups of hot coffee in a triangle between her hands. I stand to help, swallowing back emotion that tastes like salt and shock. What the hell am I supposed to say to all that?

      “Pam! Amanda! Here we go! Caffeine should be its own food group, shouldn’t it?”

      “No,” Mom says seriously, genuinely perplexed. “It really shouldn’t. Technically, it’s a methylxantine, and — ”

      “She’s joking,” I whisper. I take a sip of overly hot coffee and welcome the pain.

      “Oh.” Mom smiles primly and sips. “I see.”

      Awkward silence covers us like a dark cloud. I can tell Katie is not accustomed to any deviation from social niceties. The reason I can tell is this: I, too, struggle with such deviations. Tracking every single emotion radiating off of people around me to gauge how their internal state will affect their behavior is an inborn trait, one I cannot shut off.

      No matter how hard I try.

      She nervously pulls out a small tablet computer and starts tapping, her fingers across two different apps, one a checklist, one a calendar.

      “Now,” she says brightly, eyes so wide, lashes so long. “I’ve already emailed each of you a PDF of the game plan, plus set up accounts for you to log into the planning software.”

      “Planning software?” Mom asks.

      “Yes. Wedding planning is basically the same as project management, so Anterdec is working on the beta version of wedding-planning software to add as a service for all our properties that offer weddings.”

      “Do we have a Gantt chart for the flowers?” Mom jokes.

      “Oh, no,” Katie says with a laugh. “Gantt charts are sooooo 1990s. We’re running this as a scrum wedding, but don’t worry. I have you both down as pigs, not chickens!”

      Mom chokes a little.

      “So,” Katie says, dumping a huge binder labeled McCormick Wedding Plan on the table between the three of us, “First of all, let me say what a delight it is to work on this wedding. I was supposed to facilitate Declan McCormick’s wedding, but that mother-in-law of his.” She makes a growling sound like a kitten with a bone caught in its throat. “What a pain!”

      Mom’s eyebrows go up. “Marie is a good friend of mine.”

      “And she’s got such a great work ethic, taking on the entire wedding like that!” comes her unctuous reply. Katie’s mouth is stretched in a smile so wide, I half expect her to tip her head back and insert a walnut in it. Like all millennials, she pretends her phone buzzes and buries her face in the glowing screen as she buys herself a few seconds to recover from the faux pas.

      “Excuse me! Have to take this. It’s an actual phone call where I’m expected to talk and everything!” Katie leaps up and scurries outside.

      In her absence, we thumb through the binder, which looks more like Bill Belichick’s playbook than a romantic wedding’s schema.

      “Just let her do as much of the work as you can,” Mom advises.

      “But I want a say in my own wedding.” I point. “James wants to dictate the menu! And the guest list. At this point, I half expect Katie to hand me a blueprint for sexual positions on the honeymoon.”

      Mom yawns, choking halfway through as my words sink in. “Oh, Amanda. It was never your wedding to begin with.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you marry into a family like theirs, you lose control. Trust me, sweetie. I like James. He’s a nice man. Sharp as can be. But he has his own agenda, and fighting that is going to be Sisyphean.”

      “It might have helped if you’d said this, say, a few months ago!”

      “You had stars in your eyes, Amanda. I wasn’t going to burst your bubble by being pragmatic.” Any other mother speaking like this would ooze sarcasm, or use a know-it-all tone. Mom is all common sense and compassion. Logic and reality rule her carefully shaped world.

      “If it’s the all-James, all-the-time show, why not give in and just let him plan the wedding? That’s what Shannon ended up doing with her mother,” I counter.

      “If that’s what you want.”

      My face heats up, gut turning to ice, my breathing quickening as angry tears wash over me. This isn’t what I want. Not one bit of it.

      “Missionary position it is for our Anterdec resort honeymoon, then!” Mentioning sex flusters my mother. I know this.

      I do it because I know this.

      “What should Amanda do, Spritzy?” Mom asks her dog, physically turning away from me to talk to an animal who weighs less than a corsage. Shocker – Spritzy doesn’t have an opinion.

      “I thought you’d want to help me plan the biggest day of my life,” I say softly.

      “No, thank you,” Mom says in a tiny voice, pretending to be Spritzy.

      I close my eyes and count to ten. We don’t have the kind of relationship where I yell at her.

      No need to start now.

      “I mean you, Mom,” I finally say.

      “But honey, it’s the biggest day of your life. Do what you want.”

      What I want is a mother who will make the insanity machine turn off, unplug the power cord, remove James’ batteries, share my outrage even as I accept my impotence.

      As I open my mouth to say all that, Katie reappears.

      “Oh, goody! You’re looking at the bible.” She pats the wedding planner binder. “Before we get started, we just need to get pictures out of the way.”

      “Yes, the wedding day photographs are a major part of the ceremony,” I agree. Frankly, this is one area where having Anterdec handle it is fine with me.

      “Oh, no! I meant right now!” Two people with camera equipment come into the near-empty coffee shop, one setting up a light, the other aiming a long lens at us.

      “Right now? We’re meeting with the photographers to talk about the wedding this far in advance? Shouldn’t we do this at the wedding venue?”

      Her big eyes widen, bulging like a puppet’s. “James didn’t tell you? These are pre-wedding shots. At every step possible, he wants Anterdec’s in-house media to control the message to websites and periodicals. We determined that if we provide images that are more in line with our branding, we can head off the horrible paparazzi shots.”

      “You...what?”

      “Mother and daughter planning the wedding. Tender, loving photographs that capture the moment spontaneously. With the wedding binder, without. Holding hands, whispering furiously. With the dog, without…” She pulls a concealer stick and fake eyelashes out of a bag at her feet. “But first, we need to enhance your features slightly.”

      “I didn’t consent to be photographed!” Mom objects.

      At the word ‘consent,’ both of the photographers halt and look at Katie.

      “You didn’t get a waiver?” one asks.

      Katie beams, pulling two pieces of paper out from a thick binder. “Here they are.”

      The look on Mom’s face says: I told you so.

      Never your wedding to begin with.

      “I don’t feel well,” I announce, telling the truth. Standing abruptly, I push the light filter aside. It has the consistency of a kid’s kite, making me wish I were tied to a string and carried on the wind, high above the city, all these problems my mind can’t stop tracking nothing important. Mom shadows me as I move away, holding Spritzy in one hand, the rest of her coffee in the other.

      “Oh,” Katie says, eyes pinging between me, Mom, and the photographers. “I scheduled two hours for this. We have so many decisions to make.”

      “No,” I say.

      Katie blinks furiously.

      “No?”

      “No. I don’t have so many decisions to make. You do.”

      “Me?”

      “You.” I slide the wedding planner binder toward her and tap it twice with my index finger. “It’s all yours, Katie.”

      “Mine?”

      “You have carte blanche to make every decision.”

      “Every decision?”

      “Aside from who’s in the wedding party and the honeymoon, yes.”

      “Every decision!” Her face turns into the sun, shining with a radiance you only see after the clouds part. “Really?”

      “Yes.” Mom gives me major side-eye.

      I’m crushed by her tiny little bird arms strangling me in a hug. She starts jumping up and down, dragging me with her. “You have no idea how happy this makes me! No one ever does this! Ever! Between James’ and my decisions, this wedding will blow your mind.”

      “It already has,” I reply. “It already has.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Pssst.” I look up from my desk to see Carol’s disembodied head poking into my office at an angle. She’s bending around the door frame and my eyes are just bleary enough from too much screen time to have a surreal visual moment, head floating in midair.

      I knew I watched that new Stephen King movie trailer a few too many times last night.

      My heart races as I say, “What’s up?”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Uh oh. What’s wrong? Did Malinda screw up the field reports on the nail salon chain again?”

      She shakes her head, walking toward me with a face full of mixed emotions. “Um, did you know you and Pam are on all the gossip sites?”

      “You mean James’ stunt with the corporate wedding planner today? Mom and I met with Katie Gallagher at Grind It Fresh! to make a bunch of decisions, but James turned it into a photo session. I thought we made the photographer stop before he got a picture.”

      “These don’t look professional to me. More like paparazzi photos.” She hands me her phone. Pictures of me with my mom, facing the plate glass window in the coffee shop, dot the website. Close-ups of Mom, of Spritzy, and of me.

      With Katie’s giant wedding planner book between us.

      “Anterdec CEO’s fiancée plans wedding with mother,” I read from the screen. “Could be worse.”

      “Keep reading.”

      I scroll down to find pictures of my mom with James. Mom and James at a cocktail party. Mom and James at some outdoor dog festival. Mom and James laughing together outside his Back Bay home.

      Next headline: “But which wedding?”

      “‘Which wedding’? Huh? What do they mean?”

      “Keep reading,” Carol warns, watching me carefully.

      “Sources say James McCormick and Pam Warrick are more than just future in-laws. Seen around town in a series of dates, sources speculate that Andrew McCormick and Amanda Warrick might not only be husband and wife soon: they may be stepbrother and stepsister if the romance between their parents continues to heat up.”

      I scream.

      Wouldn’t you?

      One long sound bellows out of me, moving up an octave as I let it all out. All of it. Every stupid, pompous comment from James. Every frustrating chirpy moment with Katie. Every time I second-guess myself in the run-up to getting married. Every detail I ask my mom for help with and get no response.

      All of it.

      Maybe I have lungs like Jamie Lee Curtis, because Andrew comes running into my office, primed and ready for battle, stopping short when he sees Carol standing next to me, her phone on my desk, my screams dying as I realize a small crowd of people hover at my door.

      “What happened?” His eyes comb over me and he drops to the ground on one knee, touching my arm, my leg, my knee. “Where did you get hurt?”

      Josh pushes through the crowd. “Amanda? Are you okay?” He gives Andrew a wary look. “Is someone bothering you?”

      Andrew cuts him down with a glare. “I came running in as soon as I heard you scream,” he says to me.

      “I’m afraid that’s my fault,” Carol explains.

      “I told you to stop sneaking up on people and giving them titty twisters,” Josh chides Carol. “It’s only funny the first time.”

      She dives in to get Josh but he moves away, then folds in half, her fingers caught on his tugging strap.

      “What the hell is wrong with them?”

      “Wrong? That’s normal behavior,” I say. “But that is not!” I shove the phone in his face, so close to his eyes that he has to hold it back in order to read. As I watch the recognition of the words and their meanings hit him, it digs the truth in deeper.

      “Those assholes,” he murmurs. “Dad and Pam are just friends!”

      “I know that. And you know that. But ‘stepbrother and stepsister’ is clickbait to rake in ad money for gossip sites. More eyeballs when it’s dirtier, right?”

      “Good grief. I’ll get the PR department on this.”

      “How do you know they’re not already in on it? Did you know your father set Katie Gallagher up with a camera crew for my coffee date with her and Mom today?”

      “He did?”

      “I stopped him.” I point to the phone screen. “But I couldn’t stop the paparazzi.”

      “He’s really out of control. I’ve already spoken with him once. I’ll do it again.”

      “I’m so sick of this. So tired.”

      Josh and Carol beat it, leaving us alone. Tears well up in my eyes. I’m not surprised. The screen goes blurry and I wonder if Mom is about to become a paparazzi target in her own right. Before, she was involved tangentially, through her connection to me.

      Being connected to James so directly carries its own weight.

      Andrew holds me, his hand touching the small of my back with a grazing gesture that shoots tingles up to the base of my skull, the sensation spreading until I’m one big warm muscle that breathes for the sake of him. It’s not a sexual feeling, but more one of being able to breathe fully. I’m connected to someone else, back in focus even as I feel every ounce of emotional pain.

      “You know what I do when I get too overwhelmed?” he asks, rubbing my back as I cry on his shoulder.

      “You have sex with me.” Sniff.

      “I was about to say ‘go swimming,’ but if sex is an option...” As he chuckles, his chest vibrates.

      “Andrew, I’m really not in the mood.”

      “For sex, or swimming?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Hey. Hey,” he stresses. “None of this is acceptable.”

      “No. It’s not.”

      “I’ll put a stop to Dad. I promise. Tomorrow, I’ll talk to him. But until then, I have an idea.”

      I sniff. “Does it involve your father and an Arctic ice floe?”

      “No, but it does involve water.”
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      “Why are we here again? Not that I mind.” In full daylight, the house is less magical but more regal, on a slight incline that seems more daunting during the day. Andrew practically carried me out of the office, down into the private parking garage, and now we’re snaking our way up the driveway to the Weston house, completely alone.

      No security team. Or, at least, if they’re protecting us, they’ve camouflaged themselves well.

      “I wanted to come to a place where no one will bother us. Dad’s not here. The estate manager is in Boston, talking to the real estate agent. I know we’re alone for at least a few hours, and I want it that way. When we came here for the cocktail party, it was too much. Too many people, too many social conventions -- ”

      “And you had a goal.”

      He grins. “And I had a goal. One we met.”

      “You just want to hang out here?”

      “I want to explore.” He picks up my hand and kisses it. “With you.”

      No valet. No servants. No guests. Andrew parks the Tesla right up against the house and we get out.

      “It’s even more beautiful in broad daylight. How many rooms?”

      He shrugs. “No idea.” His hair falls back off his forehead as he looks up at the top of the house. “It was just home as a kid.” The four-car garage is to our left and I look at it with new appreciation, the stretch of dormered windows above now known to be where someone lives.

      “The estate manager lives there?”

      “It’s more of a part-time job these days. Mostly keeping the place going. Dad explained more about it to me. He said he’s downsizing.” Andrew frowns, his face filling with concern. A light breeze passes between us, brushing my hair against my nose, interrupting the moment. By the time I tame my hair, he’s back to neutral, as if the emotion has been noted, processed, catalogued and filed away in an archive.

      But still preserved.

      “It’s not about money, is it? He’s not having financial problems, is he?”

      “Actually,” Andrew says. “Since you brought it up – he is.”

      “Oh!”

      “And he’s selling his Back Bay home.”

      “Wow.”

      “So he’ll be moving in with us in his penniless, infirm condition. Do you know how to change bedpans?” he asks dryly.

      “Andrew!”

      Hearty laughter is all I get.

      He gets a snowball to the face. It’s what he deserves.

      “Don’t start something you can’t finish,” he warns, eyes tracking me as he bends down to scoop a pathetic handful of snow from the dwindling piles at the edge of the driveway.

      I scream and flee.

      Thwack!

      The man has good aim, I think as the middle of my back gets pelted.

      Twice.

      I thump my way up to the front porch, a long, wide affair that has ten rocking chairs tucked under the overhang. Cracker Barrel entrances look Lilliputian compared to this.

      I try the door as Andrew descends on me, two snowballs in hand.

      Locked. Damn.

      “I’ll trade you sexual favors for a snowball reprieve!” I beg.

      “That’s all it took? Hitting you with snowballs? I can get sex whenever I want if I threaten you with spherical precipitation?”

      “You can get sex whenever you want without the snowballs.”

      I get a hot kiss in response, my body warming up and relaxing. Serious conversations make me feel helpless, because I can’t start chains of events to fix problems when we talk. Action comes later. In the moment, as problems unfurl, all I can do is experience my emotional reactions, and that’s a form of prison you can’t escape.

      Until you act.

      He fishes around in his front pocket and pulls out a key ring as we break apart, easily opening the door.

      “No remote security system?”

      “Dad’s old-fashioned. We have an alarm and video cameras, but he still wants a key.” As we enter the house, the feel of it is so different compared to the other night. Homey and warm, the place is still cavernous, but with just the two of us here, it feels less like a place for a corporate social gathering and more like what it is to Andrew.

      A home.

      I soak in the details I couldn’t absorb before, like photographs and paintings on the walls, fine rugs and hand-embroidered silk pillows that have a distinctly Chinese feel to them. Andrew walks with purpose to the large fireplace and opens the flue, beginning to build a fire with layers of engineering. By the time he lights it, I’m looking at the books in a pile next to the couch.

      “No one has read those in ten years. Dad just put them there for show.”

      “What are they? Harvard Classics?” Cracked leather and faded lettering, the burnished leather smooth with age, catch my eye.

      “No. First editions. Mostly Conan Doyle.”

      “As in Sherlock Holmes?” I peer at the worn titles. “Baskerville” stands out. A small wooden case is next to the stack, brass hinges polished to a high finish. I undo the clasp and open it, finding a beautiful old white pipe, cardamon and a tangier scent mixed with old pipe smoke transporting me back to James’ office at Anterdec.

      “Dad’s pipe,” Andrew says unnecessarily.

      “Ivory?” I touch it, then withdraw my fingers as if it’s tainted.

      He just shrugs.

      “Original Sherlock Holmes editions? These must be rare.”

      “Dad liked to collect them when we were younger.”

      “Your dad leaves first edition Sherlock Holmes books sitting around as a status symbol next to ivory pipes?”

      “Are you really surprised? You know my dad.”

      “No. I don’t know him, actually.” I pause. “And you don’t know mine.” The words are out before conscious volition kicks in.

      Andrew stops his work on the fire and turns to me, slowly. “Leo.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t talk about him much.”

      I shake my head.

      “You can, though.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you want him to walk you down the aisle?”

      Do I want my father to walk me down the aisle? Of course I do.

      Do I want Leo to walk me down the aisle? Because that’s a completely different question.

      Tears fill my eyes. “I want the father I wish I’d had to walk me down the aisle. It’s like your mother – you wish she were here, right? To see you get married.”

      His voice is thick with grief as he responds. “I do. I miss her most when I imagine our kids. She loved children. Mom would have been so excited to have grandchildren.” He looks at me. “But my Mom isn’t alive. Your father is.”

      “He’s dead to me.” In prison.

      “I know. And yet...he’s not dead. That’s got to stir up feelings for you.”

      This got intense fast. The room chills, as if ghosts of the past whip through the air, stealing heat.

      “Do you remember that day last year when we had a date and you gave me an envelope filled with research on Leo?” It’s a rhetorical question. Of course he does.

      “You were really angry. I crossed some line I didn’t know was there. I’m sorry.”

      I wave the words away. We’ve been over this before. Operationally, what Andrew did was fine. He thought he was helping, researching my father’s location after being told he’d ‘disappeared.’

      I knew all along he was in prison for vehicular homicide. Drunk driving eventually catches up with people who do it, but the ultimate price is paid by the innocent victims who receive the fatal end of their behavior.

      “He gets out in less than two years,” I ponder. “He refused to see me the one time I tried. When I say he’s dead to me, I mean it. Not because I hate him, but because he chose to reject me. I can forgive someone for putting me in danger if they apologize. I can forgive someone for being mean if they’re contrite. Leo apologized to me for putting me in danger when I was little. That day he got so drunk at a Red Sox game that he lost me in the crowd was forgivable.”

      “It was?” Andrew’s tone makes it clear he wouldn’t – won’t – forgive.

      “Believe it or not, yes. What isn’t forgivable is the rejection that came years later when all I wanted was an hour of his time. Sixty minutes. The letter I sent making the request was friendly. Not effusive, but pleasant. And he said no.”

      “His loss.”

      “Yeah. I know. But it’s my loss, too. I’m a bride walking down the aisle without a dad’s arm.”

      “Pam had to be a mother and a father to you.”

      “And she did a damn fine job, but it’s not the same.”

      “No. It’s not.”

      “Mom shouldn’t have to fill that role. Leo made choice after choice to screw up. Two people died in that drunk-driving car crash. I refuse to call it an accident, because it wasn’t. An accident is something that happens without intent. Climbing behind the wheel of a car drunk isn’t an accident. Especially when you keep doing it.”

      “Neither is drinking so much, you lose your kid at Fenway Park.”

      “You would think that would have been enough to make me hate him and never want to see him again.”

      “He’s your father. We have complex relationships with our parents.”

      “Even when they’re assholes.”

      “Especially when they’re assholes.” He pulls a canister of long matches out from a small cabinet built into the mantel of the giant stone fireplace. The sudden burst of color as he lights the match is a rainbow of sulphur. Crushed newspaper and kindling slowly ignite. As he replaces the matches, he turns to me with a sad smile.

      “I love you so much. I know this hurts you, and I wish I could take the pain away.”

      I reach for his hand. My body is so heavy, pressing into the ground like gravity intensified. My bones float to the edges of my skin, dragged down by this reckoning with the past.

      “I love you, too. That’s how I feel about your mother. I know you ache to see her, and I wish I could change the past. I would have loved meeting her.”

      “She would have gotten along so well with you. You’re different, but...”

      “How? How are we different?”

      “Mom was more forthright. You’re quieter. You’re both pragmatic. You get shit done. Mom hated dithering.” His upper lip curls in a smirk. “That’s one thing you both have in common with Dad.” He looks at the fire. “That’s going to take a while before it burns down enough to be good. C’mon. I want to do something.”

      “Again? Having sex in your bedroom at the cocktail party wasn’t enough? We christened your bed.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a baptism.”

      Leading me to the back of the house, Andrew pulls me through the glass doors to his lap-swimming pool, a fifty-meter-plus line of enclosed solarium that runs the width of the back of the house. All of the windows are extremely fogged over. As we step into the sanctuary, a blast of humid heat wallops me.

      “I thought you said James wasn’t heating the water.”

      “Dad isn’t the one who did this. I did.” He kicks off his shoe, removes his sock, and dips his foot in. “Try it,” he urges.

      I do.

      “It’s like a jacuzzi!” I marvel. Steam rises off the long sheet of water.

      “I came here yesterday and picked the perfect temperature.” Eyes locked on mine, he reaches for the hem of his sweater and peels it off, leaving a button-down shirt that he begins to undo.

      “I didn’t bring a suit,” I protest.

      “Neither did I.”

      “Then how can we – oh!” Processing what he’s suggesting takes me more seconds than it should. “Skinny-dipping?”

      He’s naked already.

      The man is a CEO, a champion-level swimmer, and undresses the way I would run toward a free sample truck at a chocolate festival.

      Before I can really appreciate the beauty of his naked body, all slick lines and hard muscle in the daylight, he dives in, barely a tiny splash signifying his actions. The dive is the kind you see on sports coverage during the Olympics, except he’s gloriously naked, so practiced and athletically graceful that for a second my mind needs to catch up to what my eyes just saw.

      Andrew breaks the surface halfway down the long, narrow pool and grins at me under a very wet head. “Come in! It’s amazing!”

      “You’re amazing.” I look around nervously. “You’re sure no one’s here?”

      “Positive. Don’t worry. Even if we’re caught, it’s no big deal. It’s just a little nudity.”

      “Hello? Biggest fear ever?” I point to my chest. “Remember my dream of being naked in public?”

      “And you overcame that at Declan’s wedding.”

      “I didn’t overcome it! I had no choice!”

      “Amanda, shut up and strip down.”

      I pretend to be offended, but for some reason, his words are turning me on. I can’t admit that to him, though. “Is that how you talk to all your fiancées?”

      “Every one of them.”

      “I’m surprised they stick around.”

      “Oh, I think they like it.”

      I freeze in mid-motion, my pants around my knees. Our eyes meet and he’s serious. The words aren’t what matter – it’s being told to relax. To let go. To join him in the water, free of clothing and burdens, devoid of convention and formalities.

      He’s not just giving me permission. He’s insisting. Demanding.

      Ordering.

      “You’ll pay for that,” I caution, finishing my impromptu striptease by hopping gracefully on one foot like a flamingo on a pogo stick. Finally naked, I wrap my arms around my breasts and begin to shake. It’s not cold in here. Not one bit. I’m not sure why I’m shivering.

      “Get in and come collect from me,” he teases.

      I look at the water. I look at him.

      I pinch my nose.

      And I jump.

      The water reminds me of the spa at Litraeon, the Anterdec resort on the Las Vegas Strip. In the spa there, the zero-entry indoor lagoon was designed to take all your cares away, with water treated to rejuvenate.

      This is so much better.

      “Is this what being in the womb was like?” I say aloud as I tread water. Andrew swims back to me, arms flying with perfectly aligned precision, his swift appearance barely giving me a chance to admire his form.

      “Competitive swimmers have to keep the water cold, or we’ll overheat during practices and meets. I’ve never cranked up the heat like this. I need to do it more often.” He stands, the water stopping at his chin. I tentatively stretch my feet down in the water and can’t touch bottom. Sensing this, Andrew moves closer, guiding my legs to him, wrapping me around him like a morning glory vine seeking sunlight.

      “Mmm, I like that,” he says, kissing my neck.

      I let go of his shoulders and lean back, trusting him to stand there so I don’t dunk under. Weightless, my breasts bobbing against the water, little waves tickling my nipples, I stare up at the domed ceiling, a large fan making lazy circles above us.

      My ears go underwater. The muted sounds of echo and kick, of hands waving to keep me afloat, fill my senses. My legs unwind from him and soon Andrew’s next to me, on his back, our feet brushing against each other, hands connecting like seaweed in the tide.

      Drained of tension, I let the pool water buoy me, spine unfurling, shoulders dropping down. My breathing slows and I become one with the hot steam that billows like kind spirits coming to visit, waiting their turn for love and attention.

      Powerful hands reach for me, my legs lowered into the water, my head up as Andrew pulls me to him, his kiss so slow and open. We spend eternity in that kiss, the water its own dimension, all thoughts of my father, his mother, the paparazzi, the enormous wedding, and all the thin strands of complication I need to track floating away, watching from a distance. One by one I release them, like balloons in a thick bunch, the weight of their pull almost enough to drag me into the sun.

      But when you let them go, they fly away, each on its own journey, leaving me with peace.

      “I love this,” he says, eyes serious, searching mine. “Love being here. Being here with you. You’re the only woman I’ve ever brought here.”

      “Swimming?”

      “No. Home.”

      “No high school girlfriends?”

      “None. By the time we got serious enough to think about having them meet Mom and Dad, we broke up.”

      “I’m the first woman you’ve brought home?”

      He nods, reaching up to brush his hair off his face. “Yes.” One deep breath changes the air between us, pushing steam out of the way, his face clear. “And the last.”

      “Once your father sells the house, you mean.”

      “No. You’re my only. I never brought other women home, and I’ll never be with another woman, so you’re it, Amanda. Treat me well, because no one else ever will.”

      “That goes both ways.”

      Making love in six feet of water is a more complex engineering production than you would think if your only experience with it came in the form of watching couples do it in movies. We end up on the tiled floor, which isn’t nearly as heated as the pool, but has the added advantage of allowing for leverage. As soon as we’re done, we slip off the deck into the water like seals, plunging headfirst and giggling, lost in the otherworldly heat and our own endorphin rush.

      “It’s a shame James is selling this place,” I say, looking up at the glass dome. “What a wonderful home.”

      A flicker of recognition passes through Andrew’s eyes. “It is. We have time before it goes on the market. He’s not in a rush. We can come back and swim again.”

      “And sit in front of that fire.”

      He jolts, moving behind me, lifting himself out with a mighty pull, feet on the deck. “That’s right.” He walks to a spot on the wall and pushes a button. Water starts pouring from a shower spigot I hadn’t noticed. I fold my hands on the edge of the pool, tucking my chin in, and look.

      “The patio doors slide open in the summer?”

      “Yeah,” he calls out, rinsing the water off. “Do you want me to leave this on so you can rinse off?”

      Sighing, I pull myself out, the chill of the warm air still too much. By the time I reach the shower, he’s toweling off with a towel from a stack on a chair, smiling at me.

      Five minutes later, we’re dressed and back in the living room.

      “Fire looks nice,” I comment. “Want me to grab some wine?”

      He pokes at the burning logs with a fireplace poker. “Sure. I checked the fridge yesterday. Lots of food in there, too.”

      As I walk to the kitchen, half sure I know where I’m going, I can’t stop smiling. Time like this, together, without an end point or some mental deadline for the next responsibility, is so rare with Andrew. Most couples spend entire weekends like this, week in and week out, whiling away their leisure time with minute-by-minute experiences that just roll out from each other, drifting along an agenda that isn’t imposed from the outside.

      Going antiquing, seeing a movie and grabbing dinner from a food truck, or building a fire after a swim feels like true luxury. Not Andrew’s limos or necklaces or financial adviser allotments.

      Here. Now. This is the treasure.

      Him.

      After rummaging in the fridge and finding two bottles of his favorite beer, I come back to discover that he’s dragged an oversized wingback chair and an ottoman really close to the fire, his long body stretched out under a silk and down comforter he must have found on his own. Firelight reflects in his brown eyes as he looks up, expectant, smiling with gratitude as I hand him a glass of beer. I haven’t seen his face so content, so relaxed, in ages.

      If ever.

      “You really love this, don’t you?” I ask, wiggling my hips as I burrow in next to him. He pulls the blanket up and we wedge ourselves into the chair, my legs draped over his lap.

      “I do. I’d forgotten how comfortable this house really is.”

      “Comfortable? More like imposing.”

      “Really?”

      “For me. I think my entire childhood home could fit in your kitchen.”

      “Mom taught me how to make cookies in that kitchen.” His voice is tinged with memory.

      “So much of who you are was forged here.”

      “It was a great place to grow up.” The fire is warm, the beer is cold, and Andrew’s body is a pillow. A thick, muscular, heat-radiating pillow, one I can curl into. We spend a long time breathing together, sipping beer and watching the fire as if it’s telling us stories.

      “I can’t believe Dad’s selling the house,” he finally says. “I never thought about it being someone else’s.”

      “It happens. We sold my childhood home in Mendon and moved to Newton.”

      “Was it hard?”

      “I’m not sure I’ve forgiven Mom, and it’s been nearly ten years.”

      “I was born here. Not here, but in Boston, at the Brigham. This was the only home I knew until I went to boarding school and college. Terry remembers other houses, but I don’t. I’m imprinted here.”

      “So many firsts,” I say tenderly.

      He strokes my shoulder. “Like the cocktail party.”

      I’m taking a swig of my beer and nearly choke. “I was thinking more along the lines of learning how to walk, losing your first tooth – that sort of first.”

      “Ha! Firsts!” He lifts his glass and clinks it against the neck of mine. “Here’s to being the first to have sex in my lap pool.”

      “How can we be first? Terry said -- ”

      “The pool was built after Mom died. Terry’s never set foot in there.” Smug victory permeates his expression.

      “Is that why you brought me here today?”

      “No. Just a perk.”

      I snuggle in, then slowly, very slowly, reach for his nipple and twist it.

      Calamity breaks out. I’m unceremoniously dumped out of his lap and onto the carpet, laughing uncontrollably as he tickles me breathless, then smothers me with kisses.

      “You make me laugh again. Here. I haven’t laughed at home in so long,” he says, intermittently tickling my ribs until I nearly pee myself.

      “You should do it more often!” I gasp.

      He stops, eyes narrowing.

      “Yeah. I should. We should.”

      “Do it while you can.”

      Bzzzz. Andrew’s phone. We both groan.

      “I knew it,” I sigh. “Real life. Can’t avoid it forever.”

      “No,” he says with a kiss. “But we can make them wait while we finish what we started.”

      “What did we start?”

      “Making love by the fire, on this rug.”

      “But that won’t be a first.”

      “It will for me.” Kiss. “And you.” Kiss. “And that’s all that matters.”
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      I open my banking app, checking my monthly bills. Recently, Andrew had me meet with his financial adviser, the elusive Sterling. Sterling Abercrombie – poor guy had no choice but to go into finance with a name like that, because it was either finance or professional butlery, who set me up with an automated system that rivaled my own perfectly fine, perfectly functional bill-tracking process. Andrew insisted that we needed to streamline.

      And by “streamline,” he meant blend our finances.

      Now, blending finances when you’re in the same financial class makes a certain amount of sense. Given that Andrew has about seven more zeros after his net worth than I do, though, this was a recipe for disaster.

      Before I’d even logged into our joint financial management dashboard for the first time, I’d gone to pay my student loan and the system informed me my balance was $0.

      Same with credit cards and car payment.

      Here I am, logging in, feeling unmoored. I have my own bank account. We’re not married yet, so we’re in limbo. I have access to our joint money – which is really Andrew’s money. He respects my need for my own account, my paycheck deposited into the same bank account I’ve had since I was thirteen.

      But today I check my bank account and find an extra twenty thousand dollars that should not be there.

      What would you do if you had twenty grand you knew wasn’t yours suddenly make your bank balance look more like your car loan balance?

      If you’re dating a billionaire, you interrupt his business meeting by marching into his office, pulling his earpiece out, and shoving your finger in his face.

      “What did you do to my bank account?”

      “I didn’t do anything.” With a preternatural calm it will take nine lifetimes for me to achieve, he deftly puts the earpiece back in and presses the Mute button on his phone, eyes catching mine with an open strength I can’t quite read.

      “You put twenty thousand in it! Money I don’t need.” I don’t tell him it’s the exact amount I joked about when Shannon and I went to lunch a while back. That’s too creepy.

      A little too coincidental.

      “I didn’t do that. Sterling did.” He’s so…rational.

      Men.

      “Sterling works for you!”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t do this!”

      “Do what?”

      “Go all Christian Grey on me.”

      He rakes his hand through his hair and points to his phone, as if I’m supposed to defer my wealth crisis for his conference call.

      “So?” I challenge. I know, Not exactly management guruspeak, but I’m a little blindsided.

      Confusion clouds his eyes, but his silence gives me a moment to take him in. He’s wearing one of my favorite suits, charcoal grey, with a pink tie that brings out the dominant in him. His edges seem hard and sharp, like he’s more real than anyone has a right to be.

      Fitting for a conversation like this, I think to myself.

      I wonder if he chose it on purpose.

      Finally, he says, “I don’t know what that means, Amanda. I just told Sterling to make sure you get the same monthly allotment for incidentals that I get. My salary is already substantially larger than yours, which isn’t equitable.”

      “Twenty thousand dollars for incidentals? How do you incidentally spend twenty thousand dollars a month, Andrew?”

      “How do you not?”

      The chair I fall into appears out of nowhere, placed under me by some kind of guardian angel. The patron saint of financial immigrants. The mascot for middle class expats. That’s exactly how this feels. I am in a new land of money, one where I don’t speak the language, everyone dresses differently, there are unwritten rules of conduct, and it even smells a little funny.

      Good funny, but...foreign.

      “You want me to have that much money – every month? -- to spend on...what?”

      He rotates his wrists, palms up in a gesture of possibility. “Whatever you want. Clothing. Meals. Personal care. Your mother.” He frowns. “Unless you want a separate allotment set up for her? Other than having Sterling pay off her mortgage, I haven’t thought to -- ”

      “YOU PAID OFF MY MOTHER’S MORTGAGE?”

      One finger comes into view as Andrew turns his phone back on. “Sam? I need to continue this call later. Sorry. Something came up.” He ends the call, stands, and comes to my side of the desk, kneeling beside me, looking up into my face. There is no concession there. We’re not in a back-and-forth about this.

      I know I’m in the wrong. I need to be the one who adapts.

      “I paid off Pam’s mortgage. Yes. I figured it was the least I could do after the paparazzi mess and Spritzy.”

      “Most people would send a bottle of wine or flowers. Not pay off a house note!”

      “Are you going to be like Shannon about money?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Declan says she can’t handle it. You love the gifts I give you. I assumed you’d be different.”

      “I do love the gifts!” I really do. My hand goes to the necklace he gave me, fingers worrying the stone.

      Relief washes over him. “Good.”

      “I just – this is a lot of money. Every month?”

      “It’s not a lot to me.”

      “But objectively speaking, it’s a lot.”

      “Not to me.”

      I let that sink in. He’s right. I’ve always thought that Shannon’s been ridiculous about Declan and their class clashes. She digs in too deep, too hard. No one needs to make this a negative. In fact, if I’m honest with myself, I’m giddy inside. It just feels so wrong.

      A little dirty.

      You might even say filthy.

      As in...rich.

      “It’s a surprise. I think I’m caught off guard.”

      “The money will be there every month. Do what you want with it.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      “As long as it’s not illegal.”

      “Damn.” I grab my phone and pretend to type. “Cancel that twenty-thousand-dollar marijuana order from Mexico.”

      His chuckle is deeply gratifying, the feel of his fingers against my bare forearm reminding me that we’re partnered, in this together.

      “Marijuana may be legal in Massachusetts, but even I think that is excessive.”

      The impulse to say something bubbles up inside me, words I’ve never considered speaking before, but that must have been lurking all along. Why these words? Why now? And yet the compulsion to say them is so powerful. Swallowing doesn’t make them go away. A creeping sense, antsy and almost painful, makes me feel like the words will come out somehow, and if not through my mouth, by whatever means necessary.

      My skin feels like it might split if I don’t say something.

      “You know I’m not with you for your money,” I whisper.

      There. Spoken.

      “Good God, of course I know that.” His voice is deep, intense, and vibrating with reassurance. “I wouldn’t trust you with Sterling if I didn’t know that. Hell, I wouldn’t marry you if I thought you were with me for the wrong reasons. You don’t have to say it, Amanda. I know.”

      “You may not need to hear it, but I do need to say it. I need to know I said it. And I mean it.”

      He nods, smiling. “That’s exactly why I want to share my life with you – and that includes my money. Letting you inside is part of being better together. We become closer when we show each other all the parts of our lives, inside and out. I was born with money. Have grown up with it my entire life. Benefitted from it, too. I’ve grown what was given to me and made my money my own. One day, our kids will benefit, too.”

      Our kids.

      I lick my lips, mouth dry, the conversation stirring a strange assembly of emotions inside me. Andrew stands and pulls me into a ferocious hug, squeezing me tight.

      “Our kids will live a life so different from mine,” I confess, unsure whether it’s an observation or a concern.

      “As long as we fill their lives with love, it won’t be so different.” He smells so good, a mix of soap and lime and the coffee that he just drank. As he talks to me, his lips spread in a grin against my cheek. I look up and give him a kiss, a short, sweet acknowledgment.

      But then I pull back, serious. “I want a better life for my kids. Our kids.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I love my mom. She’s been great. Being an only child, with her depression and fibromyalgia, though – it’s been lonely. Hard. Being the cheerful fixer isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Having my mom die when I was a sophomore and Dad turn into an emotional iceberg who cracked the ambition whip was so much fun,” he says, deadpan.

      “We both have issues.”

      “Everyone has issues. The question is, how do we fix them?”

      Fix. There’s that word again.

      “It sounds like you use money to fix problems.”

      “I’m not having Sterling set up the allotment because there are problems with us, Amanda.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” I say, keeping my voice neutral. “I’m not judging, Andrew. I’m really, sincerely trying to puzzle through something so alien to me. I think this is how you grow together,” I add, the thought coming to me unbidden and surprising. “By talking like this. At least, that’s what I think.”

      “I think we grow together by experiencing as many variations of orgasms as possible, and piecing those together to make a fabric of intimacy.”

      His damn dry wit makes it impossible to tell if he’s mocking me.

      “Your currency is orgasms? Too bad I can’t have Sterling deposit twenty thousand of those a month in your sperm bank.”

      “Twenty thousand a month? That’s nearly seven hundred a day.” He grabs my hand and pulls me to the couch at the far end of his expansive office. “We’d better get started now.”

      “Oh? Are you ready to make a withdrawal?”

      “Withdraw? No, no. A deposit. Many, many deposits.”

      “How did we get from the topic of money to sex?”

      “Aren’t they the same thing most of the time?”

      He’s got me there.

      And there, and there, and oh, move your finger there.

      “You can’t just change the subject by luring me into sex.”

      “I can’t?”

      “Well, you can. I mean, it’s obviously working. But you can’t do it all the time.”

      “Is that a challenge? You know I love a challenge.”

      “Yes. I can see that you clearly are rising to the occasion.”

      “Shhhhh. I have my work cut out for me.”

      “Work?”

      “I have to find a way to give you 667 orgasms.”

      “You round up? I love a man who rounds up.” He moves his hips against me, curling up as I stroke him, making him groan. No amount of repetition makes that sound boring. I’ll spend the rest of my life covered in goosebumps whenever he whispers my name in my ear as I touch him.

      “Technically, though, it’s just 666.”

      “Why?”

      “You get to count your own orgasm in there, Andrew.”

      “How gracious of you.”

      “I’m good at relationship math.”

      “Me, too. Let me show you how I can find the area under a curve.”

      After a few close calls, Andrew added a remote-controlled locking device to his door, so I know we’re safe, and can relax into the deep attention he’s giving me, using his tongue to perform complex calculus that leads to solving for X. And he finds it. Over and over, my hands threaded through his hair as his mouth teases me to the brink, my hips finding a rhythm to match his tongue as I shut out the rest of the world.

      Office sex is a policy violation, I know. But it’s such a turn-on.

      “I need to have you right now,” he whispers as he stands, unbuckling his belt, unbuttoning his pants, the sound of the zipper as he opens it like his tongue in my ear. I’m wearing a skirt, so this part is easy, and given the fact that my panties are currently hanging off the end of some piece of modern sculpture on his bookcase, the preliminaries have been done.

      He sits and I straddle him, his hot hands everywhere.

      “Remember the first time we kissed?” I look over at the door to his office closet and smile, pulling up until he’s barely in me, then slowly sliding down.

      “How could I forget?” His voice is low and breathless, as if he’s in the middle of a run. “You groped me in the dark.”

      “I most certainly did not! I fell on you.”

      “And your hand happened to touch my hard-on while your mouth found mine.”

      This is old territory. We’ve joked about it a thousand times.

      I clench, my body completely encasing him. He throws his head back and groans, the sound delicious, his pulse racing against his tight neck. I kiss it, pressing my lips against the pounding beat.

      My smile fades as he lifts up, pushing into me, holding my hips as we make love, the immediacy of it illicit and tantalizing. Outside the door, people are working, and here we are, half naked and flouting convention. The rules say you don’t have sex with your fiancé in the middle of the work day on the same couch where he holds meetings with SEC officials.

      Screw the rules.

      Quickies at work are hot and fun, a diversion that ends with me biting his shoulder, Andrew’s body breaking out in a light sweat that makes this feel more like foreplay than the real deal. He’s exuding pheromones that make me want him more, and thank goodness he’s home tonight.

      While forbidden sex on his office couch is nice, having all night in bed is even better.

      We know the drill. Laughing, I jump off him and run into the bathroom, taking care to put myself back together as he joins me, our eyes meeting in the mirror.

      “That was nice,” I acknowledge.

      “Better than nice. And I owe you more. We have all night.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing. When is your last meeting?”

      “I’ll be home by seven.”

      “Morning meeting?”

      “Ten.”

      I let out a low whistle. “I get nearly fifteen hours alone with you? Whatever will we do?”

      “Is there a Fitbit for orgasms?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “We should look into product development.”

      “You’d need some pretty open-minded beta testers.”

      We’re both clean and reasonably put together at this point. His arm loops around my waist and pulls me in tight, a kiss full of joy following.

      “Did you just have sex with me to distract me from the twenty-thousand-dollar allotment?”

      He groans. “No. Hell, no. If I thought having sex would distract you from bringing up topics I don’t want to discuss, we’d be in bed nonstop.”

      I pinch his ass. He holds me tighter.

      “Besides,” he adds, “do you know what percentage of my annual income twenty thousand dollars is?”

      I shake my head against his chest.

      He whispers the number.

      It’s a very small number and starts with a decimal point.

      I bang my head against his chest.

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Actually, honey, it is. It is the point. On a percentage basis, it’s that simple. And I’m not going to let a fraction of a percent stand in the way of happiness.”

      “My happiness isn’t wrapped up in money!”

      “What about mine?”

      “Your what?”

      “My happiness. Doesn’t it count, too?”

      “What does your happiness have to do with my taking your money?”

      “Our money.”

      “Our money,” I repeat, a strange discomfort giving way to an even stranger sense of well-being. He’s right.

      “Do whatever makes you happy.”

      “I will. I promise.”
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      “Did you say medi-spa? As in medical spa?” Josh looks like I asked him to eat a lemon-covered bug. “Please tell me this is a female-only mystery shopper gig.” He takes a finger and pretends to gag himself with it.

      “The instructions are gender neutral. The spa has services for men, too.” I don’t tell him that I’m offering a spot on this mystery shopping evaluation to help him. A few weeks ago, Josh confided in me that he’s become a “tugger,” a man who stretches his foreskin to make it return to a longer length, covering everything uncovered by circumcision.

      I see your face right now. I know. I made that face, too. But the more I thought about it, the more I came to view it as body modification. His body, his choice. So when the medi-spa service menu showed a certain something that could help him, I decided to act.

      “Services for men? Like what? Manscaping? I already have the perfect tool for it.”

      “I do not need to know about your trimmer recommendations.”

      “His name is Raoul down at Trim Your Hedges. A great little metrosexual laundromat I adore.”

      “Metrosexual laundromat?”

      “Yes! Two-in-one men’s hair shop. Wash and dry while you get a shave and trim.”

      “I’d hate to see the lint traps in those dryers,” Carol mutters as she reads her copy of the mystery shop instructions.

      Josh makes a face at her. “Why would a man need a medi-spa anyhow?”

      “Medical spas offer more invasive treatments. This one has Scrotox, for instance.” I peer at the list, scanning quickly, the word out of my mouth before my mind has time to catch up to its meaning.

      “Scrotox?” Marie and Josh say the word in the exact same tone.

      “Do I dare ask? Is that Botox for the boys?” Josh’s euphemism is adorable. And sickening. A little of both.

      “It’s injections of Botox directly into the sac,” I explain.

      “Like, it freezes their scrotums so they... what? Can’t smile?” Marie asks, long eyelashes batting against her cheeks as she tries to understand. Marie signed on to do the mystery shop with me when she heard some of the options were eyelash extensions and neck sculpting.

      “Who smiles with their balls, Marie? That’s absurd.” Josh gives an involuntary shiver, his shirt falling open slightly, revealing another aspect of his, um...extracurricular activity. In order to stretch that which does not wish to be stretched, Josh wears a complex series of elastic and cone-shaped devices held together with wire and duct tape, under his clothing. We pretend not to notice.

      But he knows we know.

      “Well, Botox freezes your brow so you can’t smile. What are they freezing down there on a man?”

      Josh and Marie turn to me as if I have the answer.

      Before I can read from the description, Carol interrupts, holding her phone.

      “I googled. You get Botox in your nuts so they’ll hang lower.”

      “Why would I want the boys down around my knees?” Josh reels back. “No one gets a spa treatment to look older.”

      “I assumed they’d make ’em high and tight,” Marie muses. “Old man balls are saggy. Who wants them to hang lower?”

      “TMI, Mom.” Carol says this in a blasé tone, as if she’s said it a thousand times before.

      Because she has.

      “Can we move on?” Josh grabs the paperwork from me and reads quietly for a few seconds. Suddenly, his expression changes to sheer joy and he shouts, “Foreskin restoration services!”

      “Fourscore and what?” Marie asks.

      “Foreskin restoration! They offer medical techniques to stretch your foreskin! They help you tug!”

      “Tug?”

      Josh lets out a long sigh, clearly fighting with himself over whether to say something. “I’m a tugger.” His eyes catch mine. “I already told Amanda a while ago, after that unfortunate wardrobe malfunction incident.”

      “Wardrobe malfunction?” Carol asks me.

      I just shake my head.

      “Oh, honey, that’s nothing special. All men are tuggers! Masturbation is nothing to be embarrassed about.” Marie looks at his package.

      “Or to talk about at work,” I add through gritted teeth.

      “Tugging,” Josh says, raising his voice as if giving a lecture, “is the art of do-it-yourself foreskin restoration.”

      I’ve never seen Marie go so silent, so fast.

      Carol speaks first. “Do they surgically attach one to you? Like organ donation? Does someone die in a car accident and they cut off his foreskin so you can...have one?”

      “You think I would let a surgeon attach a piece of cadaver penis to me? What kind of person do you think I am?” Josh is offended.

      “You’ve just described yourself as a tugger in a room full of co-workers, Josh. We know exactly what kind of person you are.”

      “‘Tugging’ is the technical term for using various techniques and devices to stretch your foreskin back to its original shape,” he informs us.

      “Devices?” Marie perks up. “Like sex toys?”

      “No! We use rings and constrictors to stretch the skin.”

      “You’re...serious.” Josh isn’t pulling our legs.

      He’s pulling something else.

      Er...tugging it, that is.

      “I am serious.” His chin raises and he cocks one eyebrow. “I am an intactivist.”

      “Oh, I fully support breastfeeding too, sweetie,” Marie says, patting his hand.

      “That’s a lactivist, Mom,” Carol corrects her. “Josh is an intactivist.”

      “I don’t believe in routine male circumcision,” he explains. “I’m already cut, but I believe in bringing back what was taken from me.”

      Carol gives him a once-over. “I’d say you’re in decent shape, but you’re not ‘cut.’”

      “I don’t mean cut, as in ripped, with muscles. I mean cut, as in my penis.”

      We all grimace.

      “And I can’t do anything about what happened when I was an infant -- ”

      “Hold on,” Marie says. “You’re trying to stretch something that doesn’t exist.”

      “Like Grandma Celeste’s sense of empathy.” Carol nods in sympathy.

      “It exists!” He says in a mixture of indignity and triumph. “I have taken myself from a C2 to a C3 in just two months.”

      I am afraid to ask. Carol, on the other hand, isn’t.

      “What’s a C2?”

      “There is a rating system.”

      “For penises?” Marie waves her hand. “Everyone knows that.”

      “For foreskin restoration. C1 to C10.”

      “And you’re a C...3?”

      “P O.” I can’t help myself. I can’t.

      Carol starts giggling helplessly. “And when you get to a C4, does that mean you have explosives in your pants?”

      “Make all the fun you want,” Josh replies, “but my efforts are working. The guys at my NORM forums are really encouraging.”

      “NORM?”

      “National Organization for Restoring Men.”

      “There’s an organization devoted to this?”

      “It’s serious,” he says, nodding. “I told you. We share tips, follow each others’ journals, buy and sell used devices – you name it.”

      “Share ‘tips,’” Carol snickers.

      “It’s our own little subculture,” he elaborates, pointedly ignoring her.

      “Of penis stretching,” I clarify. Is the room getting a little spinny, or is it just me?

      “You keep a journal?” Carol asks.

      “Everyone does. It’s how we measure progress.”

      I giggle.

      “And you include pictures?”

      “Yes. But it’s all anonymous. I don’t use my real name!”

      “You’re a model of discretion.”

      “Back up. Did you say you buy and sell used devices? Devices men put on their penis to turn their remaining foreskins into taffy?”

      “Yes. Everything from cones to tuba mouthpieces.”

      Marie gently sets her paperwork down and gives her full attention to Josh.

      “Did you just say tuba mouthpieces? As in the musical instrument, the tuba?”

      “It’s a major homemade system for protecting the glans while you stretch the foreskin over the metal bell.”

      “I am trying to envision this and I just can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “You don’t wrap your head around it, silly.”

      “You buy someone’s used tuba mouthpiece and put it on your penis.”

      “I boil it to sterilize it first, of course!”

      There is a very fine line between function and fetish. I do believe we’ve crossed it.

      “Do you have a tuba mouthpiece in your pants right now?” Marie asks.

      Josh blushes.

      “I’ve heard it called ‘low brass,’ but damn.” I can’t help myself from making a sound like an injured animal.

      “How?” Marie asks, still eyeing Josh.

      “How what?”

      “How do you tug your chicken to give it more skin?”

      Josh’s cheeks turn pink, eyes cutting away from her to the mystery shopping instruction sheet. “How about I do this mystery shop with you at the medi-spa and you can ask them?”

      “How did you learn about this tugging thing?” Marie asks, skeptical.

      “On reddit.”

      Carol and I groan. Of course. You can find anything on reddit.

      “You just searched for ‘how to regrow your foreskin’ randomly one day? Like looking for a new chili recipe?” Carol asks. “Gee, today I think I’ll try something with black beans and oh! while I’m at it, I’ll torture my penis a little.”

      “No. Not at all. It started because Geordi and I were Facetiming one night.” Geordi is Josh’s long-distance boyfriend. They met last year in Vegas when we almost married each other. Don’t ask.

      “Geordi wants you to tug your foreskin? That’s where the idea came from?” Marie asks.

      “No, but he is one hundred percent supportive,” Josh explains.

      “Is he a tugger, too?”

      “No. He’s intact.”

      “That’s how you got the idea! From an intact boyfriend.”

      “Not quite. It all started when we were both looking at the ‘critique my dick pic’ tumblr one night on a Facetime date -- ”

      Carol’s palm flies up in the air, right in Josh’s face. “Stop! There is too much dysfunction in that sentence for me to absorb without a pause.”

      “Oh, please,” he counters. “You’ve lived with Marie for your entire life. You’ve heard way worse than that.”

      “The man has a point,” Marie agrees. She appears to think she’s in on the joke.

      And not the butt of it.

      “Back up,” I insist. “You were on a website called ‘critique my dick pic’?”

      “Yes.”

      “On tumblr?” Carol’s searching furiously on her phone. “Found it!” she calls out.

      “It’s not safe for work,” Josh warns.

      “Seriously?” I stare him down. “You are talking about a website that involves evaluating penises and you’re giving us an NSFW warning? You’ve been promoted from Captain Obvious to Colonel Obvious.”

      “Just saying!”

      “Oh, my GOD!” Carol shoves her phone screen within an inch of her eyes. “It really is a tumblr devoted to nothing but penises. And the woman who runs it charges the men!”

      “And women,” Josh points out. “Look at number three today. Someone sent in a picture of her girlfriend wearing a strap-on.”

      Timing really is everything, because at that exact moment, Andrew and his trainer, Vince, walk past us, the words “girlfriend wearing a strap-on” hanging in the air as they walk by.

      “Looking at pictures of your sex life, Andrew?” Vince asks him.

      I am the recipient of Andrew’s glare. Why me?

      “What the hell are you all talking about?” Andrew asks, coming to a stop outside our doorway.

      We go dead silent.

      He looks at me. I shrug.

      “Do I want to know?”

      “No.”

      “We’re talking about women who get paid to evaluate penises,” Josh blurts out.

      “And this is...work related?” Andrew can’t help himself.

      We all nod.

      “Okay, then. Carry on.”

      “Wait!” Vince stops Andrew from fleeing. “I have some questions.”

      “You really don’t, Vince. Trust me on this, man,” Andrew tells him.

      “There are women who get paid to evaluate penises?”

      We nod.

      “Like, hookers?”

      I shake my head.

      “Like, doctors?”

      “No. A woman who got tired of being sent free dick pics. She decided that if guys are going to hit on her all the time by sending unsolicited dick pics, she might as well make some money off it. Now she tells people that for about $25 each, she’ll review their dicks.”

      “Review them? Like on Yelp? Stars and everything?”

      “Yes,” says Josh, voice dripping with sarcasm. “There’s even an option for checking off whether your penis is gluten-free or vegan.”

      “I’m in the wrong field, man,” Vince mutters as they disappear down a stairwell.

      “That was awkward,” Carol mutters.

      “You think? The CEO of the company finds us looking at pictures of penises on a site devoted to monetizing dick pics and we claim it’s a work project?”

      “I’ve been caught doing worse,” Carol says with a shrug.

      Everyone nods and grudgingly admits that she’s right.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re not really here to mystery shop, but I can’t tell Marie and Josh the truth. They can’t keep a secret. Anterdec is considering adding some of the more popular medi-spa treatments to the menu at the O Spa, one of our properties, and we need to covertly check out the competition.

      When Anterdec acquired Consolidated Evalu-shop from Greg, I assumed it was Andrew being a controlling ass. Turns out, he really valued the company as a good investment. My ego took a slight bruising, but as we assimilate and my role broadens at Anterdec, part of my job involves using Greg’s old company – and by extension, Carol, Josh, and all the mystery shoppers who come along with the shopper base – to spy on our competitors.

      Which is pretty brilliant.

      The medi-spa we’re investigating is housed in a metrowest suburb that starts with a W, which might as well stand for Wealthy, given the money that drips from the street signs here. The spa itself is nondescript, in a lovely three-story saltbox building that looks like any other house on a side street off the town’s main drag. We pull into the parking lot and sit in the car for a minute, rehearsing our parts.

      “I’m here with my mom to ask some questions about looking better for my upcoming wedding.” I look at Josh. “And you’re here to tug your penis.”

      “I am here to ask about foreskin restoration services.”

      “What kind of rings do they put on you to make the skin stretch? Is it like those disc earrings for earlobe holes that punk rockers wear?”

      “No.”

      “Do you get your penis pierced? Do they add weights to it?”

      “I am not talking about my penis with you, Marie.”

      “Now you develop boundaries? Now?” I elbow Josh in his bony ribs. “You spent all this time telling us about your status as a puller -- ”

      “Tugger.”

      “Tugger, and now you want to put it back in the privacy box? Sorry, Josh, it doesn’t work that way. Your penis is now a topic of conversation forever.”

      “Why do you want a foreskin?” Marie asks.

      “Why?” He’s incredulous. “Because it makes sex more pleasurable!”

      “How do you know?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “How do you know? You’re never had sex with a foreskin on. How would you know whether it is more pleasurable or not?”

      Josh’s jaw hangs open.

      “Marie’s got a really good point.”

      “Shut up. Both of you. Let’s get in there and get this over with.” In a flurry of bony elbows and outraged limbs, Josh climbs out of the car, smoothing his suit jacket. He looks just enough like Buster from Arrested Development that I do a double take.

      “I, for one, can’t wait to get this removed.” Marie grabs her loose neck skin and practically turns it into a cape. Hmmm. If she had some of that loose skin removed, could they surgically attach it to Josh’s --

      “We’re only scheduling services today. This is a multi-step shop. We come back for most of the actual procedures later.”

      “Of course,” Josh says. “They have to take before-and-after pictures to measure progress.”

      “Measure,” Marie snickers.

      “We need aliases. They’ll ask for names.”

      “Right. How about Peter?” Marie suggests, without a hint of irony.

      “Peter?” Josh starts snickering.

      “And you can be Ethel,” Josh tells Marie.

      “Ethel? No. How about Peggy?”

      “Peggy?”

      “I always wanted to be a Peggy.”

      “Fine. You’re a Peggy.”

      “And you’re my son, Peter.”

      “Fine.”

      “Peggy procured professionals to pick a perfect pecker for Peter, her poor progeny,” Marie chirps, clearly pleased with her alliteration skills.

      “You can stop now, Peggy,” Josh orders.

      “How many perfect peckers can Peggy’s progeny Peter pick?”

      I slice my finger across my neck as I look at Marie.

      “I know! Neck surgery. Can’t wait.” She frowns. “I should have fit ‘prick’ in there somewhere.”

      “That’s what she said,” Josh cracks.

      “Shhhhh.” Trying to shush them is a fool’s errand, but I’m a fool.

      A fool for bringing them on this evaluation.

      I look at him. “You’re gay. Shouldn’t you say ‘that’s what he said’?”

      “Yes, but people don’t get the joke if I do that.” He makes a sad face.

      The spa reminds me of a much bigger version of our chain of O Spas, except the medi-spa isn’t about female pleasure. The focus is on medical procedures that lead to aesthetic and/or psychological improvement. Botox, liposuction, foreskin restoration, chemical peels – if it makes you feel more attractive, they offer it.

      A woman who reminds me of a much older version of Chloe Browne, our Boston O Spa designer, floats into the room. She has pure white hair pulled off her face, with big, round eyes deep-set into her face. Thick eyeliner highlights her long lashes and her cheekbones are so prominent, they might as well be doorknobs.

      “Hello, and welcome. I am Helené.” She pronounces it hell-eh-NAY. “May I get you some coffee? Tea? Cucumber water? Kombucha?”

      I feel like I’m at Grind It Fresh!

      “I would love a cucumber water. The natural lithium in cucumbers is so good for mood,” Marie says.

      I give her a sharp look.

      “What?” she whispers as Helené pours some from a crystal pitcher. “If Pam can say scientific-sounding things she reads on the internet, so can I. And it’s true. There really is lithium in cucumbers.”

      “Then we need to force-feed them to you by the truckful,” I murmur back, before shutting up as Helené returns with a smile and the waters.

      “What brings you here?” Helené asks.

      Marie answers before I can. “Esther here is getting married.”

      I am apparently Esther now. So much for Ethel as my cover name.

      Helené’s eyes light up. “Congratulations! We have some wonderful wedding spruce-up packages that I am sure you’ll adore.”

      “And we’re here to make poor Peter’s penis bigger,” Marie declares to Helené, whose eyes immediately flit to Josh’s crotch with a pitying look that would make any guy shrivel.

      “What? No! My penis is plenty big,” he cries out. “Really! It’s larger than average. I’ve checked.”

      You’ve checked? I mouth to him.

      Shut up, he mouths back.

      “I see. Well, sir, we don’t do enlargements. That technology is beyond our medical licensing. However, we do foreskin restoration. Are you circumcised?”

      “Isn’t that a little personal?” Marie gasps, fanning herself with her hand, as if embarrassed.

      Josh pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “We’re medical professionals, madame. If we cannot talk openly about our beautiful bodies in a medi-spa, then where can we?”

      “I am interested in foreskin restoration,” Josh declares.

      Helené nods and turns to a small iPad on her desk, tapping discreetly. She looks at the screen, which is now covered with pictures of flaccid penises.

      Marie homes in like a paparazzi drone outside my window.

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “Those are penises,” Helené explains patiently.

      “I know what they are, for goodness sake! I’ve been married for more than thirty years.”

      “Many women who have been married that long haven’t seen one in years,” Helené points out.

      “Not me! Jason and I have sex nineteen times a week, combined!”

      Josh looks a little queasy.

      “Nineteen!” Helené seems impressed. “That’s wonderful stamina for people your age.”

      Marie’s eyes narrow at the ‘your age’ comment.

      “What do you mean, ‘combined’?” Josh asks. My arms stay by my side, but I look at him with eyes like an air traffic controller’s, flailing lighted guiding devices that say MAYDAY! MAYDAY!

      Don’t ask.

      “You know – combined,” Marie says, frowning as if Josh is an idiot for not understanding. “We have sex together twice a week, and all the other times add up to nineteen.”

      Josh turns to me as if I can rescue him.

      “I don’t understand it, either.”

      “Lovers?” Helené asks.

      “What?” Marie gasps, offended. “Of course not! I don’t cheat on my husband!”

      “Then how do you get to nineteen?” Helené asks.

      “Please stop drilling for details,” I whisper to no one in particular.

      “Anyhow,” Josh says in an arch tone, “I’d like to learn more about your restoration services.” He points to a picture of a flaccid penis on the iPad. “I am a C3.”

      Against my better judgment, I look. Ten pictures are in a grid on the screen. Pictures of penises with varying levels of turtleneck to them. Each one looks increasingly weary, as if the weight of the foreskin gives them bad posture. It’s like looking at a row of eighth-grade boys at a middle school dance, all lined up against the wall.

      C1 is no turtleneck. More like a crewneck. V-neck, even. The small print is hard to read, but this seems to be the level with the least foreskin. C10 looks like a full-blown elephant trunk.

      I can’t help it. I make a mental comparison with Andrew and pick a number.

      “Were you always a C3?” Helené asks, her manicured fingernail sliding against the glass screen over to C1.

      “No. I’ve made it from C2 to C3.”

      Her eyes light up with approval. “Ah, good progress. That portends well for future stretching. Which devices are you using?” She taps the screen a few times and a new grid appears.

      “This isn’t a joke?” Marie marvels, watching Helené and Josh. She pulls me aside. “Men actually do this?”

      “I guess so.”

      “And pay good money to have someone tug them?”

      Helené overhears us and walks over, smooth as can be. “Yes. We are a judgment-free zone, Peggy. People come to us because they sense a void inside themselves. Something needs to be changed. They’re missing something.”

      “Like a foreskin?”

      “A sense of completion. For some people, it’s asymmetry.” Helené eyes my breasts a little too closely.

      I cross my arms over them.

      “For others, it’s lost youth.” She looks at Marie for a second longer than is comfortable.

      “Thanks goodness I don’t have that problem!” Marie says with a chipper smile. “Everyone I know says I look ten years younger than I really am!”

      “You look fabulous, Peggy, for someone who is clearly in her seventies — ”

      Flash! Click! Before Helené can continue, the main doors fill with a burst of lights and cameras.

      “Damn it! Paparazzi followed us here?” I say with a growl.

      “Why would this place be any different?” Marie asks, fluffing her hair. She turns to the main doors, sucking in her gut, jutting out her boobs.

      “What are you doing?” Josh and I are being ushered down a private hallway by Helené, who is motioning for security guards to come help.

      “Giving them what they want! Pictures of beautiful women. I am Declan McCormick’s mother-in-law, after all.”

      “You realize no one out there knows who you are,” Josh hisses. “They’re here for Amanda.”

      “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t look good! No one wants a double chin in high-def on a computer screen.” Marie angles her face and grins.

      Flash! Click!

      I grab her by the arm and yank her down the hall, hoping no one got a good shot of me. Fury pounds through me, heart hammering in my chest. My every move is being tracked by these stalkers, isn’t it? I know it in theory. I even know it in practice. But every time they appear, invading my life when I least expect it and have my guard down, it’s too much.

      No one can be expected to handle this. A pang of sympathy for mega-stars rips through me.

      “Poor Kanye West,” I murmur.

      Josh hears that and comes to a halt. “Did you just say ‘poor Kanye West’?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the drones follow him, too.”

      Josh blinks rapidly. “Do they talk to you through the order station at the Starbucks drive-thru, too? Send signals through the coffee stirrers?”

      “It’s true,” I insist. “The paparazzi use air drones to take videos and pictures of celebrities.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that how they get all those naked celebrity photos of people on yachts and canoeing? Because praise Orlando Bloom in all his glory. And I mean allllllll.” Josh looks down at his own package. “Orlando’s parents left him intact.”

      “And I’ll bet Katy Perry wishes she had a good throwing arm for taking out the damn drones,” I grouse. “Or a trained hawk.”

      “You’re putting yourself in the same league as Orlando, Kanye, and Katy?”

      I pull him aside and whisper, “Not in the same league, but in the same circumstances. I can’t even do a mystery shop without being followed! Yesterday I found them rifling through the garbage at my mom’s house!”

      “Did they find anything good?”

      “A few used tampons of mine, some junk mail, and Mom’s old inhaler.”

      “Bringing sexy back, Amanda...er, Ethel. You’re bringing sexy back. Perez and TMZ are salivating.”

      “What would they find if they went through your trash? A bunch of adhesive tape, fishing wire, and bad porn?”

      “I don’t look at bad porn!”

      “You still have a New Kids on the Block poster in your bedroom.”

      “How would you know?”

      “It’s in the background of your Facebook profile photo.”

      “It’s a collector’s edition.”

      “I’ll bet it is. It collects whatever doesn’t make it into the sock.”

      “Now you’re just being mean.”

      “But am I wrong?”

      “Shut up.”

      “You shut up.” My temper is flaring. It comes out like a rare orchid, blooming for a short time and then disappearing.

      “I’m telling the boss on you.”

      “I am your boss.”

      “I mean your boss!”

      “My boss is my fiancé. Good luck with that.”

      “This is why workplaces have strict no-fraternization policies.”

      “Says the guy who is also dating an Anterdec employee.”

      He opens his mouth to argue, holds his breath, then pouts. “Fine. You’re right, Geordi works for Anterdec. We’re both walking sexual harassment cases waiting to happen, aren’t we?”

      “What does that have to do with the paparazzi chasing me everywhere?”

      “Nothing. I just needed to say something that makes me win this argument.”

      “You didn’t win!”

      “Did too!”

      “Did not!”

      It slowly dawns on me that Helené and Marie are watching us, Marie’s eyes wide as can be, with a look that tells me Helené definitely heard Josh blow our cover.

      “Anterdec?” Helené’s perfectly threaded eyebrow rises. “You’re with Anterdec?”

      Oh, no.
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      We’re driving back to the office. Josh and Marie are silent.

      They are silent because I am using all of the words in the world, all at once, on this rant.

      “I can’t believe that I have been a mystery shopping professional for five years and never once – not once! -- have I blown my cover. Not the time Shannon’s ex-boyfriend’s mother caught us being gay at a credit union. Not when Andrew thought I was dating a bunch of dog owners while I was working the DoggieDate account. Not even that time I evaluated bra fitters at the department store and had that pervert put nipple clamps on me.”

      Marie perks up. “Does she still work there? Which store?”

      “NOT ONCE!” I shout. “But now that I have the paparazzi following me everywhere, I go on a rare field report and you blow our cover.” I poke Josh’s shoulder for emphasis.

      “Me? Me? I didn’t blow our cover. You did!”

      “WHAT?”

      “You were the first person to use the word ‘Anterdec.’ Not me.”

      My mind replays the conversation. Damn it. He’s right. I was.

      Just because he’s right doesn’t mean I’m letting him off the hook, though. No way. I stay quiet as Josh pulls the car into the Anterdec parking garage using the private cardkey for executives. Andrew gave me one so I can escape the media attention.

      “This is so nice,” Josh says as the special gate opens and he pulls into the garage, finding a spot very close to the main elevators.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I snap.

      “I still can’t believe you’re marrying Andrew. I’m with Geordi. We both found our soulmates.”

      “I know,” I say, softening. “It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

      “I mean it literally. I can’t believe Andrew puts up with you.”

      I threaten to pull his elastic band. Josh slams his palm over it and bares his teeth. He looks like a shaved groundhog with impressive orthodontics in his teen years.

      “I liked you so much better when you were Greg’s code jockey.”

      Josh sighs. “Look, Amanda, it’ll be fine. So we blew our cover. You’re not doing field work again, anyhow. I hardly ever mystery shop, and we all know the division is being repurposed. It’ll be fine. What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

      My phone buzzes. Text from Shannon.

      Oh, you poor thing, is all it says.

      What? Why? What happened? I reply.

      #scrotoxic is all she answers with.

      “Scro-tox-ic?” I read slowly, trying to figure out what she’s saying.

      Look at the gossip sites. You have a hashtag, she continues. Makes #poopwatch seem quaint.

      Of course I have a hashtag #andyandmandy, I reply.

      Not the one my mother gave you guys. You’re now #scrotoxic, she responds.

      How can I be #scrotoxic when I don’t even have a scrotum?

      Get online. Check Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Now, she warns.

      Bzzzzz.

      Another text. This one is from Katie.

      Don’t worry. We’re in damage control mode now, she says.

      When someone who works in a job where their entire role is to manage messes says “don’t worry,” you worry.

      I practically sprint into my office and boot up my computer, simultaneously opening all my social media apps on my phone.

      “You are so busted!” Josh squeals, on my heels, his phone in his hand. Given that we’re social media friends on every platform possible, I’m guessing that whatever’s going on has invaded his accounts, too.

      I start checking social media and all the gossip sites frantically. Juicy paparazzi photos and stories take a few hours to make it online, though many are on Twitter within seconds. Shannon hated having hashtags from Jessica Coffin.

      But she ain’t seen nothin’.

      “#scrotoxic? They’re tagging this one with #scrotoxic!” Josh screams, reading his phone. “Oh, Amanda. You’re also all over the bad plastic surgery sites.”

      “Already? I wasn’t there long enough to get surgery!”

      “Look at this one.” Josh points to a picture on his phone. It’s a split screen with one side a picture taken at Shannon and Declan’s wedding, another from the medi-spa a few hours ago.

      Josh starts reading:

      “Anterdec CEO Andrew McCormick has bought his fiancée one nice nose job as an early wedding present! But if the bags under her eyes are any indication, Amanda may be the ‘something blue’ in this wedding.”

      My fingers fly up to my face, gingerly touching the skin beneath my eyes. “I do not have bags there! And my nose – on what planet do they think I got a nose job?”

      “Look at your before-and-after photos. Pretty convincing,” Josh adds.

      “You’ve known me the entire time! I never got a nose job!”

      “Are you sure? It says so on the internet, so it must be true,” he says with a sneering mockery that pushes me over the edge.

      I grab his shirt, reaching for the elastic strap, and pull exactly once.

      Josh screams.

      “Boy, your surgeon did a great job, Amanda,” Marie marvels, looking at the gossip site’s pictures. “You’d never guess you had a nose job.”

      “That’s because I didn’t!”

      “But they do have a point about your breasts.”

      I look down. “My breasts are fine! They are not uneven!”

      Josh glances in my general chest direction, then looks quickly away. “If you say so.”

      I jut the girls out as far as they can go. “Look at them! Not as sex objects, but as two items that are meant to be, you know, the same.” I cup them, adjusting. “Are they even?”

      “First of all, I don’t look at those and see ‘sex object,’ no matter what anyone says. And second of all, they look very natural.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “They’re fine. Breasts are like testicles.”

      “No, they’re not!”

      “Yes, they are. Everyone has one that hangs a little lower than the other. Some of us,” he adds, closing one eye, squinting at me, “hang a little lower than others.”

      “That photographer just got me at a bad angle!”

      “If you say so.”

      “Quit saying that! ‘If you say so’ is the weasel-word equivalent of ‘I’m sorry your feelings were hurt.’”

      “Well, Amanda, I’m sorry your feelings were hurt by my saying ‘if you say so.’”

      I reach for his elastic band again. He leaps out of reach.

      “Yank me once, shame on you. Yank me twice, shame on me.”

      “Is that the Tuggers Anonymous version of the Serenity Prayer?”

      Josh inhales sharply, pointing at me in horror. “You are just outright being cruel now.”

      “And you blew our cover today!”

      “Did not!”

      “Did too!”

      “Did not!”

      “Did -- ”

      “Ooooooo!” Marie squeals, reading on her phone. “Amanda, you’ll have to tell me how Andrew’s foreskin restoration goes.”

      “His...what?”

      She points to her screen. “CelebrityNewz4Evah says you’re calling the wedding off if Andrew doesn’t tug. I didn’t realize Josh had that kind of influence on you!”

      There is a very, very badly photoshopped picture of Andrew on the site, with an elephant trunk where his crotch is.

      “If you read it on the internet, Marie, it must be true.”

      “Look! This is hysterical!” Josh reads from yet another internet gossip site. “Sources confirm that CEO playboy Andrew McCormick’s fiancée made a visit to the medi-spa with her grandma to check out the spa’s foreskin restoration services.”

      “Grandma?” Marie gives Josh a once-over. “I mean, you have a receding hairline, your cheekbones are nice and high, and you look older than you are, but you don’t meet the definition of ‘grandma.’”

      Josh points to the screen. “They’re talking about you, Marie. They think you’re Amanda’s grandma.”

      “WHAT?”

      “At least they’re not calling you ‘scrotoxic’!” I shout. Andrew is going to kill me when he reads about the foreskin restoration leak.

      How do I explain that?

      “I’d rather have people call me that than think I’m old enough to be your grandmother!” She thwacks her loose neck skin. “I knew this aged me prematurely!”

      “You don’t look a day over sixty, Marie,” Josh says brightly. I’m behind Marie and look over her shoulder at him, grimacing and shaking my head.

      “I’m fifty-three,” she responds with a deadly stare. I know she’s actually fifty-five, but at this point, I’m more concerned about my complete and utter online humiliation than correcting Marie’s neverending vanity.

      “Oh.” Josh shrivels.

      “Those bastards!” I rant. “They make fun of my looks and accuse me of trying to change my poor fiancé’s twig and berries!”

      “And they think I’m your grandma,” Marie wails.

      Josh gets shifty-eyed. “I’m the only one they didn’t make shit up about.”

      “Lucky you.”

      Worry lines crease his brow. “No. No. This is bad. This means I’m too boring for gossip sites.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve become wallpaper!”

      “Wallpaper?”

      “People who are too boring to bother with are just wallpaper. I’m, I’m not even interesting enough to get a hashtag, or a before-and-after picture!”

      “And you’re upset about this?”

      Marie starts rubbing his back. “I’m so sorry, Josh.”

      Is he actually crying? Are those real tears? The guy’s upset because the paparazzi didn’t make fun of him, or lie, or use him as a tool to exploit?

      “All day I sit and write code, debug code, and help stupid people with their stupid computer problems.” Not crying. He’s outraged.

      “Hey! I’m one of the people you help,” I object.

      “Me, too!” Marie adds.

      “See? Point made.” He sniffs. “I finally get to do something exciting.”

      “And get help with your tugboat,” Marie notes.

      “Tugging.”

      “Whatever.”

      “And this is how it turns out. I might as well be invisible.”

      Carol walks in. “Hi Mom. Hi Amanda. How did it go?”

      Josh waves his arms like he’s a drunk, topless girl at a One Direction concert, trying to get Harry’s attention. “See? Invisible.”

      “Oh. Sorry, Josh. Didn’t see you there.”

      He makes a dismissive sound.

      Carol peers at my computer screen. “Is that you?” She points to the nose job split screen.

      “Yeah.”

      “Your nose job looks great!”

      And with that, I pick up my purse and leave as Josh and Marie giggle, because what else am I going to do?

      My uneven breasts and my brand new nose are taking my #scrotoxic self home for a pity party.
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      Defeated, exhausted, and mildly horrified that I blew my cover on a mystery shop because I was arguing with Josh about which one of us was the bigger transgressor of Anterdec fraternization policies, I change into my flannel granny pajamas the second I walk in the apartment, stripping naked and leaving my clothes in a fabric puddle right by the front door.

      There is a glorious freedom in walking around your own home naked, without anyone else in the house to see you or hit on you.

      I make my way to the bedroom, pull out the well-worn pink flannel PJs with tiny yellow ducks all over them, and slip my feet into fuzzy fleece slippers.

      By the time Andrew comes home, it’s after eleven o’clock and I am in bed, under the covers with a heated lavender rice sock buried near my feet and a half-eaten pile of Cheeto-marshmallow treats on a plate beside me.

      Earbuds in, episode after episode of Shameless making me feel infinitely better about my screwed-up day.

      He walks into the bedroom, loosening his tie and unbuttoning the top buttons of his shirt, talking about something I can’t quite understand because until three seconds ago, I didn’t realize he was even speaking.

      Frantically, I grope for the pause button, Cheeto pieces spilling between my breasts as they roll into the V of my pajama top.

      “Wait – what?” I yank out an earbud. “Sorry. What did you say?”

      He’s in the walk-in closet, his voice muffled. “I said, I got a very interesting call today from Inviajaa Industries.”

      I wince. That’s the parent company of the medi-spa.

      “Yeah? Um, can we talk about it later? I’m about to find out whether Frank will really stay dry this time and be a good father.”

      He appears, completely naked, wearing nothing but a wry smile. “Spoiler: he never, ever does.”

      “You don’t know that! The series isn’t over!” Yes, I’m stalling. Wouldn’t you? Plus, naked Andrew is a sight to behold. Let me pause for a moment and take in the majesty of his long, muscled body, peppered with hair in all the right places, strong thighs flexed as the day’s need for social convention falls away like his clothing. His waist is tight, hips carved by all those workouts with Vince, and his shoulders stretch wide, rolling muscle resting against bone as if ready for whatever challenge life throws his way.

      Like my tongue.

      “Amanda.” The way he stands, arms crossed over his chest, thighs tight, face amused, makes it clear he expects me to cough up an explanation. Which is kind of hard when my ears are ringing, my mouth fills with drool, and the last year disappears. In this exact moment, a remarkable sense of gratitude fills me. Without a doubt, Andrew is the hottest man I have ever dated, sharp and sweet, cunning and built.

      He’s mine. Really mine.

      That deserves a moment of silence and deep meditation, but instead, I jump to my own defense, squirrelly and nonplussed.

      “You don’t know about Frank! Unless you’ve watched ahead.”

      “I cheated and read the Wikipedia listings for the entire series.” His tongue rolls in his cheek, one eyebrow raised as if we’re playing poker and he’s upped the ante.

      “What? Why would you do that? Why ruin the surprise?”

      “It doesn’t ruin anything. And you’re deflecting.”

      “When you stand there all naked and alluring, it’s hard to pay attention to whatever you’re saying.”

      He smirks, looking down at his own rock-hard body as if it’s an afterthought. “Nice try. How was your day at the medi-spa?”

      “Medi-spa? What medi-spa?”

      Playing innocent works, right? Sometimes. Maybe. Kinda.

      He frowns.

      Okay. Not this time.

      “You blew your cover. You never blow your cover, Amanda. What happened?”

      “Josh said something about working for Anterdec.”

      “Why was Josh there? He hates mystery shopping.”

      “They had some services there he wanted to try. Plus, he’s working on expanding his penis – er, his skills. Expanding his skills so he’ll be in a better position to be promoted.”

      “He’s really pulling his weight.”

      “More than you could ever imagine,” I say tightly.

      Andrew’s eyes narrow, taking me in. “You look comfortable.”

      “I look like a slob.” We’ve been together just long enough that I let him see me like this. In those first few months after I moved in, I’d wake up and go to the bathroom before his alarm went off, brushing my teeth and washing up. Sex was an every morning event back then.

      Still is.

      One morning he caught me. We kissed. The dragon living in my mouth didn’t kill him. Ever since, we’ve chipped away at the domestic relaxation that all those women’s magazines say takes place naturally. Dirty socks on the floor. Period sex. Strange noises from body parts. You know.

      Cheetos crumbs in bed after you blow your cover and potentially sabotage a major corporate division’s investments.

      “You look beautiful.” He’s sizing me up. Not my beauty.

      My mood.

      You know what he’s doing. Every guy does it. They’re evolutionarily primed to be hunters, right? He’s scanning the African grasslands for prey.

      Note to self: are my grasslands neatly trimmed? When did the Serengeti last have fresh water in the watering hole?

      All guys do it. I’ve never lived with a guy before, so I have no basis for comparison, but I don’t need any. Andrew is feeling me out. Sex or no sex?

      Deal or no deal?

      He climbs into bed, pulling back the covers and sliding those muscular legs between the sheets, propped up by pillows. We both keep books on our nightstands, but hardly ever read for pleasure these days.

      The day’s flurry of non-stop weirdness infects my imagination.

      I pull back the covers and take a good long look at his naked penis. Like every other penis I’ve ever seen, it’s flesh-toned. It has veins. It’s various shades of skin, depending on the part. There are testicles inside a scrotum. One ball rests on his upper thigh, slightly uneven compared to the other.

      Suddenly my different-size breasts don’t feel so lonely.

      A shadow covers the light behind me, and then the heat of Andrew’s chest radiates to my shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” he says, his voice soft and amused. “Enjoying the view?” I take in the contoured edge of his strong thighs, muscles swelling as the tendons stand out in contrast with the carved, hard lines of his legs. His waist is tight, hips textured with the little indents that make touching him so pleasing. He’s tall and stretched out, sitting up slightly, a feast for the eyes.

      “I’m looking at your penis.”

      “I noticed. Like what you see?”

      I say nothing, concentrating. As the whole of his nude body comes into focus, I feel an intense sense of connectivity, like separate bolts of electricity all joining together to form a large fireball of synergy, blood heating up, the sense of separation between my body and his fading.

      Seconds tick by. He shifts slightly, the angle changing.

      I would have given him a C3 until he moved. Now I might have to say C4.

      “Amanda?”

      “Yes?”

      “While you’re welcome to look at my naked body anytime – on demand, in fact – I’m curious. Why the sudden attention?”

      “I’m rating your penis.”

      “Rating?”

      “Yes.”

      “On a scale? You want to know how much it weighs?”

      “Not weighing. Rating.”

      “I heard you.” His amusement deepens. “What’s the rating scale?”

      “C1 to C10.”

      “You’re seeing ten now.” His penis perks up at the mention of its name, and the foreskin stretches to about a C2. I make an involuntary sound of horror. Josh and his stupid, stupid body modification fetish have invaded my bedroom.

      And yet I can’t help myself.

      “No, no. It’s a rating system to determine where your foreskin rests on the continuum.”

      “There is a foreskin continuum?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m circumcised.”

      “I noticed.” You and every other guy I know, I don’t add. Circumcision rates for guys born in the 1980s in the U.S. were around sixty to sixty-five percent. When you have a mom like Pam, you find your mind searching for data to fill in concepts. Until Josh mentioned tugging I’d never thought about it.

      Now I can’t stop thinking about penises.

      Andrew’s, in particular.

      “And you learned about this foreskin continuum where?”

      “At the medi-spa mystery shop today.”

      “The medi-spa does circumcisions?”

      “God, no. The opposite.”

      He crosses his legs, penis hanging out above where his thighs meet, like a compliant lap dog. “What is the opposite of a circumcision?”

      “They restore your foreskin.”

      His penis visibly shrinks at my words.

      “Wow,” I marvel aloud. “You just totally went from a C2 to a C4 right before my eyes.” I poke the turtleneck. Three pokes and he’s back to C2. Hmmm. It’s like coefficients of linear expansion in seventh-grade science class, but instead of watching how heat expands metal rods, I get to watch how my touch expands...a different rod.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re not looking at my merchandise because you want to have sex with me. You’re checking it out to grade it?” His arms go slack, resting next to his ribs and hips, palms turned up. Thick veins run the corridor from shoulder socket to wrist bones, rolling muscles making his arms like flesh hills of Ireland. On and on they curve and flow, leading to the tributaries of fingers at the ends.

      Said fingers move to point to his rod.

      “I never said I didn’t want sex.”

      He perks up, belly curling in slightly, all those core muscles acting in a chain of movement that forces my palm to flatten against his navel.

      Just because. Displays of beauty like this cannot go untouched.

      “Do you miss your foreskin?” I ask, inexplicably sad for a moment, taking in the whole of him.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “How can I miss something I’ve never had?”

      I peer closer. He shifts slightly.

      And then --

      “Hey! Stop that!” I admonish.

      “Stop what?”

      “Growing! I can’t figure out which C you are if you keep letting it do that.”

      “I don’t really have much choice when you sit that close to it. I can feel your warm breath tickling the tip. It’s suggestive. Promising.” A vocal sound of encouragement punctuates his words.

      I blow lightly, like trying to fog a mirror on purpose.

      From C4 to C1 in seconds.

      “Andrew! This is serious.”

      “I’m always serious when it comes to my penis. If you don’t want it to grow, quit doing that.”

      I back away.

      “You don’t have to stop unless you want to!” he quickly adds. “But what the hell is this foreskin restoration business?”

      “Josh is a tugger.”

      “Tugger?”

      “Google it sometime. We went to the medi-spa today to evaluate some of the services, to see if we should add them to the O Spa chain. Josh said tuggers are trying to restore their foreskins, and it got me thinking about yours.”

      “Uh...thanks?”

      “If you stretch it,” I explain, reaching down for emphasis, “and do it for long enough, you can basically re-create your foreskin.”

      “If you keep doing that, you’ll re-create my lunch break.”

      I halt. “Lunch break?”

      He gives me a half-sheepish grin. “It’s been two days since we last had sex. I caught you bending over to grab some blank paper at the copier and you were off to a meeting, so...”

      “You masturbate in your office?”

      “God, no.” He’s scandalized by the suggestion.

      “Good.”

      “I would never do it in my office!”

      “Okay. I heard you.”

      “I do it in my office bathroom.”

      “Wait a minute. Hold on. I spent my day being chased by paparazzi, listening to Josh talk endlessly about his penis project, pictures of my uneven breasts and nose job made their way online, Perez Hilton thinks I want you to get Scrotox for the wedding ceremony -- ”

      His hand goes up. “Scrotox?” I look down.

      C5.

      I nod, too wound up to stop. “They’re accusing me of being scrotoxic! Can you believe that?”

      “If I knew what ‘scrotoxic’ meant, I’d -- ” He studies me carefully. “I’d fully agree with however you feel about it.”

      “And I come home to find out you whack off to thoughts of me bending over at the copy machine – and you do it in your office bathroom?”

      “Sometimes in my storage closet.”

      “I don’t even know you!”

      “Yes, you do.” He moves my hand so that I begin stroking him. “With or without a foreskin, that’s nice.” He stops. “Do you really want me to restore my foreskin?”

      “Are you willing to put a ring clamp on what’s left and stretch it over the glans?”

      “No. And in case I’m not being clear enough, hell no.”

      “Wear a g-string with an elephant trunk covering your penis, attached to a harness on your knee, so the cone that protects your glans doesn’t accidentally fall out of your pant leg?”

      Speechless. I’ve left him speechless. Andrew grabs the sheet and covers his lower half, tucking the edges under his ass.

      “On a scale of C1 to C10, how important is this to you?” That’s his negotiating voice. The one he brings out when he’s already decided the answer is no. “You’re not joking, are you?”

      “I never joke about your penis.”

      “You also never lie.”

      He reaches for the top button of my pajama shirt, brushing little orange crumbs off to the side. Those strong, smooth fingers release the first button, then the second, a small smile tickling his lips.

      I look down. “What are you doing?”

      “Unbuttoning your top.”

      “I can see that. But we’re in the middle of a conversation, and this is very distracting.”

      “Good.” He continues.

      “Why?”

      “Because you have too many clothes on.”

      “I’m wearing pajamas. In bed. You know, where you’re supposed to wear pajamas?”

      “Not in my bed. You’re a C10.”

      I sputter. “I’m what?”

      “C1 to C10 is the scale, right? And C10 means full coverage. Under my interpretation of your scale, I need to get you from C10 to C1.”

      “I’m not a penis!”

      “No. You’re even better. A naked woman in my bed.” Wiggling his foot, he finds my feet. “And one who already warmed up her toes. No icicles between my thighs tonight.”

      “You told me it’s fine to put my cold feet there when I crawl into bed.”

      He continues unbuttoning my top until both sides slide open.

      “There is an enormous difference between ‘fine’ and ‘pleasurable.’”

      I look between his legs. “There most certainly is.”

      Before I can say another word, he’s on top of me, hands holding my wrists above my head, mouth kissing mine, licking a sudden trail to my breast and dipping to each nipple for a taste.

      “Tugger, huh?” he whispers, blowing lightly on my wet areola, making my nipple tighten. “Hey, if a guy wants to restore his foreskin, more power to him. No judgment from me. We all have to be happy with our bodies. But I have no interest in changing anything about my junk.”

      “Your junk is fine.”

      “Mmmm, not good enough.” He bites my nipple, just hard enough to send electricity down between my legs, making me moan.

      “It’s more than fine!” I gasp.

      “How much more? On a scale from 1 to 10.”

      “Eleven!”

      “That’s my girl.” Pulling back, he sits up, reaching for the waistband of my oversized flannel pajama pants, stripping them off me with ease. Then he stops, reaches for the lamp, and turns it on a brighter setting.

      “What are you doing?”

      He stares openly at my breasts for longer than I’m accustomed to. There’s a decidedly evaluative quality to his attentions.

      Finally, he says, “Perez and TMZ are wrong. They’re not that uneven.”

      For that, he gets a pillow in the face.

      I scramble up to the headboard, shouting, “You did see the news!”

      “Your breasts and nose are trending on Facebook. Our PR division sent me a report.”

      “My breasts and nose have their own report? That’s insane!”

      “You underestimate the importance of your breasts in the world.”

      “Did the gossip sites mention anything else?”

      “They called Marie your grandmother.”

      I groan. It’s a combination of realizing Andrew knows everything, so there’s no hope of hiding any of what happened today from him, and also that thing he’s doing to me with his thumb.

      “And the elephant trunk they photoshopped on my package was hilarious.”

      “How can you laugh about this?”

      “What else am I supposed to do? Put you under house arrest? Keep you confined to a compound?”

      “That’s starting to look increasingly appealing. Just make sure my sister wives are nice.”

      He does a double take. “Is – is that an option?”

      I shove him off the bed. Just as he pitches backward, though, he grabs me by the waist and we roll off together, landing with a soft thump, all our naked parts rubbing against each other in a maddeningly delightful way.

      “You’re such an ass,” I say, pelting him with my fists.

      He squeezes mine. “Mmmm, ass.”

      “Andrew! I’m serious!”

      “So am I. I’m always serious about admiring your ass.” His kiss stops me from yelling at him. Something has to. We’re on the floor now, half the bedspread stretched at an odd angle, our bodies pinning it to the ground while Andrew cups my face with both his hands, fingers buried in my hair, his kiss wet and wild and taking me out of my head and into my skin.

      Where I belong.

      We’re breathing hard, shifting out of the head space where we talk to communicate. More than anything else, what I need now is him – naked, open, raw, and real. My day fell apart in a seemingly endless chain of misunderstandings and mistakes that snowballed, leading to being used yet again as a tool for someone else’s gain.

      In his arms, I’m treasured. No one exploits me. I’m not critiqued and mocked, measured and judged, found wanting or made fun of.

      And I certainly am not used to make money.

      All of those accumulated ego assaults wash away like I’m being bathed in the holy water of his attentions, cleansed by kisses and touches, each one making us purer and purer. Returning to baseline with his chest against mine, his warm hands grab my hips and ass with the hands of a man who knows what he possesses. I find myself in a very rare place.

      “I don’t want to think,” I tell him. “I don’t want to worry or plan. I don’t want to track every little detail and emotion in every person I see. I don’t want to be in charge. I don’t want to think five steps ahead, or focus on the future and plan backwards. I just want to let it all go and be with you. Really be with you, fully present. I just need to be here. Now. And only now. With you.”

      Handsome, listening eyes meet mine, perceptive and warm. Instead of saying whatever he thinks I want to hear, he kisses me harder.

      I’m on my back, the valley between my breasts nice and wide, chest rising and falling hard as I come down to normal after that. My heart feels like it’s drag racing in my chest and my belly curls in, pushing my ribs to full expansion as my body radiates with a singularity that has never happened before.

      He sits up on one arm, looks at my breasts, then meets my eyes.

      “They’re uneven. So is Mona Lisa’s smile. Both are beautiful works of art.”

      And then he kisses each breast lightly on the nipple before I try to smother him with my pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      How’s your morning? Mine is great. Just great.

      Seventeen texts from Katie Gallagher, all asking for my rubber stamp on a variety of wedding issues that mothers of the bride normally make.

      

      
        
        Centerpieces with live frogs? Who knew Marie was right?

        Hygge-themed pre-ceremony resting rooms at the church? Um, okay. How the hell do you even pronounce ‘hygge’?

        Honeymoon in Dubai, at the new Anterdec property? Hijab required.

        

      

      

      Hold up on that last one.

      I’m squinting, reading through a mountain of texts about the wedding, when my phone goes crazy, notifications on social media exploding. The phone buzzes and burps so many times I assume it’s a malfunction and press the Power button hard, the screen going black.

      “Weird,” I mutter, grabbing my cold cup of coffee and finishing it, wondering when I can grab lunch as my stomach growls. The phone looks up at me, thumbprint-smudged and robotic, devoid of the personality it normally exhibits when turned on.

      My laptop is open, earbuds plugged in but not inserted. I stand and stretch, looking at the anachronistic analog wall clock in my office. 10:11 a.m.

      Time for a coffee break.

      Andrew is in meetings down the street at some institutional investment bank. He explained it all to me at some point this morning, while I covered my head with a pillow and screamed, “Too much sunlight isn’t good for vampires!” or something like that. After his meeting, he’s off to New York for two days, then finally back home, where I get him to myself again.

      For twelve hours.

      My body sighs, limbs dropping with the memory of our day at his parents’ house. If only every day could be like that, with time a third welcome partner in our relationship, providing endless unconditional love and plenty of room to breathe.

      The walk to the coffee machine is surprisingly quiet. I peer in open office doors and see groups of employees huddled around laptops in twos and threes, whispering among themselves.

      Nothing out of the norm.

      When you drink enough breve lattes, a plain cup of coffee with cream becomes second best. It’s funny – Andrew showers me with gifts, but never – not once – has he offered to buy me my very own latte system so I can have my breves alone in my own private office. I have a system at home, but not here at Anterdec.

      Aside from that character flaw, he’s pretty damn perfect.

      I settle into my chair, drinking a mouthful of coffee and starting to insert my earbuds, when chaos erupts.

      Bodies bump against my closed door like skiers hitting trees on their way down an icy slope, the sound making me jump in my chair, and as I right myself I pivot the wrong way, nearly toppling ass-over-tea-kettle. When the hell did I develop Shannon’s balance skills?

      Tap tap tap. “Amanda?”

      That’s Josh.

      “Come in!”

      Wide-eyed Josh, followed by a very green-looking Carol, walk into my office.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Carol crosses the room and looks at my phone, then my computer, bright eyes filled with swirling trepidation. “You online?”

      “Yeah, but I took a break. My phone just went nuts. Started buzzing like crazy, so I turned it off.”

      “Been on social media in the last fifteen minutes?”

      “What?”

      Tap tap tap.

      I look at Josh, then Carol. “Who could that be?”

      Gina pops her head in. “Andrew wants you to know he’s on the way.”

      “On the way for what?”

      All three of them are looking at me like my mom did the day she told me Daddy wasn’t coming home.

      “What’s wrong? Is it my mom? Is she okay? Why would Andrew be coming here if he has meetings in New York later?” I look at Gina, who turns pink, her mouth pinching.

      “I – he just called and told me he couldn’t reach you on your phone and he’s on his way on foot.”

      “On foot?”

      “He said he could get here faster that way than if he took the limo.”

      “What is going on?” I practically scream.

      Carol unplugs the earbuds from my laptop.

      Ding! Ding! Ding!

      Notification sounds from all my social media make the room sound like a porch-chime showroom.

      “My phone just did that, too! I thought it was a malfunction.”

      “Honey? Amanda?” Josh is so serious. So caring. “I want you to sit down before we show you.”

      I groan. “Oh, God. It’s the paparazzi again, isn’t it? What are they saying now? That my labia are uneven? Did they get a crotch shot while I was swimming naked at Andrew’s parents’ house?”

      No one laughs.

      Why aren’t they laughing?

      “Look,” Carol says softly, pointing to a Boston newspaper’s website.

      I read the headlines:

      

      CEO’s fiancée daughter of murderer

      Anterdec CEO to marry jailbird’s daughter

      What did Andrew McCormick know about fiancée’s family secret?

      

      The website is covered with pictures of Leo, an old newspaper photograph of a car crash from twenty years ago, and some other cracked-up car, a minivan that looks like someone put it in a blender.

      I see isolated words, like Iowa and vehicular and missing and Fenway.

      Andrew was right.

      Ringing. All I hear is a high-pitched ringing in my ears, the sound that comes after a shotgun blast, when the weapon’s been discharged.

      When you assess the damage.

      Shame, viscous and slimy, coats my skin, invading my lungs, making them stick together. That has to be why I can’t breathe, right?

      Because the shame is coming to the surface from the inside out.

      “Is this everywhere?” I ask, the words coming from outside the window, like I’m dangling in space.

      “Yes. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, all the major news outlets. Started about fifteen minutes ago and it’s taking off.” Josh bends down, looking up at me. “We’re here. We’ll do whatever you need.”

      “My mom!” I stand up. The room spins. I sit down. “Someone needs to get to my mom, now.”

      “Mr. McCormick told me to tell you he’s sent Gerald and a team to her house already. She still works from home, right?”

      I nod. Or, I should say, my disembodied head nods.

      “Jailbird’s daughter,” I whisper. All of who I am, all my years of experience, my skin, my hair, my heart, my feelings, all distilled down into two words.

      Jailbird’s daughter.

      Murderer’s daughter.

      Defined by a man who lost me when I was a child.

      Literally.

      Heavy steps thump down the hallway, growing in intensity as the runner gets closer, the sound like a train coming at me, full speed, unstoppable and unyielding. The ringing in my ears turns into a heartbeat, fast and labored, beating hard like a fist pounding from the inside out, chiseling its way from Andrew to me.

      He holds me, wrapping his big protective arms around me until all I see is the dark cocoon of his chest, my ears still ringing, his voice ethereal and deep.

      “It’s okay. Gerald’s on his way to your mom’s.”

      “We need to go see her. Now.”

      “Whatever you want. Whatever you need.” Josh and Carol watch us. Carol’s phone buzzes and she looks up at me.

      “Shannon’s in Vegas. She asked if you want her to fly home? She will.”

      “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t,” I start repeating, beginning to hyperventilate. Carol nods furiously and she and Josh leave as Andrew soothes me.

      I’m a live wire.

      “Let’s go.” I’m gulping air, like I’m drowning.

      “Slow down, sweetie. It’s a lot to -- ”

      I shove him off me, standing, ignoring how fast the world suddenly turns. “Let’s go. Now. My mom’s house.”

      He escorts me out and down the hall, pressing the elevator button impatiently. After five seconds, I can’t stand it and head for the stairs, grateful I’m wearing simple clogs. Twenty-two sets of stairs take up most of my mental energy, all my crying done while I make an endless spiral down, down, down, the words ‘murderer’s daughter’ turned into a mantra.

      mur-der-er’s daugh-ter

      mur-der-er’s daugh-ter

      We crash through the door to the Anterdec fleet, José waiting with a black SUV. Ruthless efficiency informs Andrew’s movements. In seconds, we’re in the car, tires squealing, José pulling up the stored directions to Mom’s house.

      Tense silence fills the air, my mind combing over the memory of those websites. I’ve abandoned everything at my office. No computer, no phone.

      “Let me see yours,” I insist. Andrew hands me his phone without comment. I navigate to major gossip sites.

      The story is everywhere.

      “It’ll die down by tomorrow,” Andrew assures me, as if he thinks that will help. “We’re just the story du jour.”

      “We aren’t. I am. Leo is.” I’m strangely touched to find my mother’s phone number programmed into Andrew’s phone under “Mother-in-Law.” I call her. I get her voicemail.

      I hang up.

      “The damn media,” Andrew mutters, jaw tight, fingers pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “The media? No. The media didn’t do this, Andrew. James did. James did this. He wanted allllll the publicity he could get his hands on, didn’t he? Well, he fucking got it. ”

      Our hands are touching and I can feel the moment he goes cold, biology more powerful than intent. “No,” he says softly. “Even Dad wouldn’t stoop that low.”

      “He knew, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. He knew about Leo.” I know James knows about Leo, because he’s talked about it with me and Mom before.

      “There you go. This is unforgivable.”

      “It is.”

      I start to shake with rage. “I don’t think you understand.”

      “I do.”

      “I can’t have someone in my life who would do this to me and Mom.”

      He grabs my hands, hard, and gives me a fierce piercing look. “I understand. And let me be crystal clear: if I have to choose between you and Dad, it will always, always be you. I will back you up one thousand percent. Do or say whatever you need to.”

      “I don’t need your permission.”

      “No, you don’t. But I am giving you my support. I’m ready to kill him, too.”

      José presses a Bluetooth earpiece against his ear, then makes a U-turn. “Sir? Gerald just let me know that we need to change our destination.”

      “What?” I yell. “No! We need to see my mom! We need to make sure she’s okay and that the press isn’t at her house. The press your father sicced on her.”

      Andrew closes his eyes, nostrils flaring, hands in fists.

      “Ms. Warrick, this comes directly from Gerald. We’re re-routing.”

      “Why in the hell are we re-routing?” Andrew bellows. “I don’t care what it takes. We need to get to Pam immediately.”

      “Sir, that’s what I’m doing. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but they’ve just taken Pam Warrick to Newton-Wellesley Hospital by ambulance. Gerald made the 911 call. She’s collapsed.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next fifteen minutes are a blur. Frozen images and scents, sensory impressions and words are like puzzle pieces that don’t quite fit, the edges fraying and bent in an effort to make it all add up to a coherent whole.

      Me, unable to breathe.

      Andrew, barking orders.

      José, taking chances with the SUV in a rush.

      Red lights that might as well last for an eternity.

      “None of this is real. This isn’t happening,” I say, the words coming out like blocks of wood from my throat, stacked on top of each other without purpose. If I say it’s not real, maybe I can roll back time an hour or so and freeze it, living in that place where a crappy cup of office coffee and a long stretch was how I occupied time.

      Not sitting in a speeding SUV, wondering if my mother is dead.

      Andrew takes charge. He doesn’t ask. He knows what I need.

      Information. Being comforted is nice, but it has a short shelf life when your brain and heart operate the way mine do. He knows this.

      “Gerald,” he barks into his phone. “What happened?”

      A few beats later, he covers his mouthpiece and relays the story. “He got there. The place was crawling with photographers. Pam let him in. She had no idea about the newspaper covering Leo and his connection to me. When Gerald showed her the online headlines, she fainted.”

      He goes back to the phone and frowns. “God, no, Gerald. Stop apologizing. You did nothing wrong. If it hadn’t been you, it might have been one of the leeches on her lawn. You did the right thing.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, burying my face in Andrew’s neck. “None of this would be happening if it weren’t for my father.”

      Firm hands pull me back, Andrew’s sharp eyes meeting mine. “Don’t you ever apologize for your father. You did nothing wrong. If anyone’s father is responsible for this mess, it’s mine,” he adds, voice deepening to an angry growl that makes my tailbone tighten at the same time that something deep in my chest relaxes.

      We’re on Route 16. Newton-Wellesley Hospital is on the right. José turns and I break Andrew’s gaze, unbuckling my seatbelt.

      “Wait!” Andrew admonishes. He returns his attention to the phone. “Emergency entrance, or somewhere else?” he asks Gerald.

      “We’ve got it covered, sir,” José tells him.

      The phone signal disappears as the SUV drives into a parking garage, then weaves back out, finding a small door that opens, Gerald waving us in.

      Mom, I scream inside me, imagining the scene.

      “Is Spritzy okay?” I ask Gerald, the non sequitur bizarre but I don’t control my emotions at this point. Some primitive part of me has taken over.

      “I put him in his cage before we left. Gave him food and water.”

      I sag against Andrew in relief, his arm a life preserver as we follow Gerald.

      “It’s quiet. They’ve moved her into a private room already to do a quick assessment and to keep her away from the media.”

      We turn a corner to find a camera crew standing at the edge of Mom’s room, James talking to one of them.

      My pulse slows to a deadly beat as I approach my future father-in-law in full combat mode.

      “You brought a camera crew to the hospital? Into my mother’s room? After what you’ve done? What the hell, James? Give her a little privacy!”

      Fully prepared for a frothing conflict, his calm response unhinges me.

      “Which is why I brought a waiver for everyone to sign,” James informs us. His assistant, Becky, pulls out crisp pieces of paper. Contracts.

      You have got to be kidding me.

      Before I can bite his head off, before Andrew can intervene, someone else speaks to James.

      “That’s not how hospitals work, sir,” says Mom’s nurse, a short Jamaican woman who has no problem wearing her contempt for James on her face. Her name tag says Louise. I breathe a sigh of relief, because it’s clear Louise has plenty of experience dealing with assholes.

      And not just on bodies.

      “We’re in negotiations for a reality television show,” James begins to explain as Becky makes the rounds, her feet shuffling in spiky high heels, face tight with the determined look of someone who can handle one task at a time and who requires complete concentration to do it.

      “A reality television show about what?” Andrew asks, voice dropping low as he speaks, a menacing tone that feels protective. I move around him and enter Mom’s room, finding her in bed, eyes closed, machines telling me she’s fine. Resting.

      “About me. Us. My boys. At first, we thought it would be about my venture capital work, but it turns out that’s been done to death. My people pitched a different story, one focused on a self-made billionaire who is handing the reins over to his sons. The working title is Titan of Industry.”

      “I don’t care what you’re doing, sir, you can’t do it in here. All these cameras are a huge invasion of privacy.” Louise points toward the door.

      “It’s not invasion if you sign the waivers.”

      I wish I could patent Louise’s look.

      “Just because you say so doesn’t make it true,” she responds, using the same voice I’ve heard Carol use with a tantrumming Tyler. “You need to get these cameras out of here. Now. Hospital security’s already been called. We’ve kicked nine photographers out already, but they keep coming back like cockroaches.”

      “We need an exception to your policy.” James makes it clear he assumes he will be obeyed.

      “I get the impression you assume exceptions should be made for you all the time, sir.”

      “Now you’re beginning to understand.” James’ face breaks into a grin. “Becky, have the woman sign the paper.”

      What is going on? He’s acting like nothing happened. Like he didn’t take my father’s past and turn it into the scandal of the day, feeding the story to the bloodthirsty media for ratings. Why else would he be here with a camera crew?

      I’ve heard of ambulance chasers, but this takes the cake.

      “I don’t sign anything the hospital lawyers don’t vet,” Louise adds, frowning at Mom’s heart monitor. “And all of this is bad for my patient. Hi, Pam. How you doing?” One eyebrow goes up, her slow, creeping look at me, James, and Andrew clear.

      Get out if you drag the patient down.

      “I’m fine,” Mom says weakly. “Just tired. So tired. What happened?”

      “Gerald caught you before you hit the ground, Mom. Called 911. They brought you here by ambulance.” I reach for her hand. It’s so cold. She looks pained and tired, pale and old, her eyes sunken into their sockets, lips devoid of color. The bizarre conversation with James is distracting. I came here to confront him. I came here to comfort Mom.

      Confront. Comfort. So similar, yet so different.

      “Ambulance! What?” Mom’s heartbeat speeds up. “I was out for that long?”

      “We’re running tests. Figuring it out,” Louise assures her.

      James seems genuinely worried about Mom, but the camera crew cheapens the appearance of his concern. “All I heard was that you’re here, Pam. Ignore the cameramen – we’re filming a documentary about Anterdec and its founding. They’re following me everywhere I go for the next forty-eight hours.”

      “Did they sign a waiver for Hell?” I ask.

      “What?” He’s bewildered, attention bouncing between me and Mom, who accepts his hand on her shoulder with a small smile.

      “Because that’s where you need to go, James. To hell.”

      Hard men turn angry quickly.

      “How dare you speak to me like that?” he roars at me. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Is it my fault a documentary crew is part of my legacy of success?”

      The breathtaking narcissism and his failure to even mention the story about my father being all over the gossip sites makes me explode.

      “Get the cameras out of here,” Andrew snaps.

      “I will. We just need a little footage for the documentary.”

      “No.”

      James ignores me.

      “Did you hear me? I said no.” My blood pressure must be as intense as an Instant Pot, and my temper – which I don’t allow to make an appearance, ever – is working its way through me like an old piece of buckshot that finally breaks free.

      Some part of me turns a dial up a notch, enough to make an impulse flow through my nerves, traveling down my legs and arms, making it impossible to stay quiet.

      Never your wedding to begin with.

      “You fed the media all this information about me! You’re turning Mom and me into nothing but chum for the sharks!” I shout, Andrew moving between us just as James takes a deep breath, eyes beady with reactive anger.

      Andrew’s hand flattens against James’ chest. His father looks down, shocked by the intimacy of his son’s fury. “You’ve gone too far, even for you.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do, son.”

      “I can, I will, and I am.” The gentle push Andrew gives on that last word is a threat, one punctuated by a body primed to do violence on my behalf. “I can’t believe you fed the media the information about Amanda’s father.”

      A blank look passes over James’ face. “Amanda’s father?”

      “Don’t play dumb, James. It doesn’t suit you,” I snap.

      “I’m not playing dumb. I am incapable of playing dumb. I know nothing about your father, other than the fact that he’s incarcerated for a drunk-driving accident in some flyover state.”

      Becky has been patiently waiting on the sidelines with her phone. A well-choreographed dip in front of James, her smartphone pointed at him, leads him to squint, then recoil back in horror.

      “You think I did that?” His voice is hoarse with emotion. “I would never!” His eyes move rapidly, reading from the screen. Becky quietly hands him reading glasses, which he unfolds and slides on.

      “You didn’t go to the press about Leo and his vehicular homicide convictions?” Andrew asks, accusation permeating his words.

      “Good Lord, no. I’d imagine some enterprising gossip chaser did, though.” His mouth sets with anger. “I would never do such a thing.” His look is accusatory as he chides me with his eyes. How dare you? his expression screams.

      A different kind of shame fills me.

      “Why would I ever want bad publicity for Anterdec? Good grief! ‘Anterdec’ and ‘murderer’ in the same sentence?” he blusters.

      And the shame recedes. Andrew’s grim look of determination mirrors mine. James has about three seconds left in the room.

      “How can I trust that you’re telling the truth, Dad?”

      “Because I don’t lie, son. I don’t need to.” He squints at Becky’s phone. “This is terrible publicity! Wedding antics are one thing, but this...”

      “If you want to turn a wedding into a media event, then go and find someone to marry yourself! Don’t ruin my and Andrew’s wedding!” I tell James, inserting myself between him and Mom.

      Stunned silence fills the room, the beep of medical machines turning into background noise, as if the heart monitor were the only thing keeping everyone alive.

      “What?”

      “I won’t tolerate it any more, Dad. Amanda’s right. Stop it. Now.”

      James isn’t listening to him, though, eyebrows knit in a strange sort of scheming. “Find someone to marry.”

      “Are you even listening to me, Dad?”

      “No,” I whisper. “He’s not.”

      Have you ever watched those nature shows on cable, the ones where some poor prey animal is injured, and the predator comes along and scoops it up, devours it, then leaves the carcass for scavenger animals to pick over?

      Bet you thought when I started describing this that James was the predator.

      If he keeps this up, I’m going to abandon his sorry ass in the alley behind the hospital, because he’s gone too far.

      James waves some frightened teenager running his cellphone camera over to us.

      “Who’s this?” Louise asks with rightful suspicion.

      “My grandson,” James snaps. “Record this,” he hisses to the poor kid, who looks like he’s about to piss himself. The kid is probably one of the many college interns from Northeastern, a local university. Bet he never signed up for this when he imagined working for a Fortune 500 company.

      “You don’t have grandchildren,” Andrew announces.

      “I know I don’t look old enough, but I do.” He points to Mom. “Now, Pamela, I’d like to have a word.”

      The room goes quiet again, the teen taping everything, as James slowly bends down on one knee, flashing a smile for the camera.

      “Did you drop something?” Mom asks.

      “Only my heart. It’s shattered in pieces on the floor, Pam. I need you to pick them up and make me whole.” James looks like a pale imitation of Laurence Olivier doing Hamlet. More like Robert Goulet singing at Sizzler.

      Andrew is murderous, making his way over to the teen to grab the phone out of his hand.

      “Pam, I’ve adored you from afar, our friendship one built on mutual distress over our children’s failings,” James begins, eyes cutting to the camera the entire time.

      “What?” Mom gives me a pleading look. “No! No, I don’t think of Amanda as failing at all. You’re the one who complains constantly about your kids. You said you’d rather have Spritzy as a son than-- ”

      “Be that as it may,” James bulldozes over Mom, “the time has come for us to move from friendship to more.”

      “More?” Mom squeaks, heart rate skyrocketing.

      “Hey, now,” Louise declares. “You all need to leave. My patient is -- ”

      “A man in my position has many, many, many women to choose from,” James continues, plowing over everyone else’s wishes and needs.

      I’d forgotten about Becky, James’ assistant, who stands in the corner holding a sheaf of papers, all askew, her lip quivering. It’s a poorly kept secret that Becky and James are having an affair.

      Becky is a few years younger than me.

      And married.

      “I can’t marry you, James!” Mom gasps.

      “Why not?” He turns to the camera and breaks the fourth wall, whispering, “It’s always so adorable when they’re demure.”

      Mom closes her eyes, takes a deep breath in, and announces, “Because I’m not attracted to you.”

      “CUT!” James bellows. “CAMERAS OFF!” He grabs the cell phone from the teenager and turns it off, pushing him out the door, shoving the cell in his breast pocket. The poor kid skitters away, leaving me with so many questions.

      “We’ll just be out here in the hall,” Andrew says, thumbing toward the door, desperate to escape but stuck.

      We? I’m not going anywhere. My mom is vulnerable and sick and she needs protection.

      I need to fix this.

      “What do you mean you’re not attracted to me, Pam? Everyone’s attracted to me! What’s not to be attracted to?” James holds his hands out like he’s Moses parting the Red Sea.

      “You’re just not my type, James.” She pats his hand and gives him a weary smile. “Let’s just be friends.”

      Andrew sucks in a breath of horror, the sound so raw and ragged I run to him. “Are you okay?” Once again, Mom and Andrew vie for my attention.

      “Your mother,” he chokes out, “just friend-zoned my dad.”

      “Huh?”

      “The death of all male egos starts with Let’s Just Be Friends. Poor Dad.”

      “Poor Dad? Poor Dad? Your father just created so much stress for us all that my mother landed in the hospital with a health crisis! James added even more pressure by proposing to her on live television, and your sympathy is with your father? ARE YOU CRAZY?”

      I am screaming. Screaming at my future husband. Actual screams, with a loud voice and a head that feels like a bolt of red-hot iron heated to a thousand degrees. My throat turns raw and burning, as if I’m ejecting fury through my throat muscles, pushing it out of my body and aiming for a direct hit.

      Andrew isn’t Andrew anymore. He is a man I don’t know, mouth open, eyes bulging, as he watches me being angry at him. Every object in the room takes on distinct edges, my own body curiously, infuriatingly, unraveling at the same time.

      All the boundaries around the rest of the world sharpen while my own smear and shatter.

      God, this feels good.

      Powerful.

      Like a long, deep stretch that brings blood where it needs to go, giving energy and strength. All these years I’ve spent fixing problems behind the scenes, finding ways to head off conflict, not making waves while I covertly make sure everything is just fine without setting anyone off and now, now I know the truth.

      Anger has a purpose.

      My anger gets a voice, too.

      Except Andrew isn’t who I should be yelling at. He knows it, I know it, and thank goodness we’re so bonded that I have the freedom to take out my anger on the man who deserves it.

      Every last drop.

      “YOU did this!” I shout, pointing at James, who reels back in surprise, jaw set, nostrils flaring. My face imitates his, the muscles unsure how to handle the surge of unfamiliar emotion in me. “You chased us all down with your stupid plan to turn the most emotional day of my life into something you could exploit! You’re nothing but a greedy user of hearts. My mother is hooked up to machines and tubes and is in a hospital bed talking about turning her dog into my flower girl because of you!”

      James waves me off like I’m a gadfly, his attention back to my mother. It’s as if I didn’t scream at him. As if being the object of so much fury is commonplace for him.

      Either that, or he has no emotional core. None at all.

      “We cleared this up already. I didn’t go to the press about your miscreant father.” As if that is the issue.

      “No, you didn’t – and I do believe you, only out of respect for Andrew – but you started the three-ring circus that got them to dig up my connection to him!”

      He ignores me. “Pam, surely this is just the drugs talking. You find me attractive! What’s not to like? I’m wealthy. Good looking. Smart. Good with dogs.”

      “So humble,” Mom mutters, eyelashes fluttering. The beep of her heart monitor goes up radically, suddenly, Mom’s shoulders dropping in a gesture of exhaustion.

      “HEY!” I grab James by the shoulder and get in his face. Most of my life is spent living as if everything below my neck is just an extra part of me until it needs to be engaged by sex or exercise, but right now, the inverse is true. I am all body, all muscle, all instinct and impulse. “This isn’t a joke!”

      “I’m not joking.” He looks at my hand on his shoulder, then right at me, making it clear my physical intrusion into his body’s space is unwelcome.

      Oh yeah? Tough shit.

      “Your arrogance is breathtaking! You think you can just control everyone around you because you want every part of your life to be your way.”

      “That’s called power, my dear.” Can voices pat your head? That one just did.

      “Don’t,” I snap.

      Andrew crosses his arms over his chest, chin jutting up, watching us. I owe him an enormous apology for screaming at him, and yet I know I’m already forgiven.

      That’s real love.

      Half of me wants him to rescue me, to take over the monumental task of yelling at James until he breaks.

      The other half mentally wills him to stand back. I got this. It’s all on me.

      “Don’t what?” James makes an annoyed face, as if he found mayo on his sandwich instead of mustard. Not as if he’s being confronted by his future daughter-in-law in the most explosive of ways.

      “Don’t think you’re going to win this one.” Each word comes out of me like a gunshot.

      That gets to him.

      James has this imperious look to him, an outer shell that is thick as granite. People move through space and time with a fluidity, all wave and particle, unconsciously working in more than one dimension to conduct business, raise children, experience pleasure and pain, to just be.

      My future father-in-law has a rougher edge to him than most. Spine straight, movements deliberate, his eagle eye and battle-hardened stance make him a frightening person.

      To me.

      Until now.

      “You think I won’t win.” He’s not asking.

      “I think you need to leave. Now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Then I’ll have the staff kick you out. I’m Mom’s next of kin. You’re causing actual physical damage to her by being present.” You know the phrase ‘blood runs cold’? I understand it now. Fully. I’m an icicle, cold steel, vibrating at a low frequency that could go on forever.

      “I’ll do no such thing. Pam, tell your daughter that -- ”

      Mom’s asleep. Or pretending to be. Either way, her eyes are closed and she doesn’t react to James, who turns away from me and settles into a chair, crossing his legs as if he has all the time in the world.

      Andrew looks at me. I intentionally avoid his eyes. If I look at him, I’ll weaken. I’ll capitulate and hand it all over to him, and then where will I be?

      “Get. The. Hell. Out. Of. My. Mother’s. Room. Or. I. Will. Physically. Remove. You.”

      Click! Flash!

      I don’t flinch, the flashbulbs going off through the tiny window in the door to Mom’s room. Here come the paparazzi, ready for more pictures of the miscreant’s daughter.

      My skin is rising up, up, up, as if helium runs through my veins, replacing the ice cold blood there just moments ago. James’ eyelids flicker, opening wide for a split second, then settling into his cultured, bored look. This is how he handles conflict, then. By forcing himself to go quiet. Calm. Like Declan. I see the similarities now. It’s not an act.

      It’s a coping strategy.

      James sighs and gives me a tight, tortured grin, darting his gaze to the door. “Imagine the publicity.”

      In an instant, I understand the term ‘crime of passion.’ I can visualize why people kill in a heightened state of emotionality. Nothing else can fix this. James will never change. No amount of bending to him will ever get me what I need. He is unbreakable. Inflexible and unyielding, a man who expects the world to change for him.

      It’s time for me to try out how that feels.

      “Leave.” Andrew’s single word cuts through the air. “Leave now, Dad.”

      “I’ll leave when Pam tells me to leave.”

      “I’ll have you removed from the board of directors of Anterdec if you don’t get out this second.”

      Ah, currency.

      “You’ll what?”

      “I have the votes. And once the videotape of this little incident falls into the hands of anyone on the board who wavers, you’ll be painted as a liability to the corporation. It’s simple, Dad. Amanda is right.”

      “Do you realize the kind of damage a corporate coup like that could do to our stock price?” James barks in outrage.

      “James,” Mom says with disgust, “can you imagine how hard it is for Andrew to even consider taking such measures against his own father? Are you so conceited that you can’t see what you’re doing to everyone around you?”

      I can see it, the split second where two James live in the same flesh bag of bones, where his face divides into two separate personalities, one demanding and dismissive, the other perplexed by his crazy self-centeredness. It’s both terrifying and refreshing, because over and over, the jerk inside him seems to prevail.

      Because it works.

      “Don’t think you’re going to win this one,” Andrew and I say in unison. Our breath comes in tandem, too, the feeling expansive, as if he’s touching me. He’s across the room. We don’t have to look at each other. We’re as connected as if we were bonded skin to skin, bone to bone, heart to heart. His blood runs through me and mine through him.

      We are one flesh.

      And we’re going to win.

      James stands, slowly, a flash going off in the hallway outside, voices rising in argument.

      Mom’s eyes open, her mouth moving as she swallows, throat long and elegant, swan-like, as she turns to look at James.

      “Pam,” he says, a kaleidoscope of emotions rotating through his eyes.

      “Listen to them, James. For once in your life, listen to someone else’s wishes.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said you’re not my type.” Mom closes her eyes, but just as her lids meet, she glances at me and Andrew. “This is exactly why. I don’t find you attractive because deep down, you care so little for what others want. You’re not the only person in the world with feelings and desires, hopes and mental images of the future. We all have that inside us. Each of us is different.” The words seem to drain her.

      “Mom.” I walk to her, touching the hand that doesn’t have IVs in it. “Please. Don’t waste your energy. He’s not worth it.”

      “That’s what my mother said about Leo,” Mom says, her chest rising like a fist in the air as she lets out a huff. “‘He’s not worth it.’”

      James turns the color of ash.

      “I told you, James. I told you that all this craziness made you just like Marie. You are two peas in a pod.”

      Andrew pales at the comparison, looking at me for confirmation that my mother’s words don’t make sense.

      I don’t give him what he seeks.

      “I’m nothing like that crazy woman,” James argues.

      “You both treat your children like pieces in a game that you can arrange to win some contest you’re too foolish to realize no one else is playing.”

      The doctor walks in, flanked by two black-uniformed security officers.

      “She’s right, Dad.” Andrew nods at the security officers, who I realize are with Anterdec. James notices, too, face reddening with emotion.

      Andrew catches my eyes, face grave and tense. A thousand words flow between us, fueled by layers of past injuries, present-day adrenaline, too many months of empty batteries and energy spent managing the consequences of James’ demands.

      In that space between us, all I need to do is blink. Nod. Acquiesce and ask I’m to take over. He’s already made his threat and I know he’ll make good on it.

      The final move in this painful endgame, though, must be mine. Andrew is strong enough to see it, secure enough to stand back and let me make it, mature enough to cheer me on quietly.

      And protective enough to be at the ready should I need him.

      “Call it all off,” I order James. “Every bit of it. All the video crews, the photographers, the chasing. You’ve put my mother in the hospital. The stress of this carnival of attention has destroyed the specialness at the core. Andrew and I are in love. We’re getting married because we want to build a life together. And you’re trying to manipulate that as if it’s your personal chess game.”

      “As if we’re pawns and you’re the king,” Andrew adds.

      “But I’m about to change the game,” I announce, moving to the door, realizing that while I can’t make James leave, I can do one better.

      “How’s that?” James asks.

      “If you won’t call off the media bloodhounds, then I’m done.”

      “Done?”

      On second thought, why make it all conditional? I can state what I want just because I want it. No one else has to validate my volition.

      “Actually, I am done. No more ifs.”

      I look at Andrew, who nods, knowing what I’m about to say.

      I fling open the door. In a loud voice that carries, I look James in the eye, seeing contempt and condescension, fear and regret, all the emotions he can’t put words to because he has no choice. He has to hide behind that shell. It’s all he knows.

      I have a shell, too. But I don’t want to be stuck in it forever, so I need to shed it and allow the cold air and sunlight to hurt my sensitive, weeping skin.

      “The wedding’s off.”

      Checkmate.
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      No one changes the world by obeying.

      Andrew’s called me into his office for an emergency meeting with Gina and Katie, the wedding planner, who is practically in tears as we explain that we’re not having a wedding after all.

      “You’re calling off the engagement?” she asks, as if we’re Mommy and Daddy and we’re explaining that we love her very much, but sometimes mommies and daddies don’t love each other anymore.

      “No.”

      “Then you are getting married!”

      “Yes.”

      “So you have to have a wedding.”

      “No.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re eloping.”

      “You don’t announce elopements! You just do them!” Gina’s pronouncement drips with contempt. “If you announce it, it’s not a surprise.”

      “We. Don’t. Care,” I stress. “We’re going to wait until all the paparazzi craziness calms down, and then go run off and get married in private.”

      “No ceremony and reception at Farmington for fifteen hundred?” Katie asks, looking at an app on her smartphone.

      “No.”

      She taps the screen.

      “No three hundred doves to be released as you have your first kiss as man and wife?”

      “No.”

      Tap.

      “No horse-drawn carriage and Austen-themed bridesmaids’ dresses?”

      I give Gina a sharp look.

      She shrugs. “We were going for consistency with Mr. McCormick’s unorthodox proposal.”

      “This is what was going on behind the scenes while I was trying to get my mother to help me?”

      Andrew and Gina share a look that says yes. “If Pam wasn’t going to participate, we decided that the experts should take over for an event this important. If it were a fifteen-hundred-person conference, we wouldn’t leave it to chance.”

      “But it was my wedding.”

      “You told Katie to do whatever she wanted,” Andrew reminds me. “And it was a wedding you didn’t want.”

      Fair enough.

      “But the video of James proposing to Pam and of you screaming at him is now up to three million views on YouTube! Someone connected you to the Chihuahua hawk rescue from last year, and a grainy video of you fighting with Jessica Coffin in a Turkish restaurant just makes you a viral star! We can’t waste all this perfect fame now.”

      “Perfect fame,” I repeat.

      “Yes! Social media celebrity is tenuous. Remember Chewbacca Mask Mom? Where is she now?”

      Andrew looks at me and mouths, Chewbacca? Then he looks at his lap.

      “See? You don’t know. No one knows. That’s because no one cares anymore. Her celebrity spiked and dropped. Yours is spiking.”

      “I don’t care about the drop.”

      She inhales sharply in horror.

      “You want it all canceled?” Katie confirms, pleading with big, round eyes that beg me to say the opposite. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Every bit of the wedding?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even the after-wedding photo shoot? We have pyrotechnicians scheduled and everything for when you set the wedding dress on fire and run into the ocean to douse it.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “Very trendy. Same with bungee-jumping pictures of the two of you kissing as you go down.”

      “Already do that,” Andrew mutters.

      I kick him.

      “Does your father know you’re canceling everything?” Katie asks Andrew, one eye twitching. She’s terrified to ask, unsure who to be more afraid of – Andrew or James.

      Too bad she doesn’t realize the answer is neither.

      “James’ opinion doesn’t matter,” I snap, giving her a cold stare. It’s so hard, because I get it. I do. I’ve been Katie. I’ve been the one in charge of a massive, complex project that falls apart in your hands, like trying to hold snow in a heat wave.

      But this is my life. My choice.

      And I don’t have to justify it to anyone but Andrew.

      Who stands, wraps his arm around my waist, and turns to Gina. “Cancel the next two hours of meetings.”

      She nods, then touches Katie’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

      Katie begins to sniffle. Gina leads her out of Andrew’s office.

      I’m close to cracking.

      “You don’t have to have a wedding to meet anyone else’s expectations,” he assures me, rubbing my back gently.

      “I know.”

      “If nothing else, canceling it generates even more publicity.”

      “Oh, the irony.” I try not to be bitter. I fail.

      “It’s short term, though. The press will move on to the next big thing,” he reminds me, trying to be soothing.

      “But they’ll always be hovering. Waiting.”

      “Yes.” The finality in his tone, pulling no punches and being blunt about the truth, roots me in place. You hope when you fall in love that the new reality you carve out with the person you choose will match the inner joy that your imagination spins for you. All the dreams and projections, the what ifs and anticipations need to add up to some simple equation on the outside. Reality has to square with the internal wish.

      “Like your father. They’re just there, always doing whatever they want to forward their own agenda.”

      “I put a stop to Dad.” The gravity of his words makes a child run through me, from sole to eye socket, like an ice chip racing through my blood.

      “I know.” The apology Andrew demanded from James hasn’t come. I don’t expect it. Frankly, I don’t want the interaction at all, but I know it’s important to Andrew.

      I wish it were important to my future father-in-law, but I can’t control what he feels. Wouldn’t want to. If I did, it would make me more like him.

      “And I can do damage control on the press, but I can’t stop all of them from covering us.”

      Andrew invited me to share his world. The press is part of that, and while I can wish it away, I can’t control it. He’s a package deal, like it or not.

      But that doesn’t mean I won’t try to fix what I can.

      I take a deep breath and declare, “Then they’ll do it on my terms. Not theirs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Ever since Declan and Shannon started running and expanding Grind It Fresh!, she’s hard to pin down. It’s bad enough that she and Declan are so secretive about what happened on their honeymoon, but the insult added to injury of my best friend practically ghosting on me because she’s in start-up mode leaves me feeling unsteady, adrift in a sea of wedding preparations I don’t really care about.

      Is there a wedding gene attached to the X chromosome that I’m missing? All my friends love to pick colors and food, dresses and flowers. Even Shannon seemed to enjoy most of the actual operational side of wedding planning, her mother’s interference excepted.

      Me? I’d rather enjoy the marriage. Not the wedding.

      It’s one day. One. All the time and energy we’re spending on a single day out of, say, the twenty thousand or so days we get in the rest of our lifetimes seems out of proportion. I love Andrew. He loves me. Can’t that be enough?

      And yet… I want to enjoy this. Or maybe I want to want to enjoy it all. A hollow feeling, a hole where my giveashit meter is supposed to live, plagues me.

      Feeling two contradictory emotions at the same time is so much harder than it should be. File this under Life is Not Fair, huh?

      I walk into the living room and find Andrew’s vinyl collection. Open the turntable and put on a Joni Mitchell album. As she croons in the background, I make a latte with the machine Andrew got me for my birthday a few months ago, a masterstroke of Italian engineering that produces coffee so fine, it’s like it gives birth.

      “Snap out of it,” I mutter to myself, taking my fresh cup to the small terrace off the bedroom, the ocean calm today, the sun hidden behind a thin layer of clouds. Not quite dreary, not quite sunny, the day is average. Mediocre. The kind of day that comes and goes in a string of similar days that never quite register, never etch themselves in memory.

      I close my eyes and inhale deeply, bringing the saltwater air into me, searching for an answer to a question I can’t quite form.

      And then it hits me.

      Lonely. I’m lonely. How can I be lonely? I’m about to marry the most amazing billionaire CEO on the planet, a hot, devoted man who loves me more than I deserve. And --

      Wait. Back up.

      Where did that thought come from?

      Bzzz. My phone vibrates on the nightstand. I ignore it. No one expects me at work until eleven; I’m staying late for a West Coast conference call tonight. Mom would just call and it would ring. Andrew’s working out with Vince, who is probably feeding him zebra blood mixed with coconut oil to ramp up his mitochondrial functioning — or something.

      But it could be Shannon. I reluctantly pick it up. It’s a text from a number I don’t recognize.

      Found your 1971 Yes album. Can you come to the store and check it out? Brady

      If you call off a wedding, do you still get the groom a gift? Ah, etiquette.

      Regardless, the fact that Brady got his hands on one makes me smile, and it gives me purpose today. Someone, somewhere, is available to spend time with me, even if it’s a shlumpy record store worker who smells like cotton balls and Speed Stick for Men.

      Imagine Andrew’s face when he opens the album. Wedding or no wedding, I want to give this to him. Need to give it to him. He’s given me so much.

      I check the clock. 8:22. I can be there at ten, I reply.

      Great. I’ll be there, he replies. Three dots appear, and then he adds: Cash only.

      Got it, I reply.

      And I do.

      After a shower, I take a detour to the main Grind It Fresh! coffee shop around the corner from Andrew’s place.

      Our place.

      In my mind, it’s his apartment. Not ours.

      It’s unrealistic to hope that I’ll walk into the coffee shop and find Shannon working behind the counter, but some part of my brain sets me up for disappointment as I stand in line and look at the faces of all the workers. Sigh. Eight minutes later I have my breve latte and am nursing a bad case of nostalgia.

      By the time I reach the record store, I’m deep in memory, recalling all the ways we combined Shannon’s Strawberry Shortcake dolls with her dad’s Star Wars memorabilia. Blueberry Muffin had the hots for Chewbacca. We used to draw pictures of what their kids would look like.

      Mostly really hairy blueberries.

      The door jingles as I open it, the familiar record store scent mingling with the freshly brewed coffee in my hand. Brady is at the counter and he looks up, face impassive.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey. How’s it going?”

      “Dead.”

      I look around. He’s right. No one’s here.

      “It’s ten a.m. on a Tuesday. I’d imagine that’s the definition of dead for a store like this.”

      “Pretty much. Just have to do all the eBay purchases today and deal with the teenagers when school lets out. Big Magic tournament tonight, too.”

      I get the feeling being the recipient of that many words from Brady means we’re friends.

      Or whatever passes for friendship in his world.

      Reaching under the counter, he gently handles a large, flat package.

      “I have some bad news,” he says as he slides it across the expanse between us.

      “What?”

      “There’s competition for that.” He points to the album. “Someone called this morning, right after I got off the phone with you. Turns out this has become extremely popular in the last couple of hours.”

      “Oh, come on. You know that’s just a ploy to jack up the price.”

      “Not a ploy. I swear. Some woman called and asked for the exact same thing. She said she was calling for her boss.”

      “How much?”

      “She’s offering more than you are.”

      “How much?”

      “That’s all she said. Her exact words were, ‘Whatever the other party offers, we’ll go higher.’”

      “Brady, I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      “The buyer is coming in right now, too. She said her boss insists that they have to win this purchase. When I told her you were coming in today at ten, she said her boss would come, too, so you could come to an agreement.”

      “Come to an agreement? What? How is outbidding me at any price ‘an agreement’?”

      The door jingles as I say that last part. I turn and see a very familiar face staring at me.

      “Hey,” Brady says to the guy. “What’s up, Chris?”

      Chris Steig. One of my dates from DoggieDate last year. I haven’t seen him since I ghosted on him at a microbrew pub.

      That’s bad, right? Running into the guy you ditched for the man you’re about to buy a wedding present for in a used-record shop.

      “Amanda?” His voice turns up, then down at the end, an emotional rollercoaster of judgment.

      “Chris?” He seems pleased I remember his name. He looks even better than he did a year ago, hair grown out a bit and styled, with a shirt that looks tailored, nipped in at the waist on his long, lean torso. He looks good in that shade of blue, like Caribbean seas, and the black pants cut a nice tight figure.

      Brady retreats behind a curtain that leads to the back of the store as Chris looks at me, eyes narrowed, sizing me up. “You shop here? Do you live around here?” It’s clear he doesn’t expect the answer to be yes.

      “No. Looking for a collector’s item.” I tap the package on the counter. “How are you?”

      “Better than the last time we saw each other.”

      “About that – I’m sorry.” I reach up with my left hand to worry a necklace, deeply uncomfortable. I’m not the kind of woman who ditches guys on dates, but he doesn’t know that.

      His eyes lock in on my hand.

      “Is that an engagement ring?” One sandy-colored eyebrow goes up above the edge of his glasses, making him look young and cynical.

      Which he has every right to be.

      “What, this?” I rotate my hand to show it to him.

      “Congratulations. Given the size of that diamond, I assume it’s the asshole in the limo?”

      I deserve that.

      “Yes. I mean, he’s not an asshole, but...yes. I’m engaged to him.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree about the asshole part.” He looks at the package I’m here for and raises an eyebrow. “So, what are you buying?”

      “A wedding gift for my fiancé.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “What are you buying?”

      “Nothing important. A vintage Nintendo cartridge that pops up from time to time.”

      We stare at each other. Under different circumstances, we could be boyfriend and girlfriend right now. If Andrew hadn’t interrupted that date with Chris, who knows what might have happened? He’s well read. Cultured. Funny and geeky, working in high tech but with books and literature at the core of his technology efforts.

      We spent, what – twenty minutes? -- together, and yet here I am, playing a dangerous game of what if? in my mind.

      I can tell he’s playing it, too.

      “How’s your dog?”

      “Spritzy? He’s fine. How’s yours?” I give him a sarcastic look.

      “Oh, it’s sad. She died in a freak accident.”

      “Really? What happened?”

      “A hawk appeared out of nowhere and kidnapped her.” He gives me a flat look.

      “You googled me?”

      “Last year? Yeah. Before our date. I never got a chance to mention it before we were rudely interrupted.”

      “Andrew does have a way of – aaaahhhhhh!” I scream.

      I was jokingly turning to look through the record store’s plate glass window, like we did the night of our date last year, only this time the joke’s on me.

      Because there stands Andrew out on the sidewalk, wearing a suit, hands in his pockets, with the limo behind him.

      Glaring at Chris.

      “Jesus, Amanda. Do you have a fiancé or a stalker?” Chris mutters.

      “What are you doing here?” I shout through the window.

      Brady re-appears at the counter as Andrew walks into the store, eyes on Chris the entire time. Without even looking at me, Andrew’s possessive arm wraps around my waist, his breath heavy with tightly coiled irritation. “Hello.”

      Chris ignores him and marches out of the store.

      I punch Andrew.

      “This is the part where you’re supposed to kiss me,” he says gruffly, like he’s the one who should be offended.

      “Not when you act like some creepy over-possessive billionaire stalker. It’s like Groundhog Day meets Fifty Shades!”

      Andrew’s eyebrows twitch. “I don’t see a problem with that comparison.”

      “You just embarrassed me again with Chris!”

      “Let’s talk about that word.”

      “‘Embarrassed’?”

      “‘Again.’ What were you doing with him again?”

      “Nothing!”

      The eyebrow goes up again.

      “Are you seriously jealous now? You don’t trust me?”

      “Of course I trust you. But you have to admit it’s a huge coincidence to swallow.”

      “If you keep acting like a troglodyte, I’ll make you swallow your tongue. Now answer me – what are you doing here? This isn’t exactly the kind of place you frequent. Plus, weren’t you working out with Vince?”

      He grimaces. “Vince had just launched into a conversation about how April the giraffe gave birth and ate the amniotic sac afterward, and as he itemized the nutritional value of the fluid, Gina texted me to come here. Vince had just started in on his connections to some zookeeper and black market rates for — ” He shudders. “Gina’s getting a huge raise.”

      “Gina sent you? Here? Why?”

      “To negotiate.”

      “To negotiate what?”

      Discomfort fills his features suddenly. “Um, nothing.”

      And then it hits me.

      “You’re the other bidder?”

      His eyes fly wide open. “You’re the other bidder?”

      “Oh, my God,” we say in unison.

      “Of course it’s you! You told Brady you’d pay more than me no matter what?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not how you negotiate!”

      “That’s how you win what you want.”

      “But – but – this was supposed to be a surprise! Your wedding present from me!”

      “Same here.”

      “You were buying the same album for me?”

      We look at each other, dumbfounded.

      “This is like a bad Full House episode, only without kids,” Brady mutters. “I’d better call my boss and tell him there won’t be a bidding war after all.”

      Andrew’s grip on me changes from primal caveman to a tender hold. “You wanted me to have this rare album?”

      “Yes. I’ve been looking all over for it. You, too? It’s taken me so many hours and all these trips to record stores.”

      His eyes go shifty. “Right.”

      “So much effort.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Gina’s done all the work for you, hasn’t she?”

      He sighs. “It’s the thought that counts.”

      I kiss his cheek. “It is. We really are soulmates, aren’t we?”

      “We really are.” He’s distracted, though. I can tell.

      “Nothing was going on with Chris,” I assure him.

      “What? Oh. Right. I know.”

      “That’s not what’s distracting you?”

      “Nothing’s distracting me.”

      “Andrew. I can tell. What’s wrong?”

      “This means buying you the album isn’t a surprise. I have another idea, but it’s risky.”

      “Idea for a wedding present?”

      “Yes.”

      “Define ‘risky.’”

      “I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

      “If it’s something that comes from the heart, then I’m sure I will.”

      “It’s big.”

      “How big?”

      “Really big. And if you don’t like it, we can’t easily take it back.”

      “It’s your call.”

      His face lights up. “Really?”

      “Of course! Gifts are as much about the giver as the recipient. Isn’t that the point of giving gifts? You do it from the heart.”

      “This would definitely be heartfelt. But what if it’s life altering?”

      “A life-altering gift?”

      “Right.”

      “Now I’m intrigued. Pretty much the only life-altering gift you could give me is a baby.”

      I can hear him blink, it’s so quiet.

      “Do you want that as a wedding present? A baby?”

      “No,” I say, laughing. “How about for our one- or two-year anniversary, though?”

      His grin is mixed with a little bit of relief.

      Less than I’d expect to see, though.

      “Sounds good. I’ll hold you to that. Instead of paper, you get sperm.”

      “You are so romantic.” I laugh. “Why are you so serious? What’s so monumental about this gift you’re thinking about giving me?”

      He kisses the tip of my nose, then taps it. “You’ll see.”

      Someone behind us clears his throat. “If you two are done talking about paper and sperm, can we get this transaction over with? My boss just called. I have to set up a kids’ Minecraft birthday party in the game room.”

      I look at Andrew. “If you’re getting me something else, then I’m the one buying the album.”

      “Fine. You won.”

      Shock floods my body.

      “Say that again.”

      “You won.”

      I grin.

      He grins back.

      We both won.
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      It’s surprisingly simple to get married privately in Massachusetts. You get a marriage license at your town hall. No blood test required. You can go to a regular ordained minister or your local justice of the peace – or you can fill out a special form making someone legally able to perform your marriage ceremony. It’s like being minister for a day, and for our secret wedding, Andrew has asked his brother Terry to fill that role.

      Here we are, ready. License? Check. Officiant? Check. Bride and groom? Check.

      Ten paparazzi stalking us to catch pictures of our wedding that they can sell to go viral online?

      Check.

      Plan A: Make Terry the official “minister” and get married at an undisclosed location whenever we want. All our close friends and family can be there. Andrew’s even suggested that we get married at celebrity chef Consuela Arroyo’s secret restaurant, a fitting place to hold a gathering of fifty or sixty people, most of whom crashed his proposal there anyhow.

      Plan B: Call Terry one day, get married at our apartment, and sneak off before any paparazzi can even get a whiff of it.

      I don’t like either plan.

      The plan I do like is the one that doesn’t involve a wedding or an elopement. It involves a properly cooked filet mignon and a rooftop solarium off Congress Street. Andrew is taking me to Consuela’s secret restaurant, a bistro so hidden that even Jessica Coffin hasn’t eaten there.

      That might have more to do with Consuela’s deep disgust for Jessica, but whatever. Any activity that involves people I trust, privacy, good food, good wine, and Andrew is one I relish.

      Oh, and not being called a jailbird’s daughter helps.

      I haven’t been left alone, but the torrent of constant attention has died down – slightly. Two major gossip sites, collectively responsible for more than thirty million page-views a day, abruptly stopped covering us.

      One ten-minute meeting between Andrew and their parent company’s CEO that same day was just a coincidence.

      Three other major lifestyle blogs jumped at Anterdec’s offer to buy them out, provided they scrubbed all details about us from their site. Once Katie Gallagher explained her ability to dig into all aspects of monetized content online and to use Anterdec’s leverage to get the false reports about us removed, Andrew gave her the green light to ‘wow’ him.

      “Who knew all those years writing cheesy keyword articles for $25 each on topics like ‘Tea Tree Oil Cures for Plantar Fasciitis’ and ‘Top 10 Baptist Churches Near Sheboygan, Wisconsin’ would pay off?” she said to me, the gleam in her eye less disingenuous and more scheming than I’d noticed before. “I know all about the lifestyle blogs, which ad networks they use, and I can track all their parent companies to get this paparazzi gossip stuff shut down. Fast. Some of those content writers from back in the day still hold grudges against some high level directors and major media networks. This is going to be so much more fun than wedding planning!”

      Turns out Katie’s one of those people who become self-destructive without a mission.

      Corporations love people like that.

      And corporations always have lots of available missions, so the feeling is often mutual.

      Bzzz.

      You ready? Andrew texts.

      I’ve taken the day off to spend with Mom, who is doing just fine. While she hates to cook, she loves to bake, and Jay, the security guard assigned to her, is being carbed up daily by her endless supply of chocolate muffins.

      I pat my stomach before I reply to Andrew with, Yes, but not very hungry. Muffin Mom struck again.

      Don’t let her send you home with any, he responds. We still have six in the fridge.

      Five, I reply.

      I get a smiley face in return, then: Be there in fifteen minutes

      “Was that Andrew?” Mom asks, coming into the living room with Spritzy at her heels, licking his face suspiciously. I see Mom pop the other half of whatever human food she just fed Spritzy. The look on Mom’s face is one of subterfuge.

      She is fundamentally incapable of lying.

      “Yes. Are you sure you don’t want to come to dinner with us at Consuela’s? You’re more than welcome.”

      Suddenly skittish, Mom shakes her head. “Oh, my goodness, no! I would be a third wheel. And I know how expensive Consuela’s restaurant is. I wouldn’t expect Andrew to spend that kind of money!”

      “Right. Because any guy who can pay off your mortgage can’t possibly handle it if you order the lobster, Mom.”

      “And about that, Amanda – I thanked him profusely. I even tried to give the money back. That financial advisor, Mr. Steele, is quite formidable.”

      “Sterling. His name is Sterling.”

      “Sterling, Steele, these silly names. Why can’t people give their children a good old-fashioned name? The other day I was working on a project where some child actor on a movie set was named K8lynn. When I assumed it was a stage name, I was assured it was not.”

      “What’s wrong with Caitlyn?”

      “K-8-L-Y-N-N.”

      My wordless reaction makes her laugh.

      “That’s what my face looked like!”

      “Did they name her sister P-2-N-I-A?”

      Mom looks like she ate a lemon.

      “How did we get from inviting you to dinner with us to kids with numbers in their names?”

      Tap tap tap.

      Spritzy barks furiously at the big, bad intruder at the door, who walks in and plants a big, loving kiss on my mouth.

      “Andrew,” Mom says, holding Spritzy in her arms as a shield. While Shannon’s mom and dad hug like it’s the End Times and the Rapture is coming to take (most of) us away, Mom hands out hugs sparingly with anyone but me.

      “Hi, Pam. Are you joining us?”

      Some impish, unspoken emotion passes between them as she says, “Ah, no. Have to wash my hair tonight.”

      “Why would washing your hair mean you can’t come out with us?” I ask, perplexed.

      She sighs. “It’s an old joke. Never mind. You two go and have fun. I’m planning a nice batch of praline cinnamon buns for Jay.”

      Andrew groans and pats his utterly flat stomach. “You’re killing us all.”

      “One muffin at a time,” she says cheerily.

      I wave and walk out the door, spotting Jay in his car, parked on the side of the road. Expecting Andrew right behind me, I turn to make a joke, but he’s not there. He and Mom are huddled in quiet discussion. They see me watching them and break apart, Mom patting his shoulder before she disappears back into the house.

      “What was that about?”

      “I told her if she ever baked another muffin for my security team, I’d kidnap Spritzy and sell him to the circus.” Gerald’s driving us in an SUV, the vehicle’s interior filled with the scent of polished leather and Andrew’s soap, an evocative scent that makes me understand why women have sex in limos.

      Women like me.

      “Hi Gerald,” I say, maintaining a shred of decency as I remember the privacy shield isn’t engaged. He nods at me. I turn to Andrew. “You did not threaten just to steal my mom’s poor little doggie.”

      “Don’t underestimate me.” As Gerald backs out of the driveway, Andrew adds, “Maybe we should get a dog.”

      “A dog on the penultimate floor of a Seaport District apartment building? You really want to be the one who has to take her downstairs for bathroom breaks?”

      “Good point. We can wait until we have a house.” He squeezes my hand and we drive silently, listening to some excellent blues music Gerald’s picked out. Andrew chuckles to himself, the amusement infectious, making me smile for no reason other than emotional osmosis.

      By the time we reach Consuela’s, I’m relaxed. Two photographers wait at the entrance, clearly expecting someone. Maybe not us, but we’re not taking chances. Gerald continues right on past the main door and turns right, driving into a parking garage with a labyrinthine system.

      He points. “That door. Up two flights of stairs to the entrance, then the tiny service elevator,” he tells us as he says something into a mouthpiece. Andrew reaches past me, opens my door, and he climbs out my side, nearest the door. We’ve adapted our bodies and physical routines to cut down on exposure to the paparazzi.

      Of course we have.

      With a huge sigh of relief, we’re now in the elevator, on our way to Consuela’s magical solarium. No sun right now, of course. Only four tables are available – period – in the little sun room she’s carved out in the rooftop gardens that house her secret bistro. As we step into the restaurant, she greets us herself, all smiles and double-cheeked kisses.

      “My favorite cilantro hater,” she says in her cultured Spanish accent as she kisses Andrew, who laughs at the ribbing.

      “I hope there’s no tarragon in your rice, Consuela,” he replies with a thinker’s stroke of the chin. “It turns out I’m allergic.”

      “You are allergic to good manners, Andrew. Your food restrictions will make me break out in hives.” Grinning at me, she asks, “How can you tolerate his beastly ways?”

      “It’s a struggle.”

      She winks at Andrew, then guides us to a table.

      “We’re first?” I ask, looking around the empty solarium. A large woodstove with a wide glass door burns away, giving more heat on the side of me facing it.

      “You are,” she answers smoothly as a server delivers bread, oil, a crudités tray, and water.

      “No menus?” I ask Andrew, who turns to Consuela.

      “I have a special dinner planned for you both. Andrew was kind enough to defer to me.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” he says with a scowl, looking like a younger James.

      A bottle of wine is delivered to the table, and Consuela pours.

      “White?” I ask. “Must be fish for the main course.”

      Pressing one perfectly manicured finger to her lips, she smiles. “Shhhh.”

      I’ve never seen her disappear so quickly.

      We munch and sip, Andrew’s uncharacteristic quiet a bit unnerving. Half a glass later, our first course is delivered, a salad that looks like a colorful game of Jenga.

      I eat the entire thing in three bites.

      “Do you remember our first date here?” I ask, nostalgia clinging to my vision, my skin starting to turn to warm silk at the memory of that night.

      “I quoted Dickinson to you.”

      “You did.”

      “And I remember bargaining with God that if he’d just let us be together, I’d do anything.”

      “Anything?”

      “Anything.”

      “You’ve overcome your wasp issues.”

      “I have. Thanks to you.”

      “And we got engaged here,” I muse.

      He points to the right, through the window, at a tiny door. “Technically, in the garden potting shed.”

      “Close enough.”

      “We have a bias toward small spaces. Closets, potting sheds...”

      “We’ll need a tiny home, then,” I joke.

      His smile drops, though he recovers it quickly. How odd.

      “When do you want to have the ceremony?” I ask Andrew, who immediately chokes on an olive he’s just popped into his mouth. Eyes red-rimmed and teary, he finally clears his throat, sucking down all of his wine and water in sequence.

      “You okay?”

      He nods. “Excuse me?”

      “Our ceremony? I know Terry has plenty of time, but you don’t. You travel so much.”

      “Oh, I think sooner rather than later would be a good idea.”

      “But how? You told me the other day that you’re spending ten days in Ireland later this month, and then off to the Azores, followed by that big conference in Berlin.”

      “We’ll find the time.” He pours himself another glass of wine and sips it slowly. “I’m sure.”

      The server removes our salad plates and Consuela emerges from the kitchen, the air filled with the scent of onion, cumin, and bacon. She sets a small bowl of soup before each of us, long pieces of fried potato on the plate beneath.

      “What is this?” I sniff my bowl, transported to foodie heaven.

      “A new take on beer and cheese soup. My own version.”

      “What’s next? Buffalo wings and mozz sticks?” Andrew jokes.

      She pretends to strangle him.

      We eat in harmony, the wine kicking in, small tastes with each course building to more.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “About what?”

      “Andrew! About when we’re getting married!”

      “How about right now?” says a woman’s voice.

      I turn to find Mom standing at the edge of the room, Consuela’s arm around her shoulders.

      “Mom! You decided to have dinner with us!” Gentleman that he is, Andrew stands first, but I beat him across the room to her. “We’re already on the second course, but you’re welcome to join us. What made you change your mind?”

      She looks up at Andrew, who smiles back. “He did.”

      I pause, blinking hard. “Wait a minute. You said ‘how about now?’ a minute ago.”

      Reaching into her Spritzy-less bag, Mom pulls out three items:

      

      1. My wrapped Yes album for Andrew

      2. Two small, velvet jeweler’s boxes

      3. An envelope

      

      My eyes cut around the room. “Is this a joke? Is Terry about to come around the corner? Are we getting married right now?”

      “Most of that’s true. Terry’s not the one marrying us, though,” Andrew explains. “Connie was kind enough to let me buy out the place so we’d have it to ourselves.” Only Andrew can call her that, the familiarity too much for me. In the moment, I find myself grasping at tiny details because the big ones are too big. He’s throwing universes at me.

      How do you catch a paradigm shift? How do you hold a surprise wedding in your arms?

      Mom positively beams. She reaches into the purse and pulls out her reading glasses, then takes a paper from the envelope. As she shuffles others, I see an application for a marriage license among them.

      I feel my breath against my nose, the sound like eternity whistling in a wind tunnel, the sound of every second hurtling through time coalescing my my lungs, pumped in and out by love.

      I look at Consuela. “You? You’re marrying us? Because it’s totally unfair that whatever god runs everything gave you the ability to make a perfect roux and officiate at weddings.”

      She shakes her head.

      “Then who?”

      “What am I? A ghost?” Mom jokes, throwing her arms open and hugging me, her breath coming in and out in a bumpy emotional mess. She’s softer and smaller than my body remembers, but I’m not exactly processing stimuli properly right now.

      “What?” I squeal. “How can you marry us?” An uncanny, dreamlike cloud crawls along my skin. Am I tripping? If I didn’t know this was real, I’d assume I’d conjured it as fantasy. Going from constant surveillance by a scandal-hungry pack of media wolves to complete privacy at Consuela’s sanctuary is a form of emotional whiplash. I’ll take it over the alternative, but it’s still jarring.

      “Andrew asked me a few weeks ago,” Mom explains patiently, brushing my hair off my shoulder, leaning in as she peers at me with a big, understanding smile. If anyone understands surprise-induced anxiety, it’s my mother. Marie may be good at wrangling an angry, homicidal cat into a Scottish kilt, but when it comes to introverted overwhelm, Pam Warrick is the queen.

      “Weeks?!”

      “Said it was the best way he could think of to get the paparazzi to leave us alone, and for me to be here to see my baby girl get married. What’s better than witnessing it? Being the officiant!”

      “So...so...right now?”

      “Right now,” Andrew confirms.

      “Do we eat our dinner first?”

      Mom chuckles. “I’m only here in my official capacity, as granted by the State of Massachusetts. I am not crashing your meal.”

      “Mom!” My laughter feels like someone’s pumping me full of helium. Delirious with joy and the unshakeable sense that I’ve been truly surprised, outmaneuvered by the two people I love most in the world, I can’t stop giggling. “You’re really going to marry us? Now?”

      “Yes. I’m your witness,” Consuela explains, removing her apron and holding up a camera phone. “And photographer. Wedding cake baker -- ”

      “There’s a wedding cake?” I peep.

      She’s offended. “Of course! Serves two.” Wink. Elegant hands direct my attention to a tiny round cake. It’s orange. A bride and groom on top are dressed in Regency-era clothing.

      Little balls of Cheeto-marshmallow treats line the perimeter.

      “You are quite the multi-tasker,” I say with a pointed look. “And conspirator.”

      She shrugs, a single-shouldered insouciance infusing the movement in a way that only Consuela can manage.

      “Shall we?” Mom asks, gesturing with her arm toward a nice spot by the stove.

      This is unreal.

      “Wait! We’re really doing it?”

      “‘Doing it,’” Andrew snickers.

      I kick him in the ankle.

      He laughs.

      Mom has tears in her eyes already, and reaches for my hands. “You are the most important person in the whole wide world to me, Amanda. And I know you’re also the most important person in the whole wide world to Andrew. Thankfully, he’s not an asshole -- ”

      “Hey!” my about-to-become-my-husband protests.

      “ -- and that means we can share you.” She looks at Andrew. “I’ll just have to accept a smaller share than I’m used to.”

      I give her a shaky grin. “How does this work? You’ve never married two people before.”

      “I printed a sample ceremony off the internet.”

      “The internet!”

      “And I memorized my handwritten vows,” Andrew adds.

      “Wait a minute!” I protest. “You two cooked this scheme up and I didn’t get a chance to prepare! It’s not fair that you wrote beautiful, heartfelt vows about me and I don’t have anything for you.”

      He hands me a piece of paper.

      “Katie wrote yours.”

      “Katie Gallagher? The Anterdec wedding planner?”

      He nods.

      I scowl. “Does that mean Gina wrote your vows?”

      He bursts out laughing. “No. But good idea.”

      I set Katie’s paper aside. “Did you really write vows?”

      He nods. “Only three sentences.”

      “I can match that.”

      “I’m sure you can beat it.”

      Mom brings us together in a group, Consuela holding the ring boxes.

      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the joining together of Amanda Hortense Warrick and Andrew James McCormick.”

      I glare at Mom. She knows exactly why. Sure, sure, Hortense is a family name, and it’s pronounced the French way, but seriously?

      Andrew is trying not to laugh. Mom’s cheeks turn pink under my unremitting condemnation, but nevertheless... she persists.

      “Amanda Hortense and Andrew James -- ”

      At the name ‘James,’ I start. “What about your father?” I ask Andrew.

      “He understands.”

      I tilt my head in silent questioning.

      “He has no choice. I wanted simple.”

      I look around. “You achieved it.”

      “In the spirit of simple, let’s start the vows. Andrew?” Mom nods at him.

      Consuela hands him my ring. We picked them out a long time ago, on a short weekend trip to Maine. A little jewelry shop in Portland had braided gold and platinum wedding bands, and each ring has one word inscribed on the inside:

      Nobody.

      Emily Dickinson. He remembers.

      Andrew takes my left hand and slides the ring over it, the feeling like diving into a warm pool. “I wasted two years after our first kiss,” he begins. “I’ll always regret that. Let me spend the rest of our lives making it up to you. I take you, Amanda, to be my wife.”

      Tears spill over my lower lids, dotting my sweater as my hand shakes.

      “Amanda?” Mom’s crying, too. Consuela hands me Andrew’s ring. Unlike him, I have never slid a ring on anyone’s finger. He at least had some practice with my engagement ring last year.

      Those strong hands feel so heavy in mine as I look him in the eye, mind rushing to find the perfect words it can’t be responsible for, because those sentiments live elsewhere.

      In my heart and soul.

      Closing my eyes, I search inside, finding what I need for vows. Finding what has been in me all along, awakened by him.

      “You are unfixable,” I say with a smile. “I’m so used to fixing everything. People. Emotions. Business projects. Emergencies. Crises. If it’s broken or complicated, I find a solution. You don’t need to be solved. You don’t need me to solve your issues. You just are, and you let me just be. I get to be unfixable, too, with you. And I’ll love you for it for the rest of our lives and beyond. I take you, Andrew James, to be my husband.” The ring goes over his finger, riding the ridge of his knuckles, settling in place at the base near the palm.

      He’s holding my hand so tight, I can’t tell where my ring ends and his begins.

      “Knowing my daughter,” Mom says, her voice as tight as a taut wire in a windstorm, making sounds like abandoned souls in the in-between, “I did not prepare a statement about obedience.”

      Andrew tries to smother a smile. He fails.

      “And so, by the power vested in me for this single day by the State of Massachusetts, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Mom’s last word comes out as a sob. Consuela moves to hold her, crying as well, offering a tissue from a pack in her hand.

      Andrew and I freeze, lost in the sweeping wonder of emotion, staring.

      “Kiss her!” Consuela urges as Mom mumbles about her little Mandy.

      “Who am I to argue with Connie?” Andrew whispers, joy stippling his words, a million tiny particles of love coming together to make his voice a wave of love.

      “Did we really just do this?” I say as he bends toward me, eyes closed.

      He opens his eyes and smiles. “Yes, we did, Mrs. McCormick.”

      “Mrs. McCormick? We never really talked about last names. I’m not automatically changing mine just because -- ”

      He rightly shuts me up with a kiss.

      No paparazzi ruin the moment. Hawks don’t come out of the sky to kill drones or steal chihuahuas. No one’s on a fake date with an anal gland expert, and I’m not driving a Turdmobile. No one loses a Tesla keyfob while showing off swimming techniques in Walden Pond, and my ex-boyfriend from high school doesn’t magically appear while Andrew is half naked in public.

      None of those pieces of our life together interrupt as Andrew’s mouth slants against mine, his arms around me, our kiss one of celebration.

      The one full of passion can come later.

      A loud pop! behind us tells me Consuela has Champagne, and Mom’s squeals of amusement make it clear the bottle bubbled over. By the time Andrew breaks the kiss, the flutes await us, Mom sipping hers delicately, chatting with Consuela like they’re old friends.

      “Where’s Spritzy?” I ask, realizing Mom hasn’t brought him. Given that he’s an unofficial therapy dog, this is surprising.

      “At home.” Sip. “I do need to get home to him, but I’m having far too much fun, Mrs. McCormick.”

      “It does suit me better than you, Mom,” I tease. “But no promises.”

      Consuela’s mouth opens with a gaping expression that is so out of character. “Pam and James? I thought that was a bad rumor started by the gossip sites.”

      “It was,” Mom assures her. “James is not my type.”

      “Mine either,” Consuela sniffs. “Although the man does know how to use his...” Her voice drops low in confidence. Whatever else she says, it makes Mom dizzy.

      But they laugh the smoky chuckle of mature women.

      Andrew drinks his Champagne but he’s nervous. Antsy. He might as well be tapping his toe with impatience. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “What is it?”

      Mom finishes her drink and stands. “I do need to get home.”

      “Gerald’s ready whenever you are, Pam.”

      “José brought me. He asked me to make zucchini muffins again.”

      Consuela perks up. “You bake?”

      Mom blushes. “Just for fun.”

      “A woman after my own heart,” Consuela says, so smooth, so poised, working to make Mom relax.

      Mom gives her a polite smile. I know she’s too overwhelmed to say much. She then comes to me, eyes shining. “I know Spritzy is fine, but I want you and Andrew to be alone. Goodness knows the last few months have been hectic. Now that the deed is done, you can relax. Enjoy each other.” She pats her purse, which is slung on her shoulder. “I have paperwork to file at the town hall tomorrow.”

      “When will the official license be filed and complete?”

      “A few weeks, they said. I’ve never married anyone before. I rather like it.” She hugs me and whispers, “I love you so much. You’re become an independent, loving person, and that matters more to me than anything else in the world, sweetie.”

      “I love you, too, Mom. Thank you for coming here. Thank you for marrying us and for being here. It means more than you can imagine.”

      She sniffs and pulls away, squaring her shoulders. Andrew’s next, their hug making me cry more. Watching the two people who mean the most to me express their love and affection for each other is its own category of happiness.

      Mom leaves without delay. Suddenly, we’re alone, our entrées in front of us, Consuela’s seamless service so covert, it’s jarring.

      “What do we do now?” I ask.

      “We eat?”

      A few bites into the delicious food and I give up the ruse. I’m just pretending, going through the motions. The meal is fabulous, but when you’ve just had your one and only wedding turned into a surprise party, taste buds aren’t the only part of you that gets confused and overstimulated.

      I take my wrapped gift and hand it to him, eyebrows up, smirk engaged. “Here’s your wedding present. You already know what it is, but I wrapped it anyhow.”

      “I’ll open it when I give you yours.”

      I look around the rooftop solarium, which only has four tables. I don’t have to search long before realizing there is no gift here. “Where is it?”

      “Hang on.” He texts someone. “There. I told Consuela we’re done.”

      “What?”

      “Look at your plate. I can’t eat. You can’t eat, either. There’s one more part of the wedding. One part left.”

      “My gift? What’s the big deal?”

      His hand is a little sweaty, his heart beating faster against my hand as he lets go, picks up my coat, and holds it open for me to put my arms in.

      As I shrug into it, he whispers, “I’ll show you.”
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      “The blindfold is so over the top,” I announce for the fifth time as we drive in the car. I have no idea where we’re going, although I know we were on the highway for a while there, based solely on the car’s speed. That means we’ve moved outside of the city, but given Boston’s location as a port town in New England, we could be in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, or New Hampshire by now. I generally prefer to know which state I am in at any given time.

      Picky. I know.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Good thing I’m not prone to getting carsick.”

      “We’re almost there.”

      “Why couldn’t you just bring the gift with you to Consuela’s like I brought yours?”

      “It’s big.”

      “So big you can’t fit it in your car?”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t get me a pony, did you?” The blindfold is black satin and it’s rubbing against my cheeks as I smile.

      “Do you want a pony?”

      “Not now, but where were you when I was six?”

      We make a left turn and the car slows, the sound of tires crunching on gravel making me sit up.

      “You’re a secret serial killer, aren’t you? Lured me into your fake billionaire trap and now I’m going to be found carved up and stuffed into a drain pipe while you turn my real ankle into a vajankle.”

      “Okay, Stella. You figured me out.” We’ve been watching The Fall on Netflix, so I get the joke. “Where do you think we are?”

      I reach for the window controls, lower the window slightly, and inhale deeply. “Snow. Woods. Fresh air. I don’t know. That describes half of New England this time of year.”

      He makes an amused sound, then asks, “Vajankle?”

      I laugh. “The fact that you don’t know what that is gives me relief.”

      “Oh, I know what it is.”

      “Ewww!”

      “Thanks to Marie. She shared quite a photo album on her phone after the Vegas trip last year. Remember the adult toy trade show there?”

      The car comes to a halt. I start to remove my blindfold, but his hands stop me. Purposeful and firm, they cover my vision.

      “Not yet,” he says, warm breath tickling the end of my nose. I sneeze, two quick bursts of surprising interruption. His hands move, leaving bright light behind my closed eyelids.

      “Mask back on. Just for another minute.”

      I sigh. “One minute. No more.”

      “Stay there. Coming around to your side to lead you up the stairs.”

      “Stairs?”

      The tip of my shoe hits the rise of a stair. He helps me up each one until we’re at the top. “Wood deck?” I guess.

      “Close.”

      He pauses and takes the blindfold off. Two inches of snow fell the other day, and some sort of bright security light is shining right in my eyes, but even with the difference, I know exactly where we are.

      “Your parents’ house? In Weston? Why are we here?” Andrew’s face is filled with an excitement I’ve never seen, one that pierces my skin and bones, an injection of his emotion going straight into my bloodstream. Wide-eyed and grinning like a fool, the wind blowing his thick brown hair off his forehead, he looks down at me with a love so forceful it’s like a shield, holding the wind at bay. He’s balancing a small box from a bakery in one hand.

      And with the other, he gives me a keychain with a metal key on it.

      “What’s this?”

      “Your wedding present.” A giddy tension looms between us, one that pools in my belly, half pleasurable, half madness.

      I look at the driveway, expecting a car. “You got me my own Tesla?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you giving me a key? A key to what?”

      All he does is stare at me, more and more love pouring into those eyes as seconds pass.

      I breathe, caught in the beauty of the long look.

      And then I realize what he’s done.

      “Big gift? BIG GIFT? Not sure whether I’ll like it?” I grip his empty arm, needing his stability as my knees go weak.

      He nods, bearing my weight without effort.

      Or comment.

      “LIFE-ALTERING?” I look around the outside of the house. “Andrew – did you buy me a house? A house?”

      “Not just any house.”

      The words feel like ice cubes rolling around in my mouth. I struggle to get them out. “Did you buy your parents’ house as a wedding present for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You bought me a house.”

      “I hope you like it.”

      “An entire house.”

      “I was hoping half would be mine. Until we start having kids, of course. Then it’ll be part theirs,” he adds, as this were the most ordinary conversation in the world.

      I lean against the front door and slowly let myself down. I can’t trust my legs.

      “You bought it from your father?”

      “I did.”

      “And he let you?”

      “He said no the first two times. Outright refused, in fact.”

      “Then how did you — ”

      “I used...leverage.” Andrew gives me a multi-layered look that makes it clear this was no simple feat.

      “You guilted him into selling it to you after what he did to us? To Mom?”

      “‘Guilt’ is an ugly word. Let’s use ‘negotiate’ instead.” Sparkling eyes filled with pride and triumph meet mine. I swear his brown-and-honey irises are darkened slightly, aged a bit by what we’ve been through with his dad, but on surer footing as an independent man capable of taking on James McCormick.

      And winning.

      “Oh, God,” I gasp.

      “You don’t like it?”

      “How could I not like an estate in Weston, Andrew?”

      Relief makes him sigh. “Good. Because it’s hard to take back.”

      “It’s not like a Cuisinart you return to WalMart because you don’t like it!”

      “No. It’s not.” He extends a hand to me. “Let’s go into our new house.”

      It takes three tries, but I get the key in the lock and turn it, slowly opening the front door with a long creak of the hinges. The living room is exactly as we left it a few weeks ago. Warm and inviting, enormous and stately.

      Yet very, very different.

      “You really mean it, Andrew? It’s ours?”

      “If you can envision yourself living here, yes. I’m not going to make you live here if you don’t want to.”

      “What about the apartment in Boston?”

      “We can afford both.”

      “We can?”

      “We can.”

      “When did you do this? How did you – what made you – oh, wow.” Remembering to breathe is suddenly hard. The building feels like it’s embracing me, my body’s cells mingling with the memory-filled air, the hardwood, the fine stone, the endless differentiated items in the house that all serve a purpose.

      Our purpose, now.

      His voice is thoughtful, slow, and gravid. As he speaks, I watch him. This is my husband. My husband bought me an estate. My husband is standing before me, animated and handsome, wearing a ring I put on his finger an hour ago, one with an inscription that matches mine — and only mine. My husband looks at me with an honorable worship that makes all of the petty troubles in life seem inconsequential.

      My husband.

      My thumb tip worries the new wedding ring on my ring finger. Husband. We’ve chosen each other.

      He chose me.

      “That night we came here and swam in my lap pool, I knew. You were so beautiful in there, drifting without a care in the world. And when we sat before the fire, I felt like I was really home – not just in my Amanda home and in my childhood home, but fully home – for the first time in my life. I wanted more of that. Guarantees don’t come in life, but buying this place became my goal.” The look he gives me peels back parts of my heart that I didn’t know had doors and windows. Walls inside me turn flexible, filled with surprises.

      When you give the light permission to enter, it finds a way.

      “I know how you are when you have a goal,” I respond, distracted and centered, grounded and flighty, the very definition of who I am suddenly in flux. I’m Amanda. I’m me. I’m Andrew’s wife. I’m James’ daughter-in-law. I’m Declan and Terry’s sister-in-law. I’m Shannon’s…something.

      Bestie and sister-in-law.

      And I’m the mother of Andrew’s future children.

      Each of those Amandas are cheering inside me as Andrew speaks, none of his words sinking in, all of his gestures tell a love story I don’t need to understand — I only need to feel.

      “Yes. First you, then the perfect place to settle in. We can keep the current estate manager or hire a new one. There are old architectural plans for turning a few rooms into an apartment for Pam if she ever wanted to live here -- ”

      “Whoa! Whoa! Slow down there. I’m still reeling.” Reality itself changes just enough to make the room tilt slightly.

      “Is it too much? Did I go too far?” He sets the box down on a coffee table in front of a leather davenport and turns to me, eager and open, as if this were the truest merger he’d ever negotiated, one where every possible contingency were planned for.

      “I bought you a rare album. You bought me an eight-figure house. I’m feeling a little cheap.”

      I get a kiss as an answer, and then:

      “You can make it up to me by telling me you love it.”

      “I do!”

      “So which room should we do it in first?”

      “Andrew! Quit saying ‘do it’!” The joke is welcome. Joking I can handle.

      An entire house? That will take longer to adapt to.

      “Fine.”

      “And I think it should be whatever room is going to be ours.”

      “I was thinking Declan’s old bedroom.”

      “Andrew!”

      “What? It’s not his room anymore.”

      “Then why do you care?”

      “The view out the west window is particularly lovely.”

      “You’re worried about the window view during sex? I really need to up my game if that’s the case.”

      He makes a gruff sound.

      “I know!” I pretend to be perky. “Why don’t you just pee on all the baseboards in his room. That’ll show him.”

      “Why would I do that? It’s ridiculous.”

      “Yeah. Why would you have sex in his bedroom, too? File that under ridiculous.”

      “I file that under wanting to make sure we make love in every single room in our new home before we start having kids and our privacy disappears.”

      “It’s a big house.”

      “Then we’d better get started now. Time’s a-wasting.”

      “We’re really doing this?”

      He cups my breast and comes in for a kiss. “Oh, yes.”

      “I meant buying the house. Moving in here. Living here?” I look around the room, taken in by all the beauty. So much care was given to every item here. While Andrew can’t bring his mother back, I can tell this is as close as he can get. “We’re really making this choice.”

      The ticking sound of sleet on glass makes me turn my head, caught up in the weather’s sudden change. All the light in the room changes, muted to shadow and sepia tone, as if even the moon were taking a moment to lower its brow and think this through.

      Andrew drops his hand to my waist. “We don’t have to live here if you don’t like it.” Like me, he looks around, except his eyes see a past I’ll never know.

      “I do like it. I do.” Sudden emotion fills me, too much to contain.

      “Are you worried it’s too much about my mom? Her imprint is everywhere here. I think that’s why Dad’s avoided the house for so long. Don’t worry, Amanda. I don’t want this to be some kind of museum. That would destroy the whole point. I want us to live here. Really live here. Make it ours and own it. Take all the good stored in this home and wash off the sadness. Make it shine with love again. Only this time, it’ll be our love. Our power. Our family we raise here.” Intense emotion makes his voice go hoarse, low and deep. His hands tighten on my hips and as I look up at him, I know that what I’m about to say is truer than any words I have ever spoken to him.

      “We deserve this,” I answer. “We deserve all the light and love we decide to make for ourselves and our children. So yes. Yes to all of it. Yes, yes, y -- ”

      I can’t finish that last word because his mouth is on mine, his lips warm and urgent, slow and eager, a paradox I’ll spend forever trying to understand. Buying me a house as a wedding present looks selfless and grandiose on the outside, but from the inside it’s a selfish act on Andrew’s part, a step toward reconciling wounds from the past with his vision for our future.

      But right now, as his hands warm my back and his body touches me, heating my heart, I realize I’m truly home, in every way possible. We’re here. We made it. In his arms and in our house, we’ve done it. Settled down. I have my life partner, whose kiss sends me spiraling up to a place so high, no one can find us. Not paparazzi. Not James. Not Leo or Mom or the million tiny pieces of unfinished life that chase me.

      We’re high in the sky, time suspended, kissing in a room where we’re building everything.

      Together, we can do anything.

      And based on the way Andrew moves against me, we’re about to do everything, too. A part of me that has been holding on to an idealistic hope, the kind that people mock in our edgy, sarcastic world, can’t stop grinning inside. Happiness like this, the kind that makes your skin buzz as a lover touches you, the kind that makes you more whole when you stroke your husband, the kind that fuels years of holding on until you prove your dreams were real and your fears were false, should be a right.

      Not a privilege.

      But I’m not the master of the universe, even if Andrew’s kiss makes me feel like a goddess, the press of his tongue against mine all fire, making my heart speed up and my body melt into him. I touch him the way I want to touch every part of the house. To possess it. Integrate it.

      Own it.

      And for him to touch me back the same way. A thousand images of a future I haven’t lived yet pour through me as Andrew walks me backward to the couch, the backs of my calves hitting the edge, our bodies falling into the soft cushions in a rush of fingers and buttons, hooks and belts, undoing and unraveling. We have to open ourselves before we can join together and close off from the world.

      Forbidden excitement tinged with awe fills me as his familiar taste captivates my mouth, the scent of his hair against my nose all soap and skin. My nipples brush against his thin cotton shirt, then blissful warmth greets me as we’re half naked, fully ready, and Andrew stops to say, “We can move to a bed, you know. It’s our place. We can do whatever we want.”

      “I want you,” I reply, the brush of belly against belly impossible to bear any longer without being connected fully, completely. He’s invited me into his memory – not just shared it with me through words, but included me in the ongoing evolution of integrating his past self with our present intimacy.

      And we’re forging a future based on love -- breath by breath, kiss by kiss, stroke by stroke.

      “You’ve got me.” Lush kisses keep us together as Andrew guides himself into me, my hair spilling down my chest, tickling the edges of my bare breasts. The light in the room is exquisite, like a confidante whispering permission for you to tell secrets no one else has ever heard, to speak with your body.

      My body.

      My fingers tell Andrew how much I love him with a nimble grace my mouth cannot master. My legs part for him, finding a path that gives him entry to my sacred self. My hair tickles his jaw as his kisses become deeper, hotter, more tantalizing, our rhythms joining. My hips move with his in a dance more primal and dear than any we dare show before others, but one we preserve for each other, an audience of one, with an explosive encore that we know is pending.

      I’m lost, completely adrift in him body and soul, the urge inside me welling up as if impulse upon impulse have fused together to form a second bloodstream within, one pulsing through me by the energy of passion and love. I can’t take it, tears filling the corners of my eyes as he looks down at me, slowing and going gentle.

      No words. His fingertips brush stray hair off my eyelashes, smiling as he does it, eyes telling me as our bodies cling to one another that he knows we have secrets to share and he’s telling me his stories one caress, one thrust, at a time. Tales become legends not because many people tell the story, but because the power of the message is too strong not to share. Andrew’s love shines in his eyes, and as I breathe in the unique scent of the house, a mix of dried wood, stone, thick wool, and Andrew, I know that until the day I die, that scent will evoke this pure fusion of love we’re feeling as each second ticks by.

      I don’t say it. He doesn’t say it. Andrew reaches for my hand and threads our fingers together, then joins my other hand in his and we rock our way to oblivion, not caring who hears us, our lovemaking a profound act of protest while it meets the very definition of conformity. The wedding night ritual is as old as time, but tonight we merge as one flesh in a new partnership, one that time has never seen before.

      And never will again.

      As we breathe hard, hearts exploded and put back together, skin chilling in the cool living room where our need to consummate overtook our need for basic warmth, we both let out silent, raspy laughs, satisfied and whole.

      He squeezes my hand, our fingers still twisted together. Then he rolls over, stands, and walks across the room in full, nude glory.

      “Where are you going?”

      “You’ll see. Hope you’re hungry.”

      “Hungry?” My stomach growls. A deep, content chuckle echoes from the hallway as he reappears.

      “What’s that?”

      Nestling next to me, he hands me two forks, then reaches for the bakery box on the coffee table. Andrew pries the box open.

      It’s a wedding cake. Two little LEGO figurines are on top of an orange cake with little Cheetos-Marshmallow treats strategically placed. Andrew removes one of the forks from my hand, holding his aloft.

      “To us. To my lovely wife, Amanda, who has brought more joy into my life than I deserve.”

      Clink. We toast with forks. He digs in. A mad case of the giggles overtakes me as I watch him take a bite.

      “What’s so funny?” He says around a mouthful of cake.

      “No plates? Just digging in? The only time I eat cake like this is — ” I cut off my own words, because I was about to say —

      “During an Asshole Boyfriend Summit. I know.”

      My eyes go wide. “You know?”

      “Sure I do. And no more of those for you.” He swipes some frosting from the cake and dabs it on the end of my nose. “From now on, only Wonderful Husband Summits.”

      “What’s a Wonderful Husband Summit look like?” I pretend to be skeptical.

      He shrugs. “Like this. Sex. Nudity. Cake.”

      “Mmmm, I like that. Way better than Asshole Boyfriend Summits, which generally involve bitterness, recrimination, self-doubt and deep discussions about castration techniques using an iPhone and a bobby pin.”

      He waves his fork between us. “You have a vested interest in avoiding castration, you know. Can’t make babies without the boys.”

      I stare at “the boys” and smile. “C5.” I move closer and blow lightly. “Ah! C4.”

      “You keep that up, all you’ll ‘c’ is my naked body all weekend.”

      “It’s our honeymoon. Isn’t that how this works?”

      He grins, a spot of frosting next to his mouth. I kiss it away, the movement turning into a deep, sugary kiss.

      “Speaking of which,” he adds as we break away, “we need to think about where we want to go. The wedding was a wee bit unorthodox.”

      “You think?”

      “And we’re not exactly rushing off to a resort.”

      I look around the big living room and take another bite of cake, slowly rolling onto my back to look up at the post-and-beam ceiling. “I could hide here for a week with you and be happy.”

      He stabs another bite of cake, then joins me, our bodies pressed against each other as we rest on the carpet, looking up. “Our children will be conceived here,” he says, Andrew’s baritone voice rushing through my blood, spreading the word to every part of me.

      “That’s your first post-sex thought?”

      “Yes.”

      I look up at him, his smile infectious, his bare skin warming me, muscled thigh pressing into my hip in a way that makes me a captive audience. “It’s not like it’s a competition,” I counter, stroking his jaw. “We’re not in some kind of rush to produce the first grandchild.”

      He looks at me without blinking.

      And then his eyes narrow.

      Oh, no.

      

      
        :)

      

      

      Move on to the next book in the New York Times bestselling Shopping series, Shopping for a Billionaire’s Baby. That’s right! Shannon and Declan are going for it...with hilarious results!

      

      Shopping for a Billionaire’s Baby

      You know what’s even better than marrying a billionaire? Having his baby.

      We’re ready. We’ve studied and planned, read all the birth and labor books, researched parenting classes, consulted our schedules, and it’s time.

      And by “we,” I mean me.

      Declan’s just ready for the ‘have lots of sex’ part. More than ready.

      But there’s just one problem: my husband and his brother have this little obsession with competition.

      And by ‘little,’ I mean stupid.

      That’s right.

      We’re not just about to try to bring a new human being into the world.

      We have to do it better, faster, stronger.

      Harder.

      McCormick men don’t just have babies.

      They engage in competitive billionaire Babythons.

      I thought the hardest part about getting pregnant would be dealing with my grandchild-crazed mother, who will go nuts shopping for a billionaire’s baby.

      Wrong.

      Between conception problems, my mother’s desire to talk to the baby through a vaginacam, a childbirth class led by a drill sergeant, and a father-in-law determined to sign the kid up for prep school before Declan even pulls out, my pregnancy has turned out to be one ordeal after another.

      But it’s nothing — nothing — compared to the actual birth.

      

      Be sure to Like me on Facebook, join my reader group, and/or sign up for my newsletter to learn more about release dates for Shopping for a Billionaire’s Baby on Amazon/Kindle.

      Thank you so much for reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A note to readers

        

      

    
    
      I had planned to write Shopping for a Highlander next, and have written part of it, but for various reasons, I realized I need to write Shopping for a CEO’s Wife and Shopping for a Billionaire’s Baby first. Please know that Amy and Hamish’s book is coming eventually – but there are quite a few stories that are crying out for attention more than theirs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Other Books By Julia Kent

        

      

    
    
      Shopping for a Billionaire: The Collection (Parts 1-5 in one bundle, 500 pages!)

      
        	Shopping for a Billionaire 1

        	Shopping for a Billionaire 2

        	Shopping for a Billionaire 3

        	Shopping for a Billionaire 4

        	Christmas Shopping for a Billionaire

      

      Shopping for a Billionaire’s Fiancée

      Shopping for a CEO

      Shopping for a Billionaire’s Wife

      Shopping for a CEO’s Fiancée

      Shopping for an Heir

      Shopping for a Billionaire’s Honeymoon

      Shopping for a CEO’s Wife

      

      Her Billionaires

      It’s Complicated

      Completely Complicated

      It’s Always Complicated

      

      Random Acts of Crazy

      Random Acts of Trust

      Random Acts of Fantasy

      Random Acts of Hope

      Randomly Ever After: Sam and Amy

      Random Acts of Love

      Random on Tour: Los Angeles

      Merry Random Christmas

      

      Maliciously Obedient

      Suspiciously Obedient

      Deliciously Obedient

      

      Our Options Have Changed (with Elisa Reed)

      Thank You For Holding (with Elisa Reed)

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Text JKentBooks to 77948 and get a text message on release dates!

      New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Julia Kent turned to writing contemporary romance after deciding that life is too short not to have fun. She writes romantic comedy with an edge, and new adult books that push contemporary boundaries. From billionaires to BBWs to rock stars, Julia finds a sensual, goofy joy in every book she writes, but unlike Trevor from Random Acts of Crazy, she has never kissed a chicken.

      She loves to hear from her readers by email at jkentauthor@gmail.com , on Twitter @jkentauthor, and on Facebook at facebook.com/jkentauthor

      Visit her website at http://jkentauthor.com
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