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      Brooklyn Monroe’s panties were on a chair on the other side of the room. She was stretched out on her back, her head nestled on a pillow. In anticipation of today, she’d even shaved her legs; all the way up, not just to her knees. If life was fair—and she knew that it was not—she’d be having a whole lot of fun right now.

      “Almost done. Just a little pressure here.”

      Staring up at the pebbled acoustic tile ceiling, Brooklyn white-knuckled it, gripping the doctor’s exam table. It was her inclination to crack a joke in any uncomfortable situation, but she decided against asking her gynecologist if she’d ever aspired to be a plumber.

      “Okey doke. You’re good to go.” Dr. Swanson mercifully whisked away the medieval medical device and snapped off her gloves.

      Brooklyn exhaled, not that it did anything to relax her. Now that the exam was done, it was time to ask the big question. She’d only skirted the topic at last year’s appointment. She was forty-one then, which was practically still forty, making her unwilling to admit that as a native New Yorker, she was far more likely to fall through a subway grate than fall in love. She was still in the pits about her split from Alec. She’d messed up a relationship. Again.

      Now, forty-two had arrived, and aside from an even sweeter bank balance, little in Brooklyn’s life had changed.

      She pushed back from her prone position, the paper cover crinkling under her legs. “Well? Everything good?”

      Dr. Swanson peered at Brooklyn over black-framed glasses. “I can’t tell much from a visual examination, but I’d say you’re a very healthy yuh…” The doctor slid her specs up along her narrow nose. “Uh, woman.”

      Brooklyn knew very well what that yuh was—the start of “young”. And she was having none of that. “I want to talk to you about having a baby.”

      “Didn’t we discuss this last year?”

      “We did. It’s just that I haven’t been in a position to do anything about it. I still have time, though, right? Plenty of women have babies in their mid-forties. Or later. My sister just had her second and she’s thirty-eight. That’s practically forty.”

      “Women do have babies in their forties,” Dr. Swanson said, with the same tone someone might use to say things like, People do win the Powerball. “But your chances of conceiving on your own are declining sharply every year.”

      Brooklyn did the math in her head for what felt like the millionth time. She’d done okay in high school algebra, but this equation was a complete pain in her ass. Even if she caught the eye of Mr. Perfect today, highly unlikely given that her hair was doing that weird thing in the back, it would take forever to get to the baby-making part. Way too many hurdles to jump: Go out for drinks. Have dinner. Make out. Pray that he’s smart enough to know the magic of a clitoris. Do it. Do it a few hundred more times (being very careful not to get pregnant). Fall in love. Move in together. Assemble a bookshelf without stabbing each other with a screwdriver (intentionally or unintentionally). Meet each other’s mothers (only a guy made of Teflon would make it past her mom).

      Then, if all systems were a go, buy a ring, plan a wedding, go on a honeymoon and then start trying to get pregnant. If Brooklyn tripped up along the way—and who was she kidding, every odds-maker in Vegas would take that bet—she was going to have to go right back to the beginning.

      “Do you have a special man in your life?” Dr. Swanson asked.

      The person who sprang to mind was her apartment building’s doorman. Cy was sweet and kind and next-level good at hailing taxis in the rain. He was also a happily married grandfather of three, and therefore, not on the market. “I don’t know when I’m supposed to date. I hardly have time to sleep.” Plus it never works out. They all say I’m exhausting.

      “I’m not surprised. Every woman I know subscribes to Posh Post. You’re an inspiration to entrepreneurial women everywhere.”

      That was the real reason Brooklyn was in this no-baby, no-personal-life mess—Posh Post, her “unparalleled overnight success” if you bought the baloney Modern CEO magazine was selling. In truth, it had taken sheer determination for Brooklyn and her younger sister, Virginia, to turn a beauty subscription service into a 400 million-dollar enterprise. It was the most exciting and substantive thing Brooklyn had ever done. The only thing she hadn’t failed at. She also regularly staggered into her apartment at the end of the day, flopped onto the bed, and promptly passed out. Sometimes with a protein bar protruding from her mouth. Ah, the sweet smell of success.

      “I see plenty of busy women struggle with this. But if you’re serious, you need to act. Make it a priority. Or consider freezing your eggs. Your supply is dwindling.”

      Dammit. Her mom had said the same thing. She hated it when her mother was right. “That sounds bad.”

      “You were born with all the eggs you’ll ever have. A thousand follicles die every month. Or more. And it speeds up as you get older.”

      “A thousand?” Brooklyn snapped her knees together. She had to keep her precious cargo inside her a little longer. Stay in there, girls. I need you.

      The doctor handed Brooklyn two pamphlets—Ten Truths About Freezing Your Eggs, and the thrilling follow-up, Answering Your Questions About Donor Insemination. “We really should have had this talk when you were thirty-five, but we can still have it now.”

      Motherhood had been easy to push aside at thirty-five. Brooklyn was stuck on a merry-go-round of self-imposed online dating disasters, like the guy who coyly whispered to her over martinis that he would need her to create a diversion if a cop walked into the bar. He even had a plan—Brooklyn should knock her glass to the floor, clutch her chest, and fake a heart attack. Clearly not a love connection. Brooklyn would never waste perfectly good vodka.

      Thirty-five was also the year Brooklyn got the idea for Posh Post. At the time, she was VP of Marketing for her mother’s eponymous cosmetics company, Aurora Beauty. Her mom’s leadership boiled down to a war of attrition, and five years under her well-manicured thumb had left Brooklyn dying to strike out on her own. Inspiration came while pilfering free samples in the company mail room—would women subscribe to a monthly shipment of the latest skin care and cosmetics? Brooklyn had a hunch they would.

      She immediately brought in Virginia, and to Brooklyn’s delight, there were glimmers of greatness from the very beginning. Brooklyn hadn’t had many glimmers in her life, so she ran with it as fast as she could. Their mom was less than pleased. She was still furious that Brooklyn had exited Aurora and taken Virginia with her.

      Now, seven years later, Posh Post was on the map, but that meant Brooklyn was running out of time for everything she’d put off. If she couldn’t find love, it was time to focus on what she wanted more than anything—a baby. With or without a man.

      “This is a lot to think about.” Brooklyn eased off the exam table, being careful not to jostle her eggs, and tucked the pamphlet inside her purse.

      “I’m happy to have this chat with you as much as you want, but I wouldn’t wait much longer.”

      “I know. I just need a little more time.” Brooklyn put plenty of pressure on herself. She didn’t need it from other people.

      Dr. Swanson left and Brooklyn got dressed in her cute navy blue dress with the flouncy skirt and a pair of shockingly red heels. She met her driver, Tony, outside the doctor’s office and hopped in the car. The October day was sunny and bright, the perfect weather for wrapping one’s head around new ideas, like devising a plan to get pregnant as fast as humanly possible.

      She was flipping through emails on her phone when her mother called. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Well? What did the doctor say?”

      “I’m like a grocery store before Easter.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Running out of eggs.”

      “Oh, darling. Don’t compare yourself to a supermarket. It’s unseemly.” Her mom never got her jokes.

      “Okay. I’m like an organic farm in danger of losing its flock of heritage chickens.”

      “You’re stalling because I was right.”

      Brooklyn grumbled under her breath. “Yes, Mom. You were so amazingly right about how your daughter practically has cobwebs on her ovaries.”

      “There’s no need to get snippy. What do you intend to do about it?”

      “Find a man and get pregnant?”

      “You don’t need a man. No woman needs a man.” This had been her mother’s chorus since Brooklyn and her sister had been young and their father was nothing more than a fuzzy memory. “But if you want, I can put in a call to my psychic.”

      “Why? Is he especially virile?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He can tell you whether or not you have love on the horizon. If it’s in the cards. Although a sperm bank is a perfectly suitable option.”

      Brooklyn did not want to know her fate ahead of time. Too scary. “I’ll ask Virginia what she thinks.”

      “You know what your sister will say. She’ll say that there’s no way she’d be able to juggle two small children and a career right now without a partner. Someone to share in the enormous amount of work. But I’m sure you can do it on your own.”

      “Yeah. You’re probably right. I mean, I make plenty of money. I can hire a nanny. And Virginia and I own a company. I can bring the baby to work whenever I want.”

      “You just have to throw Posh Post in my face every time we talk.”

      “Not throwing it in your face. That was merely a long string of facts supporting your theory that a sperm bank is the way to go.” Tony pulled the car up in front of the Posh Post offices down by the Chelsea Piers. “Mom, I’m at work. I need to run.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind about the psychic. The clock is ticking.”

      “And I’d like to hit the ‘snooze’ one more time.”

      Brooklyn strode into the building and took the elevator up to the fifth floor. She greeted employees as she filed through the open office space, with polished concrete floors, arched windows, and soaring wood-beamed ceilings. The entire place buzzed with excitement and a bit of panic, too. They were all working like crazy. Ahead, was her assistant Laurel, with the phone surgically attached to her ear. She handed Brooklyn a thick folder labeled “Posh Male” and mouthed that she’d be in soon.

      Brooklyn flipped on her light and got settled at her desk, a custom-made beauty of reclaimed lumber stained white—a mix of old and modern that fit Brooklyn to a T. Her roomy corner office had two glass walls, giving her a view of the domain she’d built with Virginia, whose office was on the floor’s opposite corner. The sisters’ workspaces were very much a reflection of their personalities. Brooklyn had a floor-to-ceiling inspiration board plastered with magazine clippings, color swatches, and a zillion Post-Its with indecipherable late night ramblings about new ideas for Posh Post. Virginia’s office looked like Martha Stewart and Marie Kondo had squared off in the first-ever cage match of cleaning.

      Brooklyn was well aware that she had a cubic ton of emails to answer, but she couldn’t keep eggs off her mind. Outside her window, the leaves on the trees lining the street were edged with orange and crimson. The nights were turning crisp and before anyone knew it, the holidays would be here. What an amazing time to try to get pregnant. She imagined bringing the baby into the office in a year, taking phone calls while nursing, putting a note on the door that said, “Shh! Baby sleeping!”, and not feeling guilty about leaving before 7:00 PM. Her sister had done it. Why couldn’t she?

      “Knock, knock.”

      Brooklyn whipped around to see Virginia floating into her office, holding a paper tray with two coffees in one hand and her sweet baby, Paris, nestled in her other arm. Virginia’s children, seven-month-old Paris and six-year-old Dallas, were each named after the city where they’d been conceived, an old and duly odd tradition on their mom’s side of the family. Brooklyn was named for the New York City borough where she’d grown up and her mom and sister still resided.  Virginia got stuck with the state her parents had driven through on their way to Washington, DC. Virginia complained when she was four. “Be glad I wasn’t in Boise,” their mom, who was named after Aurora, Illinois, replied.

      “Oh my gosh,” Brooklyn whispered with glee. “You brought the baby in.”

      “The nanny’s sick.” Virginia’s hard-to-tame brown tresses, a near match for Brooklyn’s, were up in a twist, a sure sign that she’d gone with dry shampoo.

      Brooklyn popped up from her chair and bustled around her desk, holding out her arms. Her sister tried to pass her the coffees. “No. I want to hold your little princess.”

      Virginia handed over Paris, who was swaddled in a pale gray and pink blanket. She was wearing the white cashmere stocking cap Brooklyn had bought for her. Brooklyn tiptoed back to her chair and watched in awe as the baby slept in her arms—such a sweet face, such a beautiful bundle of love. Her heart raced. Brooklyn had so much love pent up inside her. She longed to find someone to accept it.

      Virginia slid a coffee cup across the desk. “I got your favorite, weirdo. Non-fat sugar-free cinnamon mocha, double whipped cream. The barista always gives me side-eye.”

      “It’s showing restraint while treating myself. And thank you. I can’t believe you had time.”

      “Caffeine consumption is one of the pillars of motherhood.” Virginia sat and took a sip from her cup.

      Brooklyn sucked in a deep breath. “You think I’m a good person, right? A caring person. A nurturing person.”

      A deep crease formed between Virginia’s eyes. “Have you been talking to Mom?”

      She and her sister were so on the same page it was ridiculous. “Yes. But just answer the question.”

      “Well, yeah. You’re the one who chats up the interns and knows the janitors’ names. You somehow keep the plants in your apartment alive, even though you’re almost never there. You’re wonderful with Dallas and Paris.”

      Brooklyn sat a little straighter. “Yes. See? My niece and nephew love me. And I love them more than anything.” Thinking about how much she adored those kids, she could only imagine what it might be like to have her own child. Her heart might actually burst. “It’s time for me to get serious about having a baby. We have all of this runaway success and it doesn’t make me happy. I want a life outside of work. I want a family of my own.” Brooklyn again gazed at Paris. The corners of her little rosebud mouth turned up. She was smiling in her sleep. Not only was there a distinct tug from the very center of Brooklyn’s chest, her ovaries were screaming at her to let them into the game.

      “Oh, shoot. I forgot you had your doctor’s appointment this morning.”

      “I need to get on it, ASAP. I’m losing eggs like crazy.”

      “It did take me nearly a year to get pregnant with Paris, and I was four years younger than you are now.” Virginia nodded with the assurance of a seasoned pro.

      Please don’t remind me.

      “Have you thought about logistics?” she asked. “I have a friend who went to a fantastic sperm bank.”

      Brooklyn grimaced, not wanting to ask what would make such a place “fantastic”. “I guess that’s my only option, right? That or adoption.”

      “Well, you have no time for men. So there’s that.”

      “More like they don’t have time for me.” Brooklyn sighed. “Although it would be nice if I could simply find someone to get me pregnant.”

      “I don’t think that’s a thing, but nice try.”

      “All I need is a guy who’s smart, kind, handsome, and generous enough to have sex with me until it happens. It’s not that much to ask, is it?”

      Virginia pressed her lips together, nodding, the wheels in her pretty head turning. “That first part sounds like Alec. If only he hadn’t broken up with you and said he never wanted to see you again.”

      Brooklyn froze, but that was only her body. Her mind was off to the races. Alec Trakas—six feet and two inches of rock-solid man, with thick dark hair sprinkled with silver, and buttery brown eyes. Alec was the fantasy of millions of women, and that was no exaggeration. As a co-host of Good Day USA, he was a ratings boon. Women lined up outside their New York studio holding signs saying, “Marry me, Alec.” He and Brooklyn met at a mutual friend’s cocktail party. It had felt like a dream when he asked her out, so much so that she asked him to pinch her, which he took as a kinky sex thing she later had to explain her way out of.

      It was magical for a while, but the timing had been all wrong. Posh Post was having massive growing pains. Every day was a new disaster—staffing, suppliers, fulfillment. Virginia had debilitating morning sickness, their mother was waiting for the company to fail, and although Brooklyn insisted she’d die before she let that happen, she was barely keeping it together. However much she wanted to spend her day naked in Alec’s bed, that was not going to solve her problems. So, no, Alec probably hadn’t gotten the attention a man like him deserved. But Brooklyn had also hoped he could be a grownup about it and accept that sometimes life didn’t go according to plan.

      “He’s not the type to look past someone’s mistakes.” Forgiveness from Alec might be impossible to come by. Perfect people tended to hold others to their own exacting standards.

      “You’re right.” Virginia leaned forward and tapped a finger on the folder on Brooklyn’s desk. “We probably only have a few minutes until the baby wakes up. The Posh Male list?”

      Brooklyn was happy for the change in subject. “Yes. Let’s see what, or more specifically, who, is in here.” Posh Male was Brooklyn’s latest idea, a version of their subscription box for men. They’d spent a fortune on a mailing list of twenty thousand taste-making men all over the U.S. To launch the new box, everyone on the list would receive a complimentary shipment a week from now.

      Brooklyn began scanning the names and addresses. “Is it bad that I want to see what some of these guys look like?” Still holding the baby, she flicked her finger across the trackpad of her laptop and opened Facebook.

      Virginia stepped behind Brooklyn’s desk and took the helm, typing in the name. Both sisters craned their necks to see the results. “Top of the list. Carter Aaron. Baltimore, Maryland.”

      “Ooh. He’s cute. And single.” Sure, the guy took an alarming number of selfies at the gym, but Brooklyn was thinking about aesthetics and gene pools right now, not vanity. “Give me another one.”

      Virginia flipped past a few more pages and rattled off another name. “Ooh. Even hotter,” she declared. “I’m normally not into beards.”

      “Me neither, but he puts the man in manscaping.” Brooklyn looked up at her sister. “If only it was this easy to find men. I might have a love life.”

      “Or at the very least someone to knock you up.”

      “Right.” Brooklyn’s eyes again landed on the guy with the spectacular facial hair. He was cute, but he was no Alec. Too bad that ship had sailed. “But probably not.”

      “Keep those options open.” Virginia leaned down and scooped up Paris, leaving behind a noticeable void in Brooklyn’s lap. “You never know what’s going to happen.”

      Brooklyn nodded. “Are you going to send me the final copy for the Posh Male welcome letter?”

      “Yes. We need to get that into production. I just need to make one more pass. I’ll send it over in a minute.” Her sister left and strode across to her office.

      Several minutes later, the email from Virginia appeared in Brooklyn’s inbox. LOL. I added something at the end.

      Sure enough, she’d added a postscript.

      P.S. If any of you hot men are single and interested in helping out an overworked businesswoman by getting her pregnant, send Brooklyn Monroe an email at brooklyn@posh-post.com.

      Brooklyn shot a pointed glance across the office and caught her sister’s eye then flipped her off. “Very funny,” she muttered to herself before forwarding to Tom in the art department. He appreciated a halfway decent joke. Someone should get a laugh out of her very real personal crisis.
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      Alec Trakas was pretty sure that if there was a hell, it looked exactly like the studio for Good Day USA, with its quintessential American view overlooking a bustling sidewalk in midtown Manhattan. He was counting down the minutes until the show signed off and he could flee his personal Hades. Alec referred to the final hour of the broadcast as the marshmallow factory—an endless conveyor belt of fluff. Today’s sweet and pillowy treat was Jason Adams, star of the next blockbuster film, Lavaman, about a superhero who gained his powers after a childhood tumble into a volcano. Because of course. If a kid can survive lava, why shouldn’t he save the world?

      Alec’s co-hosts, Tilly Ann Bostwick and Renata Herrera, were drooling over Jason. That was no exaggeration—one of the make-up artists scrambled over to Tilly Ann in a panic between segments, dabbing at the corners of her lips with powder. Now, she was pawing Jason like a tiger with a fresh piece of meat. “Tell us about your workout routine to prepare for the film,” she purred.

      “Before we do that, let’s see some of the stills from the trailer,” Renata interjected, not to be outdone when it came to a little fun objectification.

      A monitor lit up with images of Jason in his skin-tight red-and-black superhero costume. Renata and Tilly Ann hummed their robust approval. Alec, in a concerted effort to not roll his eyes, focused on the things that kept him on set five days a week—his legally binding contract, the paycheck, and the tiniest sliver of a chance at a spot in the news division. Plus, he reminded himself that propping up movies like Lavaman was part of his job—the network and the film studio were owned by the same massive media conglomerate. Still, he couldn’t blame Tilly Ann and Renata too much. Jason Adams looked like a badass.

      “It’s so impressive.” Tilly Ann leaned closer to Jason. “Please. Tell us all about how you did it. I’m sure Alec could use a few pointers.” She laughed and Renata joined in.

      Alec dutifully tossed his head back in feigned laughter while Jason recalled the number of hours in the gym, the staggering amounts of lean protein consumed, and the time he passed out when he’d stupidly run ten miles after ingesting nothing more than a glass of kale and celery juice. Alec hated being a part of the segments with the latest Hollywood hunk. It wasn’t jealousy. It was more the sting of being reminded that his time in this business was sifting through the hourglass. He was already forty-four. He still looked good, but he was tired of obsessing over that part, and that wasn’t what he’d gone to journalism school for.

      “And we’re out,” the set director said. “Great job today.”

      Alec was untethering himself from his mic when Jason slinked past Tilly Ann.

      “Thanks so much. I’m a huge fan of yours.” Jason offered his hand.

      Alec felt like a grade-A ass.

      “Well, my mom is the real fan.”

      Moms were Alec’s top demographic. Or so he’d been told by marketing. And pretty much everyone else on the planet.

      “She turned me on to the show,” Jason continued. “I’d watch with her during summer vacation. Or if I was home sick from school.”

      Alec officially felt old. “It was great having you on. The movie looks amazing. Can’t wait to see it.”

      “I’d love to send you tickets to the New York premiere. Two? You and a date?”

      Alec cleared his throat. Of course he’d have to find a date, but that was usually easily done, even if it never seemed to amount to anything. “Sounds fantastic. I’d love it. I guess have your people contact my people.” He hated himself for uttering those words.

      Jason was quickly cornered by one of the show’s producers and Alec used that as his chance to sneak off set before anyone else talked to him. He changed into jeans and a T-shirt, baseball hat and sunglasses, then ducked out a side door and slipped into the stream of people on the NYC sidewalk, the one place where it wasn’t so hard to be anonymous. Normally he’d use the car service the network provided, but it was a beautiful day, so he took his chance to walk the twenty-plus blocks down to Chelsea.

      At 22nd Street, he turned West toward his brownstone. Despite his seven-figure salary, he’d never bought into the whole business of a high-rise overlooking Central Park. Maybe it was because so much about his job had nothing to do with staying grounded. He always wanted to remember that in the end, he was a regular guy. Hungry, he ducked into a corner market to grab a half-gallon of milk and a box of cereal.

      He swiped off his sunglasses inside, and just as his eyes were adjusting to the fluorescent light of the store, the world came screeching to a halt. Holy crap. Ahead stood Brooklyn Monroe. His ex. It’d been more than a year since he’d seen her. Memories hit him like a tidal wave—nights when they stayed up talking in the dark or the weekend mornings when he made breakfast while she sat on the kitchen counter drinking coffee and looking like everything he’d ever wanted. And then of course, there was the kissing in the rain. It was one of Brooklyn’s rules. If it was raining, you kissed. No umbrella, and not a peck. A real kiss with water rolling down your nose. The first time she’d insisted on it, he thought she was crazy. Then he tried it, and his opinion was forever changed.

      She was the only woman he’d ever loved. The only woman he’d been ready to propose to, ring and all, and the only woman he’d ever invited to meet him for a romantic weekend in Bermuda only to have her stand him up because of work. Right now, she was standing in the baby aisle, scanning the diapers.

      “Brooklyn?” he asked, finding himself wandering up to her.

      She turned and her eyes flashed. It felt like a flaming arrow shot right through him. She beamed, and he was transfixed. “Alec? Oh, my gosh. What are you doing here?”

      “I just walked home from work.”

      “Oh, right. You like to do that to clear your mind, right?”

      “Yes. I stopped here to grab a few groceries.” This all felt so surreal and yet oddly normal. He pointed at the package in her hands, the one with the chubby-cheeked baby on the front of it. “Is there something I don’t know about?” He had no earthly idea what was going on in her life. She could have a boyfriend. A husband. Please don’t tell me you have a baby.

      Brooklyn’s eyes darted to the diapers. “No. These are for my sister.” She clamped her eyes shut and her shoulders shrank up around her ears. She shook her head just enough to leave him with a subtle whiff of her perfume. “I mean, they’re for my niece. Virginia brought her new baby into the office today. She ran out of diapers and I needed some fresh air, so I volunteered.”

      He could never admit how relieved he was to hear that. “But you’re blocks from your office.” Alec knew exactly how far—only four streets and an avenue away. He avoided it on purpose. He’d convinced himself it would be too awkward to run into her. Now he wasn’t sure what exactly he’d thought he might be saving himself from.

      “Yeah. She likes this one brand of diapers. This baby has a very special butt.”

      Alec smiled. “It’s really great to see you.” In fact, it was amazing. He’d had such an idiotic day at work and now everything felt so much better. “How are things at Posh Post?”

      “Busy. But good. The company’s growing like a weed. Sort of like a baby, I guess. What about you? Any exciting assignments?”

      “Just did a piece on a crawdad eating contest in Southern Louisiana.”

      “That’s a hot story right there, huh?” She elbowed him in the ribs.

      Alec cringed, but she wasn’t wrong. “Definitely not what I went to Northwestern for.”

      “Still no luck getting a spot in the news division?”

      He was surprised Brooklyn remembered. She’d seemed so distracted for much of their relationship. “I just need the right story to come along.”

      “What you really need is for the women of America to stop crushing on you so hard. At least you already have a job you’re great at.”

      “I need to do something more meaningful than cooking demos and talking about the latest superhero movie.”

      “You make it sound like you’re a coal miner, Alec. Most people would kill to have your job.”

      As much as it hurt to hear it, that right there was what had drawn him to Brooklyn. She was honest. Genuine. No, she didn’t have much of a filter, but most people had too much of one. “You know, we should get dinner.” The words had popped out of his mouth before he’d had much chance to think about how it might sound. “I mean, some time. Just so we can catch up. I’m sure you need to go. Your niece needs her diapers.” Nice save, idiot.

      Brooklyn narrowed her sights on him, which was not helping his utter lack of confidence right now. “You’re asking me out?”

      Alec stuffed his hands into his jeans and stepped aside so a woman could make her way down the aisle. “It was just a dinner invite. You aren’t obligated to say yes.”

      “The last time we spoke, you told me you never wanted to talk to me again.”

      Alec wasn’t particularly proud of that moment, but he’d been hurt, stuck in a four-star hotel suite in Bermuda at the tail end of a work trip, left to eat chocolate covered strawberries and drink an entire bottle of champagne by himself, while the Tiffany box in his suitcase mocked him. To make it worse, he’d stupidly told the front desk that it was going to be a big, romantic weekend. Pull out all the stops. He’d had to call them and cancel every last syrupy sweet detail because Brooklyn was still back in New York, having mixed up the dates she was supposed to meet him.

      “I know. I was angry. Let me make it up to you.”

      She pressed her lips together tightly. “I don’t know.”

      “Now who’s acting like they’re a coal miner?”

      A smile broke across her face. “Fine. I’m game.”

      “When and where?” He wanted her to set the time and place. That would say a lot about how she felt about the invitation.

      “Saturday night?”

      Saturday. That’s a date night. “Great.”

      “I know it’s hard for you during the week. You have to get up so early to be on set.”

      Not a date. She’s being thoughtful. “Good thinking.”

      “There’s this new ramen house that everyone is raving about. They don’t do reservations, but I’ve heard the line moves fast. Maybe seven?”

      Hot new restaurant. Maybe a date? “Sure. I’ll pick you up? I’ll use any excuse to drive in the city.”

      “Ooh. Yes. The little red corvette.”

      Brooklyn had always been obsessed with Prince, one of her many charming qualities. “It’s called rouge red, and it’s an Aston Martin. You know that.”

      “A girl can bend the facts to build a fantasy around Prince Rogers Nelson, can’t she?”

      “I’m not about to be the guy who tries to stop you.”

      “Good. I can’t wait to cheat death in your zippy little car.” She cleared her throat in her surprisingly adorable way. It always had a little musical flourish at the end. “I’d better get back to the office, though. Virginia will kill me for being gone so long.” Brooklyn snugged the package of diapers to her chest. “I hope this doesn’t sound weird, but you came up in conversation today when Virginia and I were talking and, well…” She peered down at her feet. “It just seems funny that we ran into each other. Like fate.”

      She’d been talking about him? Why did the idea of that make him so stupidly happy? He knew better than that. “Fate?”

      “Ugh. No. Sorry. That sounds too much like a word my mom would use.” She grimaced. “Anyway, I guess I’ll see you Saturday.”

      Alec watched as Brooklyn breezed past him, her hips swaying with every step, which suddenly made his pants embarrassingly snug. Why did she have this effect on him? It was a mystery. And Alec didn’t do well with the unknown.
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      Brooklyn paced in the stunning art deco lobby of her Tribeca apartment building, muttering to herself. Despite outward appearances, this was a good thing—the click of her heels on the white and gold marble floor and the ramble of her voice kept her from munching on her manicure. “Why in the hell did I have to use the word ‘fate’ with Alec?” She came to a halt. “Or… was it fate that I brought up fate?”

      Cy, the doorman, stepped out from behind his desk to hold the elevator for another resident. “Did you say something, Ms. Monroe?”

      “Ignore me. I’m nervous and overthinking everything.”

      Cy hustled outside to the curb and Brooklyn went right back to worrying. Was there a reason she and Alec had run into each other? Was it a sign? She was very big on signs. When she’d been in high school, she once tripped in the hall, fell forward, and managed to ram the top of her head into the butt of her nemesis, Carolyn Felton. Brooklyn nearly died of embarrassment and considered begging her mom to let her drop out of school, but at prom the following night, Carolyn slipped on the stage when she was announced as queen, landing flat on her ass in front of the entire student body. Everyone who was there said it was hilarious, but the real good of it was that Carolyn, Miss Destined-to-be-Prom-Queen, suddenly became a much nicer person. Sadly, Brooklyn did not attend prom. High school boys were losers. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that tripping into Carolyn Felton’s butt had been a sign of better things.

      Was her run-in with Alec one as well? What were the odds that they’d run into each other on the exact day she’d come to a decision about having a baby? Could she mend things? Because she didn’t have time to mess around. Most men weren’t interested in a woman who was shopping for sperm banks. But they also probably weren’t interested in impregnating someone they had a history with. And casually working all of this into conversation was not going to be easy. “If he thinks you’re nuts, it’s okay. You aren’t any worse off than you were a few days ago. And it’s a ramen house. If he leaves, you still get to eat a giant bowl of noodles.”

      Cy walked back in. “You sure you don’t need a cab, Ms. Monroe?”

      “No, thanks. If I get stood up, I’ll just go back upstairs, put on my pajamas, and watch TV.” Pop some tater tots in the oven. Cry a little. Google sperm banks. Or hope that my brain decides it’s a better idea to get a dog.

      “How could any man stand you up?”

      Brooklyn let out an unflattering snort. “This one wasn’t super happy with me a year ago. He could have easily changed his mind about tonight.”

      Cy shook his head as the red Aston Martin, not a Corvette, cozied up to the curb. “Is this the fella you’re waiting on?”

      “It is. Thank you.” As she stepped outside into the night air and watched Alec round the front of his car to open the passenger side door, Brooklyn’s heart broke into a full sprint. Down, girl. Hadn’t it gotten the memo? Alec was not her guy anymore. Tonight was about seeing if there was a way back into his good graces so they could mend their friendship. Anything else was going to have to wait. But not too long.

      She followed him, but panicked when she realized she didn’t know how they were supposed to greet now. A kiss? A hug? She’d had a package of diapers in the way the other day. Standing only a foot or two from each other, Alec’s eyes scanned her face, sweeping back and forth. It was like he was on a fact-finding mission. Either that or her eyeliner had gone full-Hamburglar.

      “Hey. Good to see you again.” He took the lead, offering her an embrace. It was nice, but very platonic, and that made it super weird. Maybe it was better that they hadn’t done this part the other day. If this was what she’d had to look forward to, it was probably a good thing she’d missed it.

      “It’s nice to see you, too. You didn’t have to open my door for me, but thank you.”

      “Sorry. Guess I’m too old-fashioned.” He waited while she eased into the seat, sliding her a downward glance that pulled her heart up into her throat. Even when he was being a bit stiff and unrelaxed, he was mesmerizing, especially his ever-changing chestnut eyes. They went from gold to chocolate all on their own, a reflection of the man behind them. Alec was a complicated guy, however much he wanted to think that he wasn’t.

      “I love old-fashioned,” she said when he got behind the wheel.

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I like being treated nicely.”

      “More accurate.”

      Alec expertly navigated the city streets while Brooklyn tried to get her bearings. Being around him always made her a a little nervous, even though they’d dated for months. Not only was he ridiculously easy on the eyes, Alec was the guy who got everything right on the first try, whereas Brooklyn was the master of false starts and missteps. Alec had everything under control. She sometimes conjured chaos. She knew these things about herself, though, and tried to use these traits to their best effect. Someone who could whip things into a frenzy was also a good person to have around when you needed to get things done. Brooklyn could do that handily.

      Alec parked on the street about a block away from the restaurant. He wasn’t merely the kind of guy who liked nice cars, he was the kind of guy who drove in Manhattan—that was a very particular kind of guy. A man who did not want to leave anything to chance.

      They started the short distance to the noodle shop. “Nice night,” Alec said.

      “It is.” Brooklyn choked back a sigh, feeling like she didn’t know how to talk to him anymore. It had been easier standing in the diaper aisle, completely caught off guard.

      Alec opened the restaurant door for her, and she attempted to step inside, but was met by a wall of people standing in the vestibule, waiting to be seated. “You weren’t kidding when you said this place was hopping.”

      The hostess looked past Brooklyn and made eye contact with Alec, rushing over. Of course—Super Handsome Guy always got attention of the good kind. Somehow that never worked for women. “Mr. Trakas. We’ve been waiting for you. Right this way.”

      Brooklyn could hardly keep up as she and Alec were whisked off to the back of the restaurant where two seats at the end of the bar were marked RESERVED. It wasn’t quite a corner table, but there were a good dozen women and a few men standing back by the front door who probably wanted to stab Brooklyn with a chopstick.

      “How did you do that? They don’t take reservations.” Brooklyn got settled on one of the barstools.

      He shrugged it off. “Made a phone call.”

      She would’ve bitched about his seemingly effortless perfection if it didn’t also show some effort on his part. It was downright sweet. “Thank you for doing that. It was nice.”

      “I wanted us to have a good time tonight. There’s too much history between us to not enjoy ourselves.”

      He grinned at her, and it sparked something in his eyes—a familiar warmth and closeness. She just sat there, trying to figure out what exactly they were doing. Was he thinking romance? She wasn’t opposed to it; it was just that she did better when she tamped down her expectations. “Can we order some beers?” she asked, needing to take the edge off. She’d stop drinking as soon as she started her pursuit of pregnancy in earnest, but until then? Softening of reality was a good thing.

      Alec flagged down a server, ordered their drinks and two bowls of the Tokyo-style ramen with seared salmon. “I hope it’s okay that I ordered for you,” he said when their waiter left.

      “I thought about protesting your patriarchal bullshit, but since you picked the exact thing I wanted, I decided not to rip you a new one.”

      “I’m so relieved.”

      “You should be.” Shut your ramen hole, Brooklyn.

      “So, tell me the latest with Posh Post.”

      Brooklyn gave him the abbreviated report—lots to do, not enough employees, and a few new initiatives, including Posh Male.

      “You really need to hire a CEO, so you can step back a bit and spend more time looking ahead to the future,” Alec said, shaking his head in dismay.

      Brooklyn tried to ignore the annoyance running through her. Alec had foisted a lot of business opinions on her when they were dating. “I don’t think we’re there yet. We’re still a young company. And we’re managing.”

      The waiter brought their drinks and the steaming bowls of ramen, a heavenly brew of ginger, chicken broth, and soy. “This smells amazing.” Alec dug right in with his chopsticks. She watched as his tongue swiped the tail ends of the strands from his lip and into his mouth. This was a first. She had never before wanted to be a noodle.

      Brooklyn took a much smaller bite. If anyone was likely to spill a volcanic bowl of ramen on her lap, it was her. “Delicious.”

      “Please tell me you aren’t still working fourteen-hour days.”

      “It’s closer to twelve now. So I guess that’s good?”

      He nodded, but he didn’t truly understand the demands of her job. That had always been a bone of contention between them. “You need to do something about that, Brooklyn. It’s not sustainable. You’ll burn out and then what?”

      “You know me. I have tons of energy. I don’t need much sleep.”

      “Well, sure, but the question is what are you pouring that energy into? You can’t just work. You need more in your life.”

      Bingo. Brooklyn could hardly believe what he’d said. It was like the universe was not only dropping this on her doorstep, it had offered free same-day delivery. She sucked in a deep breath and told herself to stop thinking so much. Just go with it. “You’re absolutely right. I do need more in my life. I want more.”

      The look of surprise on Alec’s face was more than a little adorable. “Excuse me? Do you mind repeating that first part?”

      She swatted his arm. “You heard me, mister.”

      “I could’ve sworn you said I was right.” He leaned closer and spoke right into her ear, putting all of her nerve endings on high alert. Tiny zaps of current connected with her skin. “But since I didn’t hear it once when we were a couple, I thought I’d make you repeat it.”

      Brooklyn flashed back to the night she and Alec met, when he’d asked if he could kiss her. Even though she’d distinctly heard him the first time, she’d asked him to repeat it because there were a few spectacularly hot women within earshot and Brooklyn wanted to squeeze every bit of goodness from the moment. God, that kiss had been one for the ages—it was like Alec had been given the Brooklyn Monroe instruction manual ahead of time and had studied it like she was the SAT. One hand at the nape of her neck, one at her waist with a tug of fiery possessiveness. Major bonus points for conveying I want you with a flick of his tongue.

      “You, Alec Trakas, are right. I need more in my life than work. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.”

      “Really?” He seemed genuinely interested, another blissful instance of everything feeling like kismet.

      “Yes. I’ve been thinking about what else is out there for me. I’d like to add a charity component to our work. I want to travel the world.” Stop stalling. Just say it. “And I want to commit myself to building a better life. Find the things that will make me happy and fulfilled. Things that are outside of my career. I’ve even been thinking about becoming a mother.”

      Alec smiled warmly and reached out for her shoulder, caressing it softly. “Wow. Sounds like you have a whole new mindset. I’m impressed.”

      Brooklyn wanted to splash cold water on her face to make sure she was awake. Was she dreaming? How could this night be going so perfectly? Was this what fate felt like? “It makes me so happy to hear you say that.”
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      Alec could hardly believe that Brooklyn was thinking about a future that went beyond work and career. It was everything he’d always hoped for from her. And now that his hand was on her shoulder, their bodies exchanging warmth, he wanted more. So much more. “Is it weird if I ask to kiss you?” He didn’t bother second-guessing his words. They felt and sounded right.

      A jaw-dropping flush crossed her lightly freckled cheeks. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “Really?” His voice hit an octave so low he wasn’t entirely sure it was his.

      “Yes, Alec. Really.”

      There in that crowded noodle house, with conversation and music and kitchen commotion all around them, all that existed was Brooklyn. He gently cupped her jaw and drank in her beauty as they drifted closer and finally her luscious lips met his. There was only an instant of hesitation before they both gave into it. At the same time. In the same way. It was enough to make his heart stop. He’d missed her so much. He’d been lying to himself for an entire year. He wasn’t over her. Not even close.

      His lips parted and Brooklyn teased his tongue with hers. Alec didn’t care if everyone in the restaurant was looking, or worse, taking pictures with their phones. He curled his other hand around her waist and she planted her hand on his upper thigh. She pressed into him, sending shockwaves through his entire body, but the strongest ones were aimed straight at his groin.

      “Maybe we should get out of here.” Her voice was hopeful and breathless.

      “Uh, yes.” Disoriented and dizzy, he frantically flagged their server. “I’d like to pay the check, please. We’re in a bit of a hurry.” Alec nearly flung his credit card at the waiter. A minute later, he was leaving a ridiculously good tip and scribbling his signature.

      “Ready?” Brooklyn was borderline giddy, more evidence that things were moving in the right direction. They rushed down the street like teenagers stealing away into the night. The sidewalks were busy with people, but Alec navigated them through the crowd, looking down to avoid being spotted by a fan, Brooklyn trailing behind him. Finally, they broke free and turned the corner to the quieter side of the street where the car was parked.

      “Your place?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Yours. I’ve always loved Chelsea.”

      Alec scrambled to open the car for Brooklyn then quickly hopped in. His mind was racing as he made a few questionable moves, zipping around taxis and cutting it close with yellow lights. Was this really happening? Just like that? Brooklyn and him. Together again? Would it work this time? Had the first time been a false start? A few darker questions tried to encroach, but he acknowledged them and let them go. He wouldn’t get in the way of his own happiness.

      They got to his house and a raindrop hit his nose the second he ducked his head out of the car. Brooklyn was already on the sidewalk, making her way for the door.

      “Hold up, Brook,” he said.

      “What? Is something wrong?”

      He looked skyward, allowing the cool drops to dot his face. “It’s raining.”

      When he looked back at her, the sweetest smile he’d ever seen crossed her lips. “So it is.” She drifted right into him and popped up on to her toes, gripping his shoulders and kissing him so softly he thought she might melt into him. “Let’s get inside.”

      Her words shook him right out of the bliss of that kiss. That had not been Brooklyn’s usual prompted-by-precipitation make-out session. But Alec didn’t care. There was plenty of time for that in his bed. He grabbed her hand and they stormed up the stairs to his brownstone. His fingers decided to behave like rubber when he arrived at the door, fumbling with his keys while Brooklyn drove him to distraction by combing his scalp with her nails.

      “Hurry,” she said.

      “Got it.” They stumbled into the entry and he slammed the door behind them, the glass rattling in the frame. Brooklyn nearly flattened him against the wall. He yanked her closer, needing her in a way he’d forgotten about. She was already untucking his shirt and undoing the buttons, the air soft and cool on his overheated skin. Her lips molded perfectly to his. Like he and Brooklyn were meant to do this.

      “I want you so bad, Brooklyn.” He couldn’t disguise the rumble in his voice, the way it came out like a growl. There was too much pent up need inside him.

      “I want you, too.” She went right back to kissing him, wrapping her hands around his biceps and pressing her hips into his.

      Everything below his waist went tight. He thought his legs might snap at the knees if they weren’t so pleasantly warm right now, the blood coursing through his veins and making him feel alive in a way he hadn’t felt in quite some time.

      “Our conversation at the restaurant. It just… it meant a lot to me that you’re so supportive.” Her lips were slack and beckoning, her eyes bright in the dim light. “I was really nervous to go out with you tonight. To talk to you about everything.”

      “Don’t be nervous. It’s just me.” He kissed her neck, wishing for a little less talking.

      “But it’s not always easy to tell you things. I sometimes worry what you’ll think of me. I’m just so glad that you’re excited about me wanting to become a mom. I was sure you were going to say that I’m off my rocker. Tell me that I work too much.”

      Alec found it peculiar that she chose to zero in on that particular point in their conversation. He raised his head and looked her square in the eye. “You mean you’re thinking about motherhood. That’s what you said. Thinking.”

      She shook her head with so much conviction that it made him freeze. “No. I’m actively pursuing it. I don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Don’t have a lot of time? Are you sick?”

      “No, not that. It’s just that my doctor said it’s now or never. I’m losing eggs at an alarming rate. I can’t put it off anymore.”

      “So, right now. As in immediately?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Yes. The clock is ticking. I thought that was what you wanted from me. To take things more seriously. Wasn’t that your big complaint when we were together?”

      “It was. But that’s not what I’m fixated on right now.” The gears of Alec’s brain were all gummed up with Brooklyn’s words, and that made the rest of his body tense up in a way that was no longer erotic.

      “It’s very simple. I want to have a baby. I’m probably going to have to find a sperm bank to make that happen.” She set her sights on the ceiling. “Or maybe I’ll manage to get pregnant the old-fashioned way. If that’s in the cards.”

      He was starting to put this together. His apartment. His well-known enthusiasm for sex with her. His neighborhood and her family’s crazy way of naming children. “Is that why you wanted to come to my place? You want to get pregnant and name the baby Chelsea?”

      “I hadn’t even thought about that. I guess it was shortsighted of me to get an apartment in Tribeca.” She grimaced. “Do you seriously think I would try to trick you into getting me pregnant?”

      “I wouldn’t use the word ‘trick’, but I do think you get carried away. And that you might assume I’m on the same page as you, and I am definitely not. At all. I don’t think fatherhood is for me. Not anymore. I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed.”

      “Hold on. Mr. Serious doesn’t want to have a family? When did this happen?”

      “I thought I did, but everything changed when it didn’t work out with you.”

      “Because of our breakup?”

      Alec had hoped to put this entire chapter behind him. To never speak of it again. It was the only time in his life he’d completely fallen apart. And it had taken therapy to put himself back together. But part of moving on was owning up to his own shortcomings, and recognizing that we all make mistakes. “I need to tell you something. I was going to propose to you that weekend you were supposed to meet me in Bermuda. I had a ring and a whole romantic weekend planned. And you didn’t show up. And I was crushed. Destroyed.”

      “Propose? Alec, we’d only been dating for four months…”

      “I realize that. Hold on one sec. Just let me finish.” This was why he hadn’t wanted to talk about this. He hated having to explain himself, especially when it was a rehashing of an instance in which he’d not been thinking straight. “After we talked, and I learned that you hadn’t missed your flight but had actually forgotten completely about when the trip was, I was devastated. But I had a lot of time to think about it in that hotel room over several days, and I came to realize that we weren’t on the same wavelength at all. We never had been. I’d built our relationship into something that it wasn’t, all because it was something that I wanted. I knew then that I really needed to reassess where my life was. I’d made a big mistake in planning it at all.”

      “So why didn’t you call me later? Once you’d realized all of this?”

      “I just told you. We weren’t on the same page. And we’re clearly not now, either. Life is all about timing, Brooklyn. And you can’t force it. Either you have it right or you don’t.”

      “I can’t believe you never told me.”

      “Well, I’m telling you now.”

      “You broke my heart that night and dinged my entire sense of self.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s not like I came out of the whole thing unscathed, either.” His mouth went dry, knowing what he had to say next. “So this probably isn’t a good idea. Not unless we talk about things. A lot of things.”

      “There’s not much to talk about. I want a baby and you don’t. Even if we had sex, which could be fun, it’s just going to mess with my head. And probably yours.” Brooklyn grumbled and grabbed her handbag from the floor, hitching it up on her shoulder and shooting him a piercing look. “It’s probably best if you just forget everything I said. Forget that I told you what I want for my life, or that after all of that, you still wanted to kiss me. Forget that I asked you to leave the restaurant with me. I need to go.” She fished her phone out of her bag and pulled up a ride app.

      “I really don’t think it’s fair for you to be mad at me. You sprung that baby thing on me with no warning.”

      “I’m not mad at you, I’m mad at the situation. And for the record, I didn’t spring anything on you. I told you what I wanted. A baby. Then I told you the other thing I wanted. To have sex with you. Just because one can potentially lead to the other, doesn’t mean they were related. At least not tonight.” She opened the door and started down the stairs.

      “Hold up, Brooklyn. Can we at least say goodbye? Can we be friends?”

      She turned back and confronted him with her big, beautiful eyes. “Right now, I don’t know. You’re the one who said that life is all about timing. And our timing clearly sucks. So maybe it’s better if we just call it a day.”

      The emotional side of Alec wanted to reach for her and try to sort this out. But his rational side knew that this was exactly like every other argument they’d had during their relationship. He and Brooklyn simply weren’t meant to be. “Okay.”

      Brooklyn raised both eyebrows. “Bye, Alec. Let’s not do this again. Okay?” She enunciated each word with such clarity there was no ignoring her intent. Only the speed of her exit down the stairs made a greater impression.

      He and Brooklyn were done.

      This time, for good.
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      Alec had been thinking about the date that went horribly wrong for three days. How could he and Brooklyn have gone from zero to sixty, then back to zero, so fast? Mentally, he felt stuck where he’d been months ago, trying to sort all of this out. Except he no longer had a therapist, because he’d thought he was doing okay. That might have been a premature change.

      Regardless, he had to talk to someone, and the most logical person was his younger brother. Nick was a married dad of two, everything Alec had once thought he would be, and more important, everything their parents had hoped for when they were alive.

      Soon after he got home from shooting the show, he stretched out on the brown leather sofa in his living room and gave his brother a call. “It was such a mess,” Alec declared after some small talk and the long explanation of what had happened with Brooklyn.

      “Did she actually come out and ask you to get her pregnant?”

      “Not exactly. She said she was thinking about becoming a mom. But she talked about other things she wanted to do, too. And I was all excited because I thought she was thinking about settling down. Then we kissed, went back to my place, and that was when the confusion started.” From where he was situated, he could see into the foyer where that kiss had taken place. He raked his hair from his face, wishing there was a replay for dates like they had for sporting events. Then he could just go to the tape and figure out what in the hell had really happened.

      “I love that you got excited about the fact that she was showing signs of getting serious. You can be such a sap.”

      Alec sighed. “I know. I’m a romantic. I’ve always been this way. I can’t help it.” Indeed, Alec was the guy who only had one girlfriend in high school. Then one in college. And although neither of those relationships worked out, and he’d had other options later in life, he’d never been interested in pursuing something casual. He’d always had some sort of commitment in mind.

      “You know I’m not the guy to give relationship advice. My marriage to Zina is easy. On most things, we can find a way to compromise, and when that doesn’t work, I do whatever she wants because it makes my life a lot easier.”

      Alec couldn’t see himself ever giving up that much control. But maybe that was part of his problem. He might be a romantic, but he was also incredibly Type A. “The thing is, I really like Brooklyn, but I’m not sure I want to be a dad. Ten years ago, no question. I would’ve said yes. But I’m forty-four. Even if I met a woman, or Brooklyn and I figured out our problems, I’d be forty-five or older before the baby was born. I don’t want to retire the same day they graduate from high school.”

      “Look, I’m not going to try to sway you in either direction. I love being a dad. Sophia and Maya have made me a better person. But I’m younger than you and the girls are already eight and ten. So I can see why you might not want to go there. It can be exhausting.”

      Alec’s mind naturally flew to his two adorable nieces, what rays of sunshine they were in the family, and how much they had meant to his parents. Before Alec and Nick’s mom got sick, she lavished the girls with all the love a grandmother—ya-ya—could muster. She showered them with kisses, and plied them with sticky loukoumades, the Greek version of donuts, as soon as they had teeth and it was safe for them to have honey. Their dad was the proud grandpa—pappouli—bragging to anyone who would listen that both girls were the most brilliant and beautiful to ever walk the earth, and he did it all while caring for his slowly declining wife.

      Alec had fond memories of the extended family gatherings before his mom passed away, but he also remembered feeling as though he was falling short. Success, decent TV ratings, and the occasional feature in an entertainment magazine didn’t count for much as his mom dropped not-so-subtle hints, asking Zina to set aside the girls’ hand-me-downs for the day Alec “settled down”. She’d say to him, “I just want you to be happy”, but he knew that really meant marriage and children. At that point, every clock imaginable was ticking—Alec was only getting older and his mother was only getting sicker. And none of them were aware of it, but his dad wasn’t far behind her. Mom lost her battle with cancer, and their father died of a broken heart.

      “So you and Brooklyn want different things,” his brother continued. “You aren’t hurting for options, are you?”

      “I have a lot fewer than you probably think.” Yes, women sent him emails professing their love, and one celeb magazine had declared him “America’s early-morning silver fox”, but that didn’t make dating at his age an easy prospect. The landscape of courtship at forty-four was riddled with pitfalls—an endless obstacle course of exes, kids, and personal agendas. He didn’t expect things to be easy, but there were so many complications.

      “Well, life is short. I know that sounds like a cliché, but it’s true. Do what makes you happy. If something doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. Move on.”

      “You’re right. Accepting things is important. And I can’t control what someone else wants. I can only control myself.” Now I sound like my therapist. “I should get going, but have you and Zina had a chance to talk about Thanksgiving?” After their mom passed away, Nick and Zina started hosting the holiday, but that meant Alec had to hop on a plane after anchoring the Thanksgiving Day parade for the network. Last year, he spent much of the day stuck at JFK after bad weather on the East Coast shut everything down. It was the absolute worst, since Alec was still depressed after his break-up with Brooklyn. Nothing like spending a family holiday in a gate area, heartbroken and praying for a plane.

      “I don’t think we can swing coming up to New York. I know you really want to host, but between my work schedule and Zina’s, it’s just not workable.”

      Alec sighed. “Don’t worry about it. I’m happy to come down there. Hopefully, the weather won’t be as much of a problem this time.” He might be disappointed, but he did look forward to family time. This one visit might be the only one he’d get all year. “I should probably go get some sleep. Otherwise, I’m going to look like hell on camera tomorrow.”

      “We don’t want that. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will. You, too.” Alec hung up. Although Nick had helped him feel less terrible, he’d also gotten Alec’s brain going on the topic of fatherhood. His age felt like this big gray cloud overhead. People loved to talk about a woman’s biological clock, but men could be just as haunted by the persistent tick tick tick, too. And when he and Brooklyn hadn’t worked out, and no other chances at love materialized in his life, he’d resigned himself to never being a dad. Marriage might still be in the cards. Although after the mistakes he’d made on his date with Brooklyn, maybe he needed to accept that none of these conventional thoughts of “settling down” were right for him.

      The next day, Alec arrived at the Good Day USA set at 4:00 AM and went through his routine of hair and makeup. His co-hosts, Tilly Ann and Renata, were their usual flurry of conversation. They didn’t typically pay attention to Alec until the cameras were rolling, which was perfectly fine with him.

      Halfway through that morning’s segment on the importance of washing produce, Alec noticed Georgia Carle, network exec overseeing the news division, and occasional meddler in Good Day USA, lurking in the shadows behind the cameras. The hot aroma of brimstone filled the studio. His spine stiffened, his palms started to sweat. Georgia was the key to the career shift Alec was so eager to make, but she was like a fire-breathing dragon in heels.

      “Alec. Can I speak to you for a moment?” Georgia asked as soon as the cameras had cut away.

      Alec glanced over at his producer, who nodded silently. He jumped out from behind the set’s demo kitchen and jogged back to where Georgia was standing. He reached out and shook her hand, always surprised by her icy grip. Weren’t dragons supposed to have hot skin? “It’s nice to see you. What can I do for you?”

      Georgia was holding a small navy blue box with metallic gold trim. “My husband received this in the mail yesterday. So did a lot of other men, apparently. It’s all over social media.”

      “I don’t pay attention to that stuff. I must have missed it.” Alec avoided Twitter and Facebook like the plague. Those were not safe spaces for a television personality.

      Georgia handed over the box. “Go ahead. Open it. Read the note inside.”

      As soon as Alec had it in his hands, he knew this had to do with Brooklyn and Posh Post. The lid was emblazoned with the message: Hi, Handsome. You have Posh Male. Inside sat a letter atop a neat row of men’s skincare products. The minute he started reading, Brooklyn’s voice popped into his head. He tried hard not to smile at the way she said certain things, like you know you’re going to love it. But then he saw the post script and nearly threw up.

      P.S. If any of you hot men are single and interested in helping out an overworked CEO and would like to get her pregnant, send Brooklyn Monroe an email at brooklyn@posh-post.com.

      “Bold, huh?” Georgia asked, allowing one corner of her mouth to turn up.

      Alec was thinking more ballsy than bold. It was downright shocking, especially given Alec’s close call with Brooklyn the other night. And to think he’d worried he’d been too hard on her. Now he was thinking he’d dodged a bullet. He knew she was serious about getting pregnant, but he had no idea the lengths to which she would go to make it happen. “You aren’t thinking about doing a story on this, are you? Seems a little pulpy.”

      “I’d say it’s more juicy and intriguing. It’s also what gets people to click and watch,” Georgia continued. “The news team has made multiple phone calls to the Posh Post offices and Ms. Monroe won’t speak to anyone.”

      Now Alec had an idea of where this was going. “And you want me to help you get to her.”

      “You two have a relationship, don’t you?”

      “She’s my ex. We’re friends.” I think.

      “I’d call that a relationship. The reality is that everyone is racing for this story and you’re the one with a direct line to it. We’d like you to leverage it if you’re willing.”

      Alec couldn’t help but feel like this was a real chance at something more professionally, but would it be worth it? The idea of speaking to Brooklyn about this subject, in front of a camera, was horrendous. How would he ever separate his feelings from the story?

      “Well?” Georgia asked when Alec still hadn’t responded. “The network would prefer it air on Good Day, given the massive female viewership, but I would have a hand in it. It would give us a chance to work together.”

      That changed everything, making it easier to answer. “If I do this, I need your assurance that it’s my interview. And if it goes well, I want a real shot at correspondent for The Sunday News Hour.”

      Georgia grinned with a bit too much self-satisfaction. Meanwhile, Alec was hoping this was the right move. “Deal,” she said. “But you need to nail it down today.”

      “Alec, we have sixty until we’re back on,” his producer said, with more than a hint of strain in his voice. They hated it when the on-camera folks strayed off set.

      “I have to go.”

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes. I’ll call her as soon as we wrap the show.”
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      All hell had officially broken loose, and Brooklyn was so stunned, she didn’t know how to label what she was feeling. Horror came to mind. Abject and complete horror.

      “I’ll never be able to express how sorry I am.” Tom from the art department wrung his hands while standing in front of Brooklyn’s desk. The skin behind his wiry red eyebrows had gone crimson.

      “It’s okay, Tom. Really,” Brooklyn said. Yes, she was miserable and embarrassed, but she didn’t want everyone else to be, too.

      “Tell me again how this happened.” Virginia paced Brooklyn’s office like a military general in the war room.

      “Will you two please sit down?” Brooklyn pled. “You’re both making me sick to my stomach.”

      Virginia and Tom looked at each other and in unison, dropped into the chairs across from Brooklyn’s desk.

      “So, yeah,” Tom started. “My new assistant has access to my work emails. I left the office early that day for a doctor’s appointment and she knew we were waiting for the final letter. So she did a copy and paste into the template and she never saw the LOL. She’s new. She didn’t know that Brooklyn and I like to goof around.”

      Pranks were an occasional way to let off steam in the office. Two months after Tom started work at Posh Post, Brooklyn asked him if he’d organize a company-wide puppet show. She let him go so far as to design a flyer, then she had to tell him she was full of it.

      “This is what you guys get for cracking jokes,” Virginia quipped.

      “Thanks, Mom.” Brooklyn did not enjoy the inference that she was somehow insubordinate at her own company. Work was brutal and Tom never complained. He deserved a little bit of fun. “And by the way, you started it.”

      “I never, ever thought you would do anything other than delete it. Immediately,” Virginia said.

      “That’s not helpful right now. You’re not the one who’s getting emails from random guys asking if they can get you pregnant.”

      “You wanted a baby. Maybe this will help,” Virginia said.

      “Want a baby,” Brooklyn said. “And now thanks to the stupid postscript that you wrote, everyone in the world knows about it.”

      Brooklyn’s assistant, Laurel, opened her door and poked her head inside. “I’m sorry to interrupt, and I know you told me to just take messages from the press, but Oprah’s on line one.”

      “You have got to be kidding,” Brooklyn said. Her voice was all exasperation while her heart jumped at the prospect. She’d always secretly hoped Oprah would call her, but admittedly not for something like this.

      “Okay. It’s not actually Oprah. It’s her production company. Close enough, right?” Laurel and Tom fist-bumped. “They didn’t seem to understand when I said you were busy. I think everyone takes their calls right away.”

      “Tell them I’m getting a root canal and you’ll have to take a message.”

      “Seriously?” Laurel added.

      “No.” Virginia sprang out of her seat. “You have to take it. Talk to her. Explain why you did this.”

      Brooklyn shot her sister a look. “Technically, I didn’t do anything. You did. And I’m not talking to anyone until we have a chance to figure this out.” She then turned her sights to Laurel. “Just go with the root canal. It’ll buy us a few hours.”

      “Got it. And keep taking messages from everyone else?”

      Brooklyn could just imagine the root canal story breaking out all over Twitter, and the subsequent accusations that she’d been neglecting oral hygiene, but she didn’t care at this point. “Sure.”

      Laurel left and Virginia resumed her pacing. “We have to get out in front of this. It could sink Posh Male. That’s a huge initiative. Months of planning. Market research. Piles of money, down the tubes.”

      The thought of that turned Brooklyn’s stomach again. She wouldn’t be able to eat anything today. This was the world’s worst diet, but it might end up being super effective. “My gut is telling me that we should wait for it to go away. Or at least die down. Let someone else do something stupid.”

      Tom scrolled through this phone. “People on the internet are not being nice. They’re calling you desperate and pathetic.”

      They’re not wrong. Her love for Prince came to mind, specifically the song Controversy—buzzing keyboards, a swinging bass line, the Lord’s prayer, and the underlying message that the world spent entirely too much time sticking its nose into other people’s business. “Mob mentality. That’s all that is.” No one in the room was acknowledging Brooklyn’s relative calm, which she was quite proud of. Of course, she was capable of putting on a good show. She’d done it countless times for her mother, who expected very little show of emotion. Even so, Brooklyn couldn’t avoid this feeling of impending doom. She had worked so hard to make Posh Post an unquestionable success. Even her mom pretended to be proud if she was asked about it in front of someone she wanted to impress. Was that all going to go away? Had she managed to sink the unsinkable?

      “I still think we need to lead the narrative. Turn the story around. We should probably hire a PR firm that specializes in this,” Virginia said.

      Brooklyn’s cell phone rang. She wasn’t about to answer it, but she did glance at the screen, and when she saw who was calling, her heart abruptly squeezed tight. Alec wasn’t the type to gloat, but he was the type to ignore their argument the other night and jump ahead to asking what in the hell she was doing. “I should probably take this. Can I get some privacy?”

      Tom bolted for the door and Virginia reluctantly trailed behind him, adding a parting thought. “This isn’t over, Brooklyn. We can’t ignore it. I won’t ignore it.”

      Brooklyn shooed her sister away. “Yeah. Yeah. I know.” As soon as her door closed, she answered Alec’s call. “I have a feeling I know why you’re calling. I really don’t want a lecture, Alec.”

      “I saw the letter.”

      “You weren’t on the mailing list, were you?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Now that would have been awkward.”

      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little shocked. That’s a bold move, even for you.” Even for you. Alec just had to get in his digs. “Do you want to tell me why you chose this particular method for getting pregnant?”

      Oh, my God. Was this an interview? “If you’re going to ask it like that, I have no comment.”

      “Don’t treat me like I’m a member of the media.”

      “But you are a member of the media. One who has millions of viewers every morning. I’m not telling you anything.”

      “I’m not calling to put you on the spot, but I’m hearing that nobody can get you on the phone. Are you refusing interviews?”

      Word sure got around quick. “I’m not taking calls. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

      “But you took mine.”

      Brooklyn let out a silent groan. Why did she have to have any weakness at all for Alec? It always ended the same way—badly. “That’s different. And why would I do an interview? People are making fun of me. They’re turning me into memes. I can’t fight that. If I try to, I’ll look even more pathetic.”

      “All the more reason for you to get your side of the story out there.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Come on the show. Let me interview you.”

      “I have two words for you. No. Way.” The answer had just tumbled out of her mouth. She might have answered the phone, but her natural instinct with Alec right now was to put up a very tall wall.

      “Don’t you want to stand up for yourself? Defend yourself? This is a serious issue. You want to have a baby, and I’m sure we have a lot of viewers who have been in this situation, or maybe they are now. You should come on the show and talk about your predicament.”

      “This is super weird coming from you, especially considering the way you acted after our dinner date.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was wrong when I asked if you were trying to trick me. I was just thinking one thing and it turned out to be something else.”

      Brooklyn couldn’t help but notice that edge of sadness in his voice. Did he regret pushing her away? Or was that wishful thinking on her part because she’d been so hurt by it? “If I come on the show, can you leverage it with the news division? If I’m going to consider humiliating myself, someone should get something out of it.”

      “Funny that you mention it, but yes, it could help me. They’ll give me a shot at The Sunday News Hour, which would be amazing timing. I’m not ready to be put out to pasture and I’m also not ready to spend the rest of my life fending off advances from Tilly Ann.”

      “She did get pretty hands-y with you during that guacamole demo.”

      Alec snort-laughed. “You saw that?”

      Brooklyn sat back in her chair and twirled halfway around until her back was to the door. She didn’t want anyone to see the way her cheeks had just plumed with heat. “I still watch the show sometimes. You know I get up at the crack of dawn, and I still like seeing your face. Even if I don’t always like the words coming out of it. At least not when they’re directed at me.”

      A few painful seconds of silence played out between them. “I’m sorry about the other night. Deeply sorry. And I’m sorry that I never told you all that other stuff about what really happened when we broke up.”

      “Thank you. I’m sorry, too.” He did sound sincere.

      “Please come on the show. Tell your side of the story. I think it’ll be really good for you. And you know you can trust me.”

      Did she know that? Did she really? Could she go on national freaking television and tell all? Because the reality was that this wasn’t about that idiotic letter. That was just the punchline to a very real story about a woman trying to make her life into what she’d always dreamed of. About a woman accidentally telling the world that she would pretty much do anything to get what she wanted—a baby. “You can’t make me cry.”

      “I never intend to do that. It just happens.”

      Likely story. Brooklyn was certain that Alec knew exactly how to get to the heart of all matters. It was part of what made him so damn good at his job. It was part of what made him an amazing boyfriend, but so easy to disappoint. “Okay then. I’ll do it.”

      “Yeah? Really?”

      “Now is not the time to ask me that question.”

      “Can you be on set tomorrow morning? They’ll want to run it in the last hour so they can hype it before then.”

      “Oh, God. The marshmallow factory? That’s when all the goofy stuff happens.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      She sighed for what felt like the seven millionth time. “Text me the details and I’ll be there.”

      “Thanks, Brooklyn. I owe you one.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that, Alec.”

      “And I expect nothing less.”
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      How many men would respond to an anonymous request to get a stranger pregnant? It turned out that the answer was thirty-seven. Twenty-four hours into her PR nightmare, thirty-seven men had expressed interest in hopping into bed with Brooklyn with the express purpose of putting a baby in her.

      She wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or disappointed. It was either a glimmer of hope. Or a sign that the world had been knocked off its axis.

      Brooklyn decided to focus on the positive, rather than the insanity of her situation—she had options. Thirty-seven of them, to be exact. And she kept that in mind when she climbed out of her car in front of the Good Day USA studios, only to be met by a man with a sign saying, “Sperm are precocious! Not FREE!”

      Oh, boy. Here we go.

      “You’re horrible!” he shouted at her as she bustled toward the door.

      “Do you know what precocious means?” She pointed to his sign.

      “What? It says precious.”

      You, dear man, need spellcheck. “Whatever you say.”

      Before she could reach the relative safety of the studio, he and his sign were inches from her face. “What makes you think you can just ask men to get you pregnant? We don’t owe you anything.”

      She wasn’t anywhere close to being used to this, even though she’d suffered through a similar comment out on the street after work yesterday. That guy had cast her a judgmental look and simply said, “You wish.”

      Thirty-seven men disagree with you, buddy. “I’m well aware that sperm are a very special commodity. If they weren’t, they’d be a lot easier to come by.”

      The man’s jaw went slack, but no words came from his mouth.

      Brooklyn was dumbfounded. What in the hell did he want from her? He’d taken the time to come to midtown Manhattan at the ass crack of dawn, he’d made a sign decrying her apparent insensitivity, which even included a little cartoon drawing of spermatozoa, and now he wasn’t going to say a thing? “I’m very sorry I offended you.” She reached for the door handle.

      His scowl softened. “You’re sorry?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay.” He nodded slowly.

      “Okay?”

      “I didn’t expect you to apologize. I thought you’d launch some feminist tirade at me.”

      Oh, if only he knew the amount of feminist tirade material she had stashed away in her head, especially after he’d gone out of his way to ruin her morning. “Nope. I’m just trying to get through the next few hours. Have a nice day.” She hurried inside, flustered.

      Was this an omen? Another damn sign? Alec wouldn’t ask the question in such an indelicate manner, but she was about to endure a lot of unpleasant scrutiny. All she could hope was that she’d be able to explain herself coherently and that would make this all go away. Then she could get to vetting thirty-seven men. Or stick her head in a hole. She was undecided on that.

      She checked in at the security desk with the help of a very friendly guard named Maddie, and a dismissive snort from another guard named Jerome. Soon after, a production assistant greeted her, whisking her back to a dressing room, where a makeup artist was waiting. Brooklyn had already done her own at home, but she was given another coat of powder and a freshening of lipstick, then the woman made a quick departure. As soon as she shut the door, Brooklyn was left alone in the windowless room.

      She plopped down on the couch and closed her eyes. Good God, she’d needed some actual quiet. The last twenty-four hours had been nothing but having to face everyone else’s response to what had happened. Here, for this brief moment, she only had to live with her own judgment. And she chose to not be brutal with herself. She knew the truth of what was in her heart. If anyone wanted to interpret it in a negative way, that was their problem.

      Of course, it was easy to say that you’d be strong and face whatever criticism people wanted to launch at you. It was quite another to actually do it. She was a person with real vulnerabilities. Like everyone.

      A knock came at the door and Alec poked his head inside. “Good morning.”

      Brooklyn shot up out of her seat, admiring him. She’d never get used to seeing him in makeup, but he really did look handsome in the gray suit and overly starched white shirt he was wearing. He looked great in the morning, a talent which she did not possess. “I’m good. Just enjoying the quiet. No phones ringing. No emails piling up in my inbox. No strange men out on the sidewalk protesting my apparent dismissal of the value of their sperm.”

      “Did that actually happen?”

      “Ten minutes ago, outside.” She waved it off. “It’s fine.”

      “Do you have any last-minute questions for me before the interview?”

      Brooklyn didn’t like the idea of Alec asking uncomfortable questions, but she also trusted him to treat her like his former girlfriend rather than the woman who’d made herself into an internet joke. “Just be kind. That’s all I ask.”

      He unleashed his dazzling smile and Brooklyn tried not to think about how it made her feel so damn wistful for what might have been. “Of course,” he said. “Always.” He gestured to the door with a nod. “Come on. I’ll walk you on to the set.”

      They stepped out into the hall, and she saw a man pushing a baby in a stroller toward them. He was accompanied by a woman Brooklyn immediately recognized—Lela Bennett, the silver-haired founder of Lela B Cosmetics and an all-around badass of beauty. She was also Good Day USA’s beauty expert.

      Alec waved to them as they approached. “Do you know Lela Bennett?” he asked Brooklyn under his breath.

      “I don’t. But I can’t help feeling like I should.”

      Lela and the shaggy-haired man pushing the stroller stopped.

      “Lela Bennett, I’d like you to meet Brooklyn Monroe. She’s the founder of Posh Post,” Alec said.

      Lela’s face lit up, and she eagerly stepped closer and shook Brooklyn’s hand. “Oh, my gosh. I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

      Brooklyn couldn’t have been more flattered if she’d chosen the words that came out of Lela’s mouth. “Then we’re even, because I’ve been dying to meet you since that ad campaign you did when you launched Lela B. It was so incredible.” Lela had been featured in ads in major magazines, plastered to the sides of buses, and even on the electronic billboards in Times Square, looking very sexy while showing off her glorious head of gray hair. Lela was a woman who fully owned her age, and Brooklyn wanted to be that sort of person, but how was she supposed to do that when her age was the thing she was racing against? She didn’t want to be at war with anyone, but it felt as though she was embattled with her own body.

      “Aww. Thank you,” Lela said. “Brooklyn and Alec, this is my husband, Donovan. And our granddaughter, Skye.”

      Donovan was handsome enough and had a warm smile, but the flip Brooklyn’s heart made was for Skye. It happened any time she was around tiny humans. “Nice to meet you, Donovan.” Brooklyn crouched down in front of the baby. “Hello, Skye. Aren’t you just the cutest thing ever?” Indeed, the baby was completely adorable—bright eyes, round cheeks, and pudgy wrists. Brooklyn turned back and looked at Alec. “Isn’t she sweet?”

      He nodded once and only once. “She is.” It was as if Brooklyn had asked if she was wearing a cute hat, which she was.

      “She’s amazing.” Donovan peered down at his granddaughter. “It’s mind-blowing when your child has a child of their own.”

      “I never really understood the appeal of being a grandparent, but I totally get it now,” Lela said. “We can love her as much as we want, then give her back when she’s cranky. We watch her once or twice a week. We both really look forward to it.”

      Brooklyn watched as Lela and Donovan exchanged the most loving glance, and Brooklyn tried not to think about how behind she felt. Lela was probably only ten years older than her, but she was already a grandmother. And she’d found love. “Lela, would you like to have lunch sometime? Maybe Posh Post and Lela B can partner on something.”

      “I’d love it,” Lela said, pulling out her phone. “Let me get your number.” She punched it in as Brooklyn rattled off her information. “I hope this isn’t an uncomfortable subject, but I heard about the note you put in Posh Post’s recent mailing. That was an interesting way to get some publicity.”

      “That was an office joke gone awry. That’s why I’m here today. Alec is going to help me explain my way out of this predicament.”

      “If it helps at all, that first Lela B ad campaign, the one that I modeled for, wasn’t all unicorns and rainbows. I got hate mail. People were pissed,” Lela said.

      “Really?” Brooklyn didn’t want to sound so happy about this bit of news, but as someone who had also drawn ire, she felt as though she was in good company.

      “You would not believe how triggered people were by a sexy woman with gray hair,” Donovan said. “It really opened my eyes to how much women are held to a very narrow standard.”

      “We got lots of comments about no one wanting to see a grandma’s side-boob,” Lela said.

      “But plenty of people also loved the campaign. And it made Lela B cosmetics fly off the shelves. We couldn’t make the stuff fast enough.” Donovan put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “For what it’s worth, I thought those photos were incredibly hot.”

      Lela blushed. “My point is that the masses will launch all kinds of judgment at you. It doesn’t make any of it right. It’s also not all bad. Some good can come of it.”

      “I would love to talk about this more at our lunch,” Brooklyn said. “Maybe next week?”

      “Sounds fantastic. Just text me.”

      No matter what happened in the interview, Brooklyn already felt better about coming to do the Good Day USA interview. If nothing else, she’d had the chance to meet a woman she seriously admired.

      “I have to ask. Did anyone actually respond to the note?” Donovan inquired.

      “Surprisingly, yes. I got a bunch of emails,” Brooklyn said.

      That seemed to get Alec’s attention. “Was it all like the guy outside with the sign?”

      Brooklyn shook her head. “Nope. I mean, I got some of that. I definitely offended a few people. But I also got positive responses. Guys who were open to the idea.”

      “How many guys?” Alec asked, seeming extra inquisitive and even a bit horrified.

      “Thirty-seven.”

      Lela’s eyes went wide with astonishment. “Wow. I haven’t even kissed thirty-seven men, let alone, you know… thought about having sex with them. I mean, good for you.”

      Alec reached for Brooklyn’s arm. “Hold on a minute. Thirty-seven? Are you serious?”

      Brooklyn reared back her head. Why did he have to sound so surprised by the idea? “Yes, Alec.” She wanted to ask why in the hell he would even care. He’d been clear that he wasn’t interested in the job himself.

      “Mr. Trakas,” the production assistant from earlier stepped out into the hall. “We need you and Ms. Monroe on set.”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s us,” he said to Brooklyn.

      “Okay,” she answered, unable to shake the feeling that Alec was once again casting judgment on her, and that the final verdict was that she was ridiculous.

      “Good luck,” Lela said.

      “Thanks,” Brooklyn replied. I think I’m going to need it.
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      Alec had committed his interview notes to memory. It wasn’t a hard thing to do, since there were only a few. He intended to let Brooklyn tell her story. He wasn’t about to steer it. Instead, he had a very long mantra running through his head right now: You can do this. It might be your one and only chance with the news division, but you can walk the tightrope of being kind to the person you once hoped you’d marry while asking her tough questions.

      If only she hadn’t dropped the bomb that thirty-seven men had responded to the now-infamous Posh Male note. He vacillated between jealousy and concern—there were likely a few super handsome, capable (cough) men on that list. There were also probably a few skeevy jerks. If it were up to him, he’d keep them all away from Brooklyn. Even when he was in no way entitled to an opinion about the matter.

      It felt like he was baking under the studio lights as he waited for them to go live. Somewhere off in the murky depths of the studio, Georgia Carle from the network was standing, silently readying her keen eye for weakness, waiting to make a ruthless appraisal of Alec. Across from him sat Brooklyn, legs crossed and foot bobbing. She was just as nervous as he was, or so it seemed, but even then she managed to smile at him. It was such a kind and genuine expression, reminding him of just how nice it was to wake up next to her, with her warm skin, sweet scent, and gorgeous hair tumbled across the pillow.

      “We’re back in four, three…” the stagehand said.

      Alec reflexively turned to the camera, but now the segment notes he’d memorized were gone. His mind was blank. No words. None at all.

      The stagehand held up two fingers. Then one.

      Alec froze. He’d never done this. Ever. Not even his first time on camera. Think, dammit. Think.

      Brooklyn cleared her throat and something about it kicked his brain into gear.

      “This morning, we have a Good Day USA exclusive. An interview with Brooklyn Monroe, the founder of successful beauty subscription service Posh Post. One week ago, Ms. Monroe’s company supplied nearly twenty-thousand men across the United States with a box of free luxury grooming products.” That first line probably sounded fine on TV, but to Alec, it felt as though he was coughing up his words. “That box contained an unusual note, suggesting that Ms. Monroe, an overworked CEO, wanted to find someone to get her pregnant. She’s here today to set the story straight about how that note came into being, and how she’s been dealing with the fallout.” He turned to Brooklyn, the difficulty of the task before him suddenly becoming a nearly unbearable weight. He had to be gentle with her. He didn’t know another way. But he also had to get to the meat of the matter if he was going to make the most of this chance. “Ms. Monroe, welcome to the show.”

      “Please. Call me Brooklyn. My fourth grade teacher called me Ms. Monroe and it was usually in the context of scolding me for talking too much in class. I’d rather keep it informal.”

      Alex silently breathed a sigh of relief. She had such a way of diffusing tension. “Then Brooklyn, why don’t you tell us what exactly happened with that note.”

      She smiled and smoothed her skirt, sitting a little straighter. “Like a lot of stupid things, it started with a joke and got completely blown out of proportion.” She went on to explain how she and her sister were always giving each other crap, and how that bit of innocent sibling ribbing ended up at the bottom of a letter to their mailing list. “So that’s really all there was to it. It was a joke. And I guess I’m the punchline. Or, at least, that’s what it’s turned me into.”

      “How do you feel about the attention? There are memes about you. People have called you desperate and pathetic.”

      “I try not to take myself too seriously, but it hurts. There’s no doubt about that.” She shrugged. “I think it’s a little funny how people are in such an uproar about it. I have a feeling there are a lot of single women out there who feel the way I do. Probably lots of single men, too. You want to become a parent, but your love life hasn’t worked out the way you thought it would. Maybe you’ve put your career first for a while, but how else are you supposed to be successful in this day and age? It doesn’t matter what field you go into; everything is incredibly competitive. And if you’re an entrepreneur, the pressure can be even worse, because then you have other people relying on you, counting on you for a paycheck, and of course there’s your own livelihood, too. If you make a mistake, you feel like you’re never going to be able to recover.” She sucked in a deep breath and her sights landed directly on Alec, her expression one of embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I get a little worked up about it.”

      “Please don’t apologize. I’m sure our viewers want to hear your side of it.” He took a beat and prepared himself to ask his next question. The one that tangentially had to do with him. “Do you think it’s harder to meet someone and fall in love now, given the modern dating landscape?”

      Brooklyn laughed quietly, her eyes glinting with mischief. “I don’t even recognize the modern dating landscape. Are we on the moon? The surface of the sun? It all seems so foreign to me. Dating apps and all of that. I mean, I’m sure it helps lots of people, but it hasn’t worked for me.” She shifted in her seat and crossed her legs in the opposite direction, reminding Alec just how alluring any stretch of her skin cold be. “And I think it creates a lot of unrealistic expectations. That we’re supposed to look perfect and be perfect, and know what we want but not want too much. It’s ridiculous, the limitations and constraints these things put on us.”

      “Do you think that’s a product of this time? Or has it always been like this?”

      “I think it’s all about expectations. My mom’s generation was expected to get married and do so in their twenties. Then have kids. So they entered every dating situation with this very big goal in mind. Whereas now, people question it more. Marriage can’t be right for everyone, right? What sense does that make? And the same goes for becoming a parent. Not everyone wants that responsibility, or can handle it. I think questioning all of this is good. But I also think it puts some of us in a bind. These are tough choices that we sometimes put off, or maybe the stars haven’t quite aligned, but you can only delay some things for so long.”

      “Meaning parenthood.”

      “In my case, yes…” She hesitated, then shook her head. “Although maybe I only mean motherhood. Because that’s what I’m dealing with. A man can make babies until he’s dead. It’s not the same for women. We have a limited window of opportunity if we’re going to physically take part in the process. And I don’t care how you look at it, we’re giving up more. We’re the ones who carry a pregnancy. It doesn’t matter who you are, you’re going to pay a price for that somewhere in your life. My sister Virginia had horrible morning sickness with her second pregnancy, and she wasn’t able to work. At all. And there was nothing she could do about it. The doctors tried to help, but nothing worked. So she had to live with it, but she couldn’t come into the office, she couldn’t care for her son. What if she hadn’t had a safety net? A home and a nanny and a husband and money in the bank to pay for everything? Or what if your pregnancy goes great, but your boss sees the baby-to-be as a reason he might lose you, so he starts passing you over for promotions, raises, or opportunities? These are questions that every woman has to ask herself.”

      Alec generally regarded himself as a sensitive and thoughtful guy, but Brooklyn was bringing up questions and ideas that, frankly, had never occurred to him. He also hadn’t known that bit of information about Brooklyn’s sister. “There are a lot of potential pitfalls, aren’t there?”

      “A million.”

      “Why is becoming a parent so important to you now?”

      “It’s pretty simple. I’m forty-two. The clock isn’t just ticking, it’s a gong in my ear. If I’m going to do it, I need to make a plan.” A wistful smile bloomed on her face. “But more than logistics, it’s all about a baby. Raising a child. I have always wanted to be a mom, and I don’t think I can turn my back on that while I still have time.”

      The entire studio was eerily quiet. A single tear rolled down her freckled cheek. Alec’s heart started to fold in on itself like a dying star.

      “I have a lot of love to give and I like caring for others,” she continued. “It helps me get out of my own head when I can channel my love and positivity into someone else. I think motherhood will be a good thing for me, and I know I can give a child a happy life.”

      This pulled at Alec’s emotions like nothing Brooklyn had ever said, leaving him with an overriding sense of immense sadness. If she had so much love to give, why hadn’t she chosen to give it to him? “Those all sound like very good reasons.”

      “And so yeah, my sister made a joke and it went off the rails and ended up going to all of those men, but it wasn’t intentional. It wasn’t real. Even if thirty-seven guys thought it was.”

      Alec had not planned on delving into this portion of the story, mostly because the thought of it made his stomach sour. But now that she’d brought it up, he couldn’t leave it flapping in the wind. “So somewhere in America are thirty-seven men who were open to this idea?”

      “Which is kind of crazy, but also kind of awesome. I think?” She bugged her eyes at him. “I’m not totally sure what to think. It’s a crazy story.”

      It sounded like dystopian fiction to Alec, but he was keeping his opinions to himself. “It’s certainly interesting. What’s next for you in your quest to become a mom?”

      “I’m looking into sperm banks and donor insemination, but I’m also thinking that those thirty-seven guys at least deserve a response from me. And if any of them seem like they’re on the up-and-up, I might go out with one or two. See how it goes.”

      Alec was right back to where he’d been at the beginning of the interview—at a loss for words. She not only had thirty-seven options, she was going to explore them? “I’m sure everyone will be eager to hear about your progress as you go through the process.” He was so ready to be done with this interview. His mind was a mess. Thankfully, he was getting the signal to wrap things up. “Thank you for coming on the show today, Brooklyn.” He turned to the camera. “If you’re interested in learning more about this story, you can visit our website. Thank you for tuning in this morning. We hope you have a good day, USA.”

      The announcement was made that they were off air, cuing the usual clamor and commotion as talent and crew rushed to begin the process of finishing up for the day.

      “Did I do okay?” Brooklyn asked. “I have no idea. It felt like I was rambling.”

      “A rambler is an interviewer’s dream. You did great.” It was the truth, even if he had a lot to wrap his head around.

      “You made me cry, but at least I didn’t sob.”

      “Well done on that front, too.”

      She sighed and smiled. “Honestly, I’m just relieved. It felt good to get some of that stuff off my chest. I hadn’t realized how much was bottled up inside me.”

      “I never knew that about your sister. Was that going on when we were a couple?”

      “Um. Paris is seven months old. So, yes. There was some overlap with the early part of her pregnancy.”

      Over Brooklyn’s shoulder, Alec spotted Georgia Carle zeroing in on them. “Will you promise me one thing?”

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Depends on what the one thing is.”

      “Please be careful. There are a lot of creeps in the world. I don’t want to see you get hurt, physically or emotionally.”

      She patted his shoulder. “Alec, I appreciate that, but I know what I’m doing. I’m not going to do anything stupid. I can promise you that.”

      He was going to have to take her word for it, but the whole thing still made him incredibly nervous. “Just take care of yourself, Brooklyn. No matter what, I care about you.” He wanted to kiss her, at least a peck on the cheek, but Georgia was about to insert herself into the conversation.

      “Ms. Monroe.” Georgia stuck out her hand. “I’m Georgia Carle from the network news division. Thank you for coming in today and speaking with Alec. We appreciate the chance to have your very first interview.”

      Brooklyn looked Georgia square in the eye. “I hope you finally give Alec the job in news he deserves. You’d have to be an idiot to ignore the talent that’s right in front of your face.”

      Alec stifled a snicker. God bless Brooklyn and the moments when she threw her filter out the window.

      “I’ll take that under advisement. Thank you,” Georgia said, forcing a super fake smile. “I believe our producers would like to speak to you. We’re hoping you’ll come back on the show for perhaps an appearance with a lighter tone. Something a bit more fun, but still baby related.”

      “Oh, okay. Not sure what that might be, but I’m game for anything.” Brooklyn cast Alec one final glance. “Bye, Alec. I’ll see you later.”

      “Bye, Brooklyn. Thanks again.”

      And just like that, Brooklyn sauntered over to one of the show’s segment producers, then disappeared with her through the studio doors.

      “Well? What did you think?” Alec asked, turning to Georgia.

      “You did a solid job. Not the most probing questions.” She bunched up her lips and her vision narrowed. “I can’t help but feel like you could have put her on the spot a little more than you did.”

      Alec shoved his hands into his pockets, if only to disguise his balled-up fists. “And more than eighty percent of our viewership is female. I don’t think they want to see me get pushy with a woman, especially one who’s so clear about her desire to have a baby on her own terms.”

      Georgia let out a tut, which Alec swore was accompanied by a wispy puff of smoke. “I suppose you have a point.”

      Alec knew he had to take advantage of the road Brooklyn had started paving for him. “All I’m saying is that it was your call to have Brooklyn appear on Good Day. If you want a probing interview, this isn’t the place for it. Now if you give me a shot at an interview for The Sunday News Hour, then we can talk about something that has a little more teeth to it.”

      “Fair enough. I will speak to the producers and see if we can come up with something. But I want to make sure you understand that a correspondent job is not like what you have right now. Good Day USA is cushy compared to that. This show gives you time for an actual life.”

      “No point in having an actual life if I don’t do something meaningful with it. I want this. Bad.”

      “Okay, then. Message received, loud and clear. But let’s not get carried away. We’ll see how the story goes over with viewers.”

      Georgia walked off set, leaving Alec alone with his thoughts—never a good idea. He wanted this shot at the news division more than anything. But he couldn’t stop thinking about everything Brooklyn had said, and about how disappointing it was that they couldn’t get it right when they’d had a chance. Now she wanted a baby, and there were thirty-seven guys vying for a chance to make her happy.
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      “This is getting completely bonkers,” Brooklyn said to her sister Virginia. They were in Brooklyn’s office, having just wrapped up a quick brainstorm session on future Posh Post boxes. They’d carved out an hour for the task, which was enough time for Brooklyn to receive a whole new batch of emails.

      “More guys?” Virginia asked. “How many now?”

      “I don’t even know. I stopped counting at six hundred.”

      “And how many of these suitors are creepers wanting to have a tie to you because you’re famous?” She used much-deserved air quotes when delivering that last word.

      “Too many. Let me just say, the term ‘internet influencer’ has been thrown around a few times. Some of these men sent resumes like they’re applying for a job.”

      “Well, you are a piece of work.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      “At least they didn’t all send gifts.” With a nod, her sister gestured toward the growing pile of teddy bears, baby clothes, and other unsolicited tokens of affection, including several copies of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. “We don’t have the space.”

      “I need to post a sign in the lunchroom and let people know they can take whatever they want.” Brooklyn shook her head as she glanced at the exceedingly wordy message she’d received from someone named Chad in Ohio. Her eyes glazed over the minute she hit an extended patch of poor grammar. Chad was probably a very nice man, but who was she kidding? She didn’t have time to vet him or correct his spelling. She barely had time to pee.

      Plus, she needed to be honest with herself. The few times she’d replied to any of the men who’d wandered into her inbox, it had felt incredibly strange. Even when a somewhat normal back-and-forth materialized, it was all so detached and cold. There was no chance for a real spark, a not-so-innocent touch, or the holy grail of flirting—that moment when you lock eyes and feel like your entire body is on fire. She didn’t want to associate her baby with such an utter lack of real-life affection. But was she going to feel any better about a sperm donor? She had her doubts, but she supposed she didn’t have a choice. She’d made an appointment for a consultation at a fertility clinic, but the first time slot she could get was weeks away, in early November right after Halloween. Yet more waiting.

      “Hey. I was hoping I could be here for your lunch with Lela Bennett, but I forgot that Dallas’s class is at the end of their unit on the ocean,” Virginia said. “They’re doing a little play in the classroom. He’s a fish.”

      Brooklyn’s shoulders dropped. “Aww. You didn’t tell me about that. I want to go. I hate missing special events like this.”

      “He’s a fish. He gurgles and flaps his construction paper fins. I promise you won’t miss much.”

      “I’m still mad.”

      “If you want, you can take him trick-or-treating on Halloween.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Tom is out of town for work and trying to push a baby in a stroller down Garden Place while dealing with a six-year-old is going to be impossible. Plus, somebody needs to hand out candy at my house.”

      Brooklyn rubbed her hands together. Halloween was epic in Brooklyn Heights. Her mom and sister both lived there, and the girls had grown up there as well. Getting to take Dallas on her own sent a verifiable thrill through her body. “I’m going to have to figure out my costume.”

      “You know you don’t have to dress up, right?”

      “I’m Fun Aunt Brooklyn. I’m dressing up. For sure.”

      “Whatever you say.” Virginia rose out of her chair, leaned over, and kissed Brooklyn on the top of her head. “Don’t say yes to any guys while I’m gone. I want first right of refusal.”

      “Don’t worry. There’s zero risk of me saying yes to anybody right now.”

      Virginia breezed out of Brooklyn’s office, quickly replaced by Brooklyn’s assistant, Laurel. “Lela Bennett is downstairs for you. Do you want me to fetch her?”

      Brooklyn got up from her desk. “No. It’s okay. I’ll do it. I need to get up and move around anyway. Too much sitting.”

      “It’s the new smoking,” Laurel said.

      “So I’ve heard.” Brooklyn strode through the controlled chaos of the executive floor and pressed the button for the elevator.

      From out of nowhere, a giant with big brown eyes and flowing wavy hair blocked Brooklyn’s view of, well, everything. “Ms. Monroe, I’ve really been wanting to meet you. I want to thank you for the opportunity to intern here.”

      Brooklyn shook his hand, craning her neck in order to make eye contact with the human skyscraper with a model’s cheekbones. “It’s no problem. It’s nice to meet you. What’s your name?”

      “Giorgio. I found out about Posh Post because of the letter you sent in the Posh Male box. My older brother got one.”

      Oh, Lord. Brooklyn managed a nervous titter. “Well, I don’t want you to think that’s all we’re about.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t, but I do think it was very forward-thinking. My brother and I were both raised by a single mom. I admire what you want to do. We did just fine without a dad in the picture.”

      Brooklyn and Virginia had, too, but that still didn’t mean the girls had never felt as though they’d lost out on something. “Good to know.” The elevator arrived. “I have to pop downstairs, but I’ll see you later. Thanks for joining the team.”

      “You’re very welcome. I hope you find a guy. Somewhere.”

      Brooklyn pasted a smile on her face. “Thanks.” Mercifully, the doors slid shut, and all she could do was shake her head for the millionth time. Even when people thought her quest for motherhood on her own terms was noble, it still felt odd that anyone thought it was okay to chime in on her life choices.

      Downstairs in the lobby, Lela stood waiting. She looked incredibly chic with her extraordinary silver hair up in a ponytail. She wore a short and flirty skirt of black tulle, with opaque black hose and heels, paired with a white cardigan. It was the perfect way to deal with the erratic October weather. One day it was in the upper seventies, or like today, the high was barely going to reach sixty.

      “I’m so excited you’re here.” Brooklyn eagerly took the hug Lela offered. This felt like the start of a friendship.

      “Me, too. I can’t wait to see everything.”

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t go to an actual restaurant today,” Brooklyn said to Lela once they were in the elevator. “Things have gotten a little out of control. Going out in public right now is a disaster. I stopped at my corner deli for a bagel this morning and a guy with horrendous body odor insisted on paying for me and another gave me a used paper coffee cup with his name and number on it. People were taking photos with their phones. It was super awkward.”

      “Wow,” Lela said.

      “And don’t even get me started on the state of my inbox. It has exploded.”

      “All of this because of Alec’s interview?”

      “I thought it would make things die down, but it only made everything blow up.”

      “I hope something good came out of it, too.”

      The elevator doors slid open and they walked through the office. “Our subscription numbers have seen a massive spike. And the Posh Male initiative is definitely a go. We got a ton of sign-ups. So that’s good.”

      “Gotta love that.”

      “Definitely.” Although it meant that they were going to need to hire more crew in the warehouse, and as to where they were going to put all of these people, Brooklyn didn’t know. “Marketing, the art department, and senior admin are up on on this floor,” she said, giving Lela the lay of the land. “The web department is on four, database management and customer service are on three, accounting and other admin is on two. And fulfillment is on the ground level, but we’re going to have to move it out of Manhattan soon. It’s growing too fast and it’s too expensive to expand in the city.”

      “Impressive. How many employees?”

      Brooklyn noticed that Laurel had a line of people at her desk waiting to talk to her. She juggled so much, and Brooklyn would be lost without her. Brooklyn was thinking about asking her assistant if she needed one of her own. “Two hundred and nineteen.”

      “Exactly?”

      “Yep. Although Frida in accounting is moving to San Diego next month. Her husband, Yuri, got a job in sports marketing with The Padres. So we’ll be down a person, but hopefully we’ll get her replaced.”

      “You know a lot about the people who work for you.”

      “I just want people to feel valued. That’s all.”

      “I don’t know if I could manage so many people. That’s why I love being a division of Echo Echo.” Lela’s cosmetic company, Lela B, was a joint venture with the lifestyle company owned and operated by Lela’s daughter-in-law, Echo. “Someone else handles all of that.”

      “I can’t imagine not having my hands in everything. I’m too much of a control freak.” They arrived at Brooklyn’s corner of the Posh Post world. “Come on in. Have a seat.”

      “Super cute office.” Lela sat in one of the chairs opposite Brooklyn’s desk.

      Brooklyn plopped down in her own chair. “Thanks. I’m really happy with it, even if it’s busting at the seams.” On the floor in the corner, opposite the teddy bear graveyard, sat a stack of bins for Brooklyn to go through. Even though she had a team that tested every sample that went into a Posh Post subscription box, Brooklyn still signed off on everything—smelling and touching the products, making sure the packaging design was aesthetically pleasing.

      Laurel appeared at the door. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to let you know that your mom just stormed past reception. She’s on her way up.”

      Brooklyn choked back a grumble. “Any idea what she wants?” Brooklyn looked across the office, hoping to catch Virginia before she left, but her glass-walled office was dark and empty.

      “No clue. Sorry. Do you want me to try to stop her? I’m not entirely comfortable with that idea, but you’re the boss.”

      “No. It’s fine. Maybe she’ll get distracted by Giorgio.”

      “Who?” Laurel asked.

      “Giorgio. The ridiculously handsome new intern.”

      “I’m always amazed how you know everyone’s names. It’s his first day.” Laurel glanced back over her shoulder and sure enough, Brooklyn’s mom had not made it past the tower of Giorgio. Her mother liked to say that no woman needed a man, but in truth she was quite the fan, especially when they came with a handsome face. “Huh. You were right.”

      “I know my mom,” Brooklyn said.

      “Okay. Well, your lunch will be here in fifteen minutes. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Sounds good. Thank you.” Brooklyn redirected her attention to Lela. “Sorry about that. It’s always a little kooky around here.”

      “I don’t know how you do it. Now that I’m married, have a grandchild, and am doing my work on Good Day USA, I wouldn’t be able to function if I hadn’t given up the operations side of Lela B. I just do the top-level work of making product and packaging decisions. It gives me more time for the things that really matter.”

      Brooklyn couldn’t help but think about her own lot in life, and the ways in which she hoped it would eventually mirror Lela’s. Brooklyn talked about simply hiring a nanny when she had her baby, as if that was going to be enough to make motherhood and her career exist in complete harmony. And her plan was assuming a lot—a trouble-free pregnancy and a little one without any issues. What if there were problems? Postpartum depression, or a baby with special needs, or a health condition requiring extraordinary care. There were so many unpredictable factors at play. And even if everything went smoothly, for someone who had a hard time giving up control, it was not going to be easy to simply hand over her child to someone else.

      Brooklyn’s mom appeared in the doorway looking perfectly put together—rolling dark waves framing her face, with flawless eyebrows and a neutral lip. She wore slim black pants, matching turtleneck, nude heels, and her prized 1980s-vintage Birkin bag hooked on her arm. “Knock, knock. I hope I’m not interrupting.” Of course, she was totally interrupting. But it was too late for that.

      Brooklyn rose from her seat and rushed over to kiss her mom on the cheek. “Mom, I want you to meet Lela Bennett, the founder of Lela B Cosmetics. Lela, this is my mom, Aurora Monroe, founder of Aurora Cosmetics.” It was kind of amazing—Brooklyn had two titans of her industry in her office. Her mom was a legend, and although Lela might not be quite as well-known, she was certainly an icon.

      “Ms. Monroe, it is so amazing to meet you,” Lela stood and eagerly shook Brooklyn’s mom’s hand. “Don’t tell anyone, but I still use the Aurora Beauty overnight cream. It’s so rich and silky.”

      Her mother smiled and shot Brooklyn a look that essentially said, See? I’ve still got it. “That’s so wonderful to hear. I haven’t had a chance to try your products, but I’m a great admirer of the marketing you’ve done around your brand. It’s very impressive.”

      “Thanks. I can’t take much credit for that. It’s all my husband, Donovan, and his daughter, Echo. I’d love to send you a box of Lela B skincare if you’re up for trying it. Not that you need it. You look amazing.”

      “That’s so sweet. I’d love to sample what you have. Always need to keep my eyes open to everything the competition is doing.”

      Brooklyn sucked a breath through her nose. “Mom, what brings you by the office?” Completely unannounced. With zero advance warning.

      “I actually have something I need to talk to you about. In person. But we can discuss it later if you’re in the middle of something.”

      “Well, Lela and I were about to have lunch.”

      “I can step out if you two need to talk,” Lela offered, her sights darting back and forth between Brooklyn and her mom.

      “No, no.” Her mom shook her head. “My daughter and I can catch up later.”

      Laurel appeared in the doorway. “Lunch is here. I’ll get you all set up in the small conference room.”

      “I’m so sorry. I’ve encroached on your plans,” her mom said.

      Brooklyn wondered how she always managed to get into these situations with her mother, where she felt guilty for something she hadn’t done. “Mom, why don’t you join us? Laurel always orders plenty of food.”

      A pleased grin crossed her mother’s lips. “I’d love to.”

      Brooklyn sighed. She’d really been looking forward to time with Lela, but the reality was that Brooklyn was overdue for a visit to see her mom, so maybe this was for the best. “Perfect. We can head over in a minute.” Brooklyn got out a big binder to show Lela the mock-ups of the next twelve months of subscription boxes. Her mom, seeming disinterested, took a seat and tapped away on her phone.

      “You plan this far in advance?” Lela asked as she perused the pages.

      “The themes, yes. But we use a shorter lead-time with the actual products. You never know when a hot new brand will turn up in the marketplace. We like to have the most current stuff if we can.” Brooklyn didn’t really want to cut a deal with Lela with her mom present, but she didn’t have a choice. “Do you think you’d ever want to put a product in one of our boxes? We could even do an exclusive if you have any new products you’re trying to launch.”

      Lela’s face lit up. “Oh, absolutely. No question. I’d love to do it.”

      A wide smile bloomed on Brooklyn’s face, but her mom cleared her throat and shifted in her seat, managing to convey her disapproval of things without a word.

      “But we can talk about that later,” Brooklyn added. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      The three gathered in the small conference room for a lovely lunch of chicken caesar salad, raspberry iced tea, and fresh baked oatmeal cookies for dessert. The topic of conversation was an easy one, the common denominator—beauty and business.

      “Ms. Monroe, what was it like when you started your company?” Lela asked.

      Her mother dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a napkin, but it felt like a pause for dramatic effect. “Incredibly difficult. Imagine climbing a mountain in a snowstorm. Carrying two kids. In heels.”

      Brooklyn had often cringed at the stories of her mom’s struggles. They always felt so overwrought. But now that Brooklyn had experience with the business side and was seriously pursuing motherhood, she was starting to see it through a different lens. “Uphill both ways. Right, Mom?”

      Her mom wagged her finger playfully at Brooklyn. “You joke, but I’m serious.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “The industry has always been surprisingly misogynistic. You’d think a business with so many women customers would be more female-friendly, but no,” her mom said. “Back in the late 70s and early 80s, I was getting laughed out of the room. Women were considered consumers of cosmetics, and sometimes makeup artists, but trying to be a female entrepreneur and run my own company? Forget about it.”

      “That bad, huh?” Lela asked. “I was in high school and college during that time, so I thankfully avoided most of that.”

      “Let’s put it this way. I got my ass grabbed more times than I care to think about.”

      Brooklyn nearly dropped her salad fork. “You never told me that.”

      “That’s horrible,” Lela said. “I’m so sorry.”

      Brooklyn reached for her mother’s arm. “Mom, why didn’t you tell me that before? That’s terrible. I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

      Her mom shrugged. “I never told you because I didn’t want to discourage you. And I’d hoped things had changed enough that you wouldn’t encounter the same thing.”

      “I haven’t, thank goodness.” Brooklyn’s mind started running through the many stories her mom liked to share about “the bad old days”. Brooklyn had always thought her mom laid it on thick because she wanted the girls to understand what a shitty thing their dad had done by taking off when Virginia was a baby and Brooklyn a toddler. But her mom had always seemed fearless, so the girls never saw the struggle. They only heard about it. Now Brooklyn was starting to think that her mother had likely hidden a lot.

      “I’m not sure what I would do if something like that happened to me in a business setting,” Lela said. “I’d probably freeze with shock.”

      “I did the first time. Frankly, I was humiliated. I couldn’t wait to get out of there. The second time, the guy wasn’t so lucky. After that, I learned to keep my ass to the wall and be on high alert at all times.” The room went quiet as they all seemed to mark everything her mom and countless other women had experienced. “Did you two meet when Brooklyn was on Good Day USA?” her mother asked, mercifully breaking the silence.

      “Yes,” Lela answered. “I got to meet your daughter before the men of the world went crazy for her. Her inbox has exploded and men on the street are asking her out.”

      “You’ve always said you wanted to do more dating,” her mom quipped with her trademark just-be-thankful-for-what-you-have tone.

      “This isn’t dating. I’m a circus sideshow.”

      “If you truly wanted a date, you would’ve used that interview as an excuse to reconnect with Alec.”

      Brooklyn was taken aback. “Mom, I thought you didn’t like Alec.”

      “First off, I didn’t like the idea of Alec. Remember, you never introduced me to him. And I only said that you were fighting an uphill battle by getting involved with a man who has an all-consuming career when you have the same.”

      “I will say one thing. You and Alec are adorable together,” Lela interjected, then took a bite of cookie. “I bet you were cute when you were a couple.”

      They’d been more than cute—they’d been like a house on fire. When they had time for each other. “Alec’s a no-go. He doesn’t want to be a dad. He told me as much. We work better as friends.” Honestly, that was all Brooklyn was hoping for from Alec right now. If they could stay friends, it would feel like a victory.

      “Friendship is fine, but will it get you a baby? That’s the question.” Her mom drew in a deep breath through her nose, while casting Brooklyn a questioning look. “I should get back to the office. Lela, it was very nice to meet you. Brooklyn, can you call me tonight? I still would like to discuss my situation with you.”

      Situation? “I’ll walk you to the elevator,” Brooklyn said. “Lela, do you mind waiting?”

      “No problem. Do whatever you need to do,” Lela said.

      Brooklyn stepped out into the hall with her mom. “What’s going on? You’re starting to worry me. Are you sick? Are you dying? Please tell me you’re not dying.”

      “I’m not dying.” Her mom shook her head as slow as could be, upping the drama of Brooklyn’s question with an equally dramatic answer. “I’m thinking about selling Aurora.”

      “I don’t understand how both of those things can be true. I always assumed you’d have to be terminal before you’d considering selling.”

      “I thought so, too. But things haven’t played out like I once thought they would.”

      “Didn’t you have one of your most profitable years ever last year?”

      They made their way to the elevator and Brooklyn pressed the down button.

      “We did. But our customer base is shrinking. And newer, hotter brands are stepping into the marketplace.” She gestured with a backward flip of her head toward the conference room where they’d just had lunch. “Like Lela’s company. I’m not sure I have the energy to compete the way I need to.”

      Perhaps her mom just needed a pep talk. “Of course you do. You’re the woman who never gives up. You’re a fighter. And there are always going to be bumps in the road. Our subscription numbers dipped eight percent after we shipped that defective bronzer a few years ago.”

      “There was a class action suit, Brooklyn. It turned your customers’ faces the color of nacho cheese.”

      “Like I said, bumps in the road.”

      The elevator dinged and they climbed on board.

      “It’s not a bump.” Her mom had taken a shockingly somber tone. “This is about you. And your sister. And Posh Post.”

      Brooklyn had to tamp down her natural inclination to get defensive whenever her mother brought up this topic. “What about us?”

      “You’re seven years in now. It’s clear that Posh Post has some serious staying power. Which means I can’t hand my company over to you and your sister, which was always my plan.”

      Brooklyn had once felt as though her mom was waiting for Posh Post to fail, but perhaps she got it turned around. Maybe her mom was waiting to make sure it succeeded. “You’re absolutely right. Virginia and I can’t take on any more responsibility right now. And there’s no way we’re walking away from Posh Post.”

      “I’d like to retire at some point. I need to find a way to move forward.”

      They arrived on the ground floor, and Brooklyn held the elevator door to let her mom exit first. “I understand. That makes sense.” It still didn’t sit quite right with Brooklyn. She had to wonder if there was another way out of this.

      Her mom dug her sunglasses out of her handbag. “One more thing before I go. Will you promise me you won’t shop for a father for my grandchild via the silly letter your sister wrote?”

      “So you think a sperm donor is the best option?”

      “It will certainly be a simpler means of getting what you want.”

      True. But it wasn’t everything Brooklyn wanted. There was still this stubborn part of her that wanted love. A partner. “I suppose.”

      Her mom softly patted Brooklyn’s shoulder. “Just keep it together, darling. Don’t let everything that has happened because of the letter derail you from your actual plan. You want a baby. Have a baby.”

      “You’re right.”

      “No rash decisions, okay?” her mom asked.

      “Got it. As long as I can ask the same of you. Please let me try to talk you out of selling Aurora. Or at least into finding the right buyer.”
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      Whenever Lela made an appearance on Good Day USA, Alec made a point of complimenting her work after taping. “Great segment on lipliner, Lela,” he said as he ran into her in the hall outside his dressing room. She was a fresh and fun presence on the show. They needed as much of that as they could get.

      She came to a halt. “Thanks?” Peering up at him, her skepticism was plain. “Wait. You don’t honestly think I believe you care about that.”

      “Let me put it another way then. I appreciate what you do. It’s nice to have you on the show. You’re always so upbeat. And you keep your hands to yourself.”

      Lela arched both eyebrows at him. “Tilly Ann? Again?”

      He shook his head. “Thankfully, no. But I’m always on guard.”

      “Maybe you should talk to someone at the network about it.”

      Alec had considered that once or twice, but he’d feared the fallout. Would he get laughed out of the room? After all, there was no imbalance of power between himself and Tilly Ann, and the gender issue was messy—there was an unspoken rule in network culture that men didn’t complain about women. “What do you think would happen if I talked to her directly about it?”

      Lela stepped aside as a stagehand rushed past them. “If it was me, I would be horrified by my actions, and embarrassed that we had to talk about it, but it would definitely make me stop.”

      Alec suspected Tilly Ann would have a similar response, and he dreaded being the one to prompt it. Despite his issues with Tilly Ann, he genuinely liked her. He didn’t want to make her feel bad about her actions. But… it was still an issue. It bothered him. “I guess that means I need to find the right time to bring it up.”

      “If there’s anything I can do, please let me know.”

      “So, did you and Brooklyn ever end up getting lunch?” Alec asked, eager to change the subject.

      “We did.” Lela nodded and smiled. “Yesterday, in fact. Man, that woman has a lot on her plate. I don’t know how she does it. And then you add in everything that’s happened since she was on the show and it’s like, wow. I’m surprised she gets any sleep at all.”

      “Everything that’s happened since then? I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Thirty-seven guys is now over six hundred. It’s unbelievable. I guess men just walk up to her on the street now. She got some young hottie of an intern because of it.”

      Alec got that feeling again—unsettled stomach, bile threatening to climb up his throat, his entire body restless. “Wow. I didn’t know. I guess I’m just not plugged in when it comes to gossip.”

      “I’m not either. I only know what she told me.”

      Alec’s phone rang, interrupting their conversation. He fished it out of his pocket and saw Georgia Carle’s name on the Caller ID. “Oh. Shoot.”

      “Everything okay?” Apparently, Alec was wearing his concern quite plainly on his face.

      “Yeah. Sorry. I need to take this. I’ll see you later.” Alec waved goodbye to Lela and ducked into his dressing room, closing the door behind him. “Georgia, hi. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, thank you. Do you have a few minutes? I wanted to give you an update on your interview with Brooklyn Monroe.”

      Georgia was about as subtle as a migraine, but she’d used a leading tone that made Alec wonder if something had gone wrong. “Update?”

      “We’re seeing some incredible numbers.”

      At this point in his career, Alec was quite practiced at dissecting the ratings, and he knew for a fact that the numbers were not incredible. They were fine, just like everything with the show. “Did you see something I didn’t? Audience looked to be in line with our usual numbers.”

      “I’m talking about online and social media. We got a report from marketing this morning and they’re not only fantastic, they’re still growing. That’s what has everyone really excited. We’ve had tens of thousands of new visitors to the website, and the replay of the interview is still getting traffic. Some days, it’s more than twenty times what the show gets on even the most high-profile segments. The discussion boards have blown up. And we’ve been experimenting with snippets of the replay on social media. They’re going over big.”

      Alec sat in his makeup chair, turning it so he didn’t have to see his own reflection. He always looked like hell after the show. “That’s great news.” He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to take credit. He knew that much of the attention was because of Brooklyn and her very relatable problem, rather than Alec setting the world on fire with his interview skills.

      “That’s a lot of clicks. A lot of ad revenue.”

      “Happy to hear it.” He really wished she would just get to the point of all of this.

      “The show is inviting Ms. Monroe to return for another segment early next week. So she can give America an update and we can continue to capitalize on the attention she’s receiving.”

      “Oh.” Capitalize. His heart sank. So that was what this was really about. This was Georgia’s “thanks, you’re so fabulous and amazing, but sorry” call. He’d been on the receiving end of these a few too many times in his career. And he frankly had very little patience for it anymore. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to be involved with anything else having to do with the show and Ms. Monroe. It wasn’t a great idea for me to commingle my personal and professional lives in the first place.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. And that’s not anything you need to worry about. I’m calling because you pulled in a big win for us. I think that earns you a real shot at moving into news, if that’s what you want.”

      Just that morning, Alec had done an in-depth story about the embarrassment of toenail fungus, so the answer was easy. “Yes. I really want to move into news.” He hoped he didn’t sound too desperate, but he also didn’t want to downplay his enthusiasm. “More than anything.”

      “Okay, then. I have an interview for you. With Barry Millner.”

      “The Wall Street pyramid scheme guy?” Alec had imagined his big break unfolding in many ways, via a possible array of interviewees—disgraced politicians, or athletes who’d overcome impossible odds, or perhaps foreign leaders with colorful reputations. But he hadn’t considered white collar criminals, and now he was kicking himself because this was exactly the sort of story he wanted. Barry Millner was a true scumbag, and it would be a pleasure to ask him hard questions. Alec relished the thought of taking him to task.

      “He’s in a federal prison Upstate. Robin Ortiz is the segment producer. She’s been communicating with him and has secured the interview, but it’ll be your job to get him to talk. He hasn’t gone on the record about anything since he began serving his sentence, but he’s not getting any younger. And we think Mr. Millner might be ready to spill his guts if that happens.”

      Alec’s mind was racing like crazy. He couldn’t wait to dive in. “Yeah. Of course. I’d love to take a crack at it.”

      “Perfect. Robin will be in touch with particulars. You’ll need to conduct the interview in the prison. I think viewers will really want to see him in the orange jumpsuit.”

      The mental image of the scene popped right into Alec’s head, sitting in a cold and austere room with the light shining hard on old Barry Millner while Alec grilled the hell out of him. Maybe they’d even shoot some B-roll of Alec and Barry walking around the prison yard. The whole thing had the potential to be incredibly exciting. “He did cheat thousands of people out of their retirement funds.”

      “And caused the collapse of two major pension funds. You asked for meaty, this is a meaty story.”

      “I can’t wait. Thank you so much for the opportunity.” The thought thrilled Alec to no end. Finally, something substantial. And it would help to keep his mind off the craziness surrounding Brooklyn.

      “I’m not sure of the exact schedule, but it’ll likely be after you attend the Lavaman premiere next Friday, so no worries about a conflict.”

      Alec had completely forgotten. “Wait. How do you know about Jason Adams inviting me?”

      “All on-air talent is strongly encouraged to attend.”

      Of course this was happening. The network and film studio were owned by the same massive media conglomerate. Alec had to swallow the sheer agony climbing its way up into his throat. He despised the red carpet, standing there in a tuxedo, trying to suck in his gut and remember the most flattering angles. “No. I did not know that.” So much for substantial. Why did it always have to be one step forward, one step back when it came to his job? This career Cha-Cha was a nightmare.

      “There was a memo.”

      I never read the memos. “If I do this strongly encouraged thing, can I get out of the Thanksgiving Day parade?”

      “Oh, no. The network will never take you off of that. You’re too good at enthusiastically describing the balloons. But don’t worry about Lavaman. It’ll be fun. It’s actually a fan event. People wear costumes. You’ll enjoy yourself.”

      “No tuxedoes?”

      “Not unless you’re dying to wear one.”

      For a moment, he considered continuing with his protest, but ultimately decided it was best if he continued to play nice. He really didn’t want to mess up his chance at the news division. “Okay, great. Sounds good.”

      “Thank you, Alec. The network is excited about these next steps. Now we just need you to dazzle us.”

      Dazzle? He didn’t dazzle. “I’ll do my absolute best. Thank you for the chance.”

      Alec said goodbye and hung up, then placed his phone on the counter in front of the mirror. He raised his head and forced a smile—a small one, so as not to make the crinkles around his eyes too pronounced. Georgia’s call was his best-case scenario. He was finally getting the opportunity he’d chased for years.

      But this hadn’t been entirely his doing. A big chunk of credit had to go to Brooklyn. She’d made this possible, at a time when she’d had every reason in the world to say no. He’d messed up royally at the end of their date, too caught up in his own head about expectations, the past, the future, and fate.

      He reached out for his phone, sliding it across the counter, and pulling up her number on speed dial. Each unanswered ring made him more paranoid. Was she busy falling in love? Getting pregnant? Fending off men with a stick?

      “Alec,” Brooklyn gasped. “What’s up?” she strained to ask, huffing and puffing.

      Oh, God. Why is she answering the phone? She really is getting pregnant. “Bad time?”

      “No. It’s fine.” She was still struggling to get the words out. “The elevator at work broke and I had to run downstairs to the mail room because a vendor sent twenty cases of eye cream and the tubes all exploded. I’m on my way back up to my office. What’s up?”

      He breathed a small sigh of relief. “I wanted to call and say thank you for coming on the show. It’s paying big dividends for me at work. The network is in love with you, but somehow I get the credit. They’ve given me a major assignment. The sort of thing I’ve been trying for years to get. So, thank you.”

      “That’s so wonderful. Congratulations. I’m really proud of you.”

      “It’s really all your doing. If you hadn’t said yes to being on the show, we might not be having this conversation right now.” Or talking at all. There was so much happenstance at play here, it made Alec’s head spin. If any of this was meant to be, he had to wonder where it was all going. Nowhere. That’s where. She wants a baby. And you’re not sure.

      “Speaking of being on the show, they’ve invited me to come back next Tuesday. Lela and I are doing a segment together. We’re doing makeovers for new moms.”

      Capitalize, straight out of Georgia’s mouth moments ago, sprang to mind. The thought of the network taking advantage of Brooklyn made him sick to his stomach, but this was what they did. They took a commodity and blew it up. “I heard rumblings about it. I hope you know that you are in no way obligated to say yes. You can say no if you want to.”

      “Do you not want me to be there?”

      “No, no, no. That’s not it at all. I’m just trying to look out for your best interests.”

      “Okay. Because it sounded like you don’t want me to come on the show.”

      How was he bungling this so quickly? “I talked to Lela and she said that the whole situation with the emails has gotten out of control. I worry you’ll only get more unwanted attention if you’re on again. Do you want that?”

      “It’s not all unwanted. I actually heard from a fertility doctor today. Someone in his office showed him a replay of my segment with you, but then he figured out that we know each other in a roundabout way. He’s friends with Virginia’s husband.”

      “He called to help you find a sperm donor?”

      “No. He asked me out.”

      “Oh. Didn’t see that coming. Did you say yes?”

      “Wouldn’t it be funny if I ended up falling in love with a fertility doctor? He could help me get pregnant two ways.”

      “I hope you can appreciate the awkward turn this conversation has just taken.”

      Brooklyn laughed. “Yeah. Sorry. You know I get carried away. But to answer your question, I’m not sure if I’m going to go out with him. We had a nice enough conversation, but there’s no spark there. And as much as I’m interested in learning about what he does, he’s pretty dull otherwise.”

      No spark. He and Brooklyn had a spark sometimes. Other times, it got snuffed out.

      “I’m still hoping one perfect guy will turn up and rise above everyone else,” Brooklyn continued. “Like a phoenix rising out of the ashes.”

      One perfect guy. Alec had once thought of himself for the position, but he wasn’t a phoenix. Or, at least, he didn’t see himself that way. “And nobody has filled that bill yet?”

      “Not exactly, but you know me. I’m not a quitter.”

      “Keep me posted.” He sucked in a deep breath, needing to return to the original reason for the call. “I’m serious about what I said earlier, Brooklyn. My break with news wouldn’t have happened without you. And after the way things ended when we went out to eat, you had a dozen reasons to tell me to go to hell when I asked you to do the interview. But you didn’t. And I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I wasn’t exactly on my best behavior that night, either. I should have done a better job of listening. Extreme horniness does that to a woman. Also, a lack of sex.”

      “I thought the men of the world were beating down your door.”

      “It has yet to translate into sex.”

      That bit of intel buoyed his mood in ways that Georgia’s phone call had not. “But it might.”

      “Well, I still want a baby and I’m not getting any younger, so you do the math.”

      “None of us are getting younger.”

      “Uh, you are. I saw you on the show this morning. Did they change the filters on the cameras or something? Looking pretty hot there, Trakas.”

      His face immediately flushed with heat. “Thanks, but no. I think you have me confused with Wesley, the new meteorologist.” Indeed, the new hire was all the production assistants were talking about. In his mid-twenties and with approximately two percent body fat, he was catching eyes all over the place.

      “Oh, shush. You’re way hotter than Wesley.”

      “You know they put a pound of makeup on me. I look like a Muppet.”

      “First off, Muppets can be hot.”

      “I’m no expert, but I’m positive that was not Jim Henson’s intention.”

      “What about Miss Piggy? She’s got that whole sultry-but-bossy thing down pat. Men love that.”

      “You realize you just described yourself.”

      Brooklyn unleashed a belly laugh. “Turns out men don’t actually love that. At least not my particular brand of sultry and bossy.”

      Alec smiled to himself and sank back in his chair. “I don’t know. I fell for it at one point.”

      “Careful, Alec. I mentioned the extreme horniness. That hasn’t really gone away.”

      His eyes drifted shut, allowing him to conjure an image of Brooklyn—her smile, which could light an entire city block, and her bright and soulful eyes, which never failed to pull him in. He wished she was there. He wished dozens of men weren’t vying for her attention. If he was certain that he could give her what she wanted, and that she could do the same in return, he could be persuaded to try again. “I can’t help but feel like we have unfinished business.”

      “We definitely do from that night.” Her voice had quieted. It was breathy, even. “But maybe we’ll always feel that way.”

      Maybe. A knock came at Alec’s door. “Brooklyn, hold on one sec. Someone’s here. Don’t go anywhere, okay?” He muted his phone, hopped up out of his chair and turned the knob.

      A young woman was hugging an armful of file folders. “Hi. Alec Trakas, right?”

      “That’s me.”

      “I thought so. My mom’s a big fan.”

      Of course. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I’m Sam. Robin Ortiz’s executive assistant. She asked me to deliver your copies of the research materials on Barry Millner. You’ll need to familiarize yourself with all of this.” She looked at Alec expectantly. “Can I put these somewhere?”

      Alec was dumbstruck. “Yes. Of course. Sorry.” He cleared off a table for her. “Is there a summary of the folders? It’s a lot to digest on top of everything I have to do for Good Day.”

      “Robin doesn’t believe in summaries. You’re going to have to read it all. And absorb it.” She cast him a look that said he was annoying her and also quite possibly an idiot. “Robin doesn’t skim the surface on anything. She’s all about the deep dive, and you’re about to do the deepest dive you’ve ever done in your life.”

      “Of course.”

      “You went to college, right?”

      “I did.”

      “When we land an interview like this, we cram.”

      “Okay.”

      “A guy like Barry Millner will eat you alive if you don’t know the details.”

      “So I’d better learn the details.”

      “See? You’re already getting the hang of it.” She strode toward the door. “Welcome to the news division.”

      “Thanks.” Alec swallowed hard, then closed the door and unmuted his call with Brooklyn. “Sorry about that.” No response came. “Brooklyn? Are you there?”

      That was when he saw the text from her. So sorry. Had to run. Another work emergency. See you Tuesday. xoxo

      And to think that a few minutes earlier, Alec and Brooklyn had managed to have a mostly fun phone call. They’d flirted even. There was talk of horniness. And now he had the Mt. Everest of file folders to scale, an interview to prepare for, and an uncertain but hopeful opportunity before him. He and Brooklyn never quite got the timing right, and this moment was the perfect illustration of that.

      It’s okay. I’m busy too. See you next week. Xo

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Much like the first time Brooklyn made an appearance during the marshmallow factory hour of Good Day USA, she had to convince herself this was a good idea. Today, it wasn’t the thought of taping a segment that had her nervous. It was her mouth. Specifically, what had come out of it when she’d talked to Alec days ago. She’d lost her compass during their phone conversation, getting stupidly flirtatious. Good God, she’d used the word horniness, and argued a case for Miss Piggy being hot. What in the hell was wrong with her?

      Of course, she knew the answer. Alec had taken a moment out of his day to shine a light on something good she’d done. He’d been generous with his kindness. She’d never had a defense for that. She’d only ever wanted to gobble up every minute of positive reinforcement he could give her. But she was a woman in her forties who needed to stop putting so much stock in the opinion of others. Even though that wasn’t as simple as it sounded.

      Fortunately, when the topic of their date night came up, she’d done a decent job of dismissing what had been driving her enthusiasm. Yes, she’d had the physical urge to kiss Alec into oblivion and destroy his shirt. She’d already been planning to push him down on the bed once they got to his room. But it wasn’t mere horniness. It wasn’t her sex drive gone wild. She’d fallen prey to the zap. The elusive spark. Whenever it materialized, it felt like magic. It just never managed to stick around for very long. Something always got in the way.

      Despite her trepidation about seeing Alec today, knowing she’d get to see Lela was enough to get her butt out of bed. She showered, dressed in a cute deep teal jumpsuit with fluttery sleeves, did her hair, and headed downstairs to meet her driver Tony. As soon as she reached the lobby, she was greeted by a smiling Cy in his dapper black uniform with the gold braided trim, stepping out from behind his desk.

      “Morning, Ms. Monroe.” He tipped his hat. “If I’d known you were up and at ‘em, I would’ve buzzed you. More flowers came. Must be from one of your gentlemen admirers.”

      “Oh. Can you hold on to them? I’m actually on my way out. I’m going to be on TV again.”

      “You’re always on the move. Somedays I wish I could be as busy as you.”

      “Aren’t you plenty busy as a doorman?”

      A corner of his mouth quirked up as if he had to think on that. “It’s not as challenging as my former career, but I do like taking care of the residents and making sure everything’s running smoothly.”

      “What did you do before this?” As close as Brooklyn and Cy had become, their chats frequently revolved around her, and when she got him to talk about himself, the topic was most often his family.

      “Logistics and warehouse management. Up in the garment district. I did that for twenty-one years before I switched to this.”

      “Why the change?”

      “The hours were terrible. I worked sixty or seventy hours some weeks. It paid well. It bought me a house. But I never saw my wife and kids. Once our first grandchild arrived, I had to make a change.”

      “This seems like a more sensible way to stay busy until retirement.”

      “Oh, I’m not retiring any time soon. I’ve got at least another eight or nine years in me. I can work until I’m seventy, no problem.” He rapped the side of his head with his knuckle. “Knock wood.”

      “I hope you’re going to stay here. I’d miss you if you left.”

      “That’s the plan. It can get a little slow, but that’s why I like you, Ms. Monroe. You always have something exciting going on. It’s never dull when you’re around.” He walked alongside her as they headed for the door, but he stopped. “Would you like me to bring the flowers upstairs to your apartment?”

      Brooklyn glanced at the arrangement. It was beautiful, with deep pink roses, purple iris, and pops of chartreuse foliage. She’d received a fair number of these over the last few weeks, and although she loved flowers, these deliveries failed to make her feel wanted or needed or appreciated. If anything, she was creeped out that so many men had figured out where she lived. “Why don’t you take them home for your wife?”

      “You don’t want them?”

      “They’re just from someone who saw me on TV. I don’t need the illusion of romance, Cy. I want the real thing. You and your wife have the real thing, right?”

      “We do.”

      “There you go.”

      “I’ll bring the card up to your apartment.”

      She was probably going to toss it in the recycling after reading it. “That works.”

      “I think you’re smart to wait for real romance.” He grinned wide and escorted her outside to the car, where her driver Tony took over. “Have a good day.”

      “You too, Cy. You too.”

      Tony was quick in getting Brooklyn to the studio while she answered emails on her phone. When she arrived and got out of the car, she was relieved not to be greeted by anyone with a protest sign, grammatically challenged or otherwise. It made for an easy trip inside to stop at the security desk.

      “Ms. Monroe, we’re so glad you’re back.” Maddie, the curly-haired security guard, took care of signing Brooklyn into the building. “I’ll get Stacia to take you where you need to go.”

      “Thank you so much,” Brooklyn said.

      “You know, we’ve got a pool going.” Jerome, the burly male guard, rocked back and forth in his seat, not looking at Brooklyn and instead eying a computer screen.

      “A pool?” Brooklyn asked.

      “A couple, actually,” Jerome quipped. “One to guess if you fall in love with one of those men who responded to the letter, one to guess when you’ll get pregnant, and the third is to guess whether you get pregnant at all. Twenty bucks minimum to get in, if you’re interested. One pool is up over three hundred dollars.”

      And to think Brooklyn had liked Jerome the first time she came to be on the show. Now she was rethinking it. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say in this situation. Good luck?”

      “I don’t need luck,” Maddie said. “I know I’m going to win.”

      “So says the woman who bet on Miami in the Super Bowl,” Jerome snorted.

      “Miami was good last year,” Brooklyn said in Maddie’s defense.

      “Yeah, Jerome. Shut it.”

      Brooklyn leaned closer to the woman guard, resting her arms on their reception desk. “Just out of curiosity, what exactly did you put money on? For the pool?”

      “I put twenty down that you won’t fall in love with one of those men, but another twenty that you’ll definitely get pregnant by Christmas.”

      “Christmas? That’s two months away.”

      Maddie cocked her head to the side. “Only takes a minute to get pregnant.”

      True. “So, no love connection? You’re thinking sperm bank is the way to go?”

      Maddie shook her head. “Oh, no. I think you’re going to fall in love with someone who takes you completely by surprise. Not someone who sent you a lame email. That’s lazy. What woman wants that?”

      “I get your point.”

      “Don’t worry. I have a sixth sense when it comes to this stuff.”

      “Interesting.” Brooklyn couldn’t help but wonder if Maddie had an actual talent for predictions. Was this one of Brooklyn’s signs? “Thanks.”

      “You aren’t going to ask me what I think?” Jerome sounded genuinely disappointed.

      Brooklyn pursed her lips and considered the question. “Nah. I think I already have my answer.”

      A tall and curvy woman rushed in from the hall. “Ms. Monroe, I’m Stacia. You can come with me.” She glanced at Maddie. “I just heard from Jason Adams’ publicist. He should be here any minute.”

      “Jason Adams, the actor?” Brooklyn’s voice hit an unnaturally high note, sounding both incredulous and excited. Jason Adams was a Movie Star—capital M, capital S. He was also a major hottie.

      Stacia held a finger to her lips. “You can’t tell a soul. He’s here to promote the opening of Lavaman in a few days and announce his next film, but we only teased his appearance, calling him a surprise guest.”

      Brooklyn twisted an imaginary key in front of her lips and tossed it over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      Stacia walked Brooklyn down the hall toward Lela’s dressing room.

      “Is Alec on set right now?” Brooklyn asked, hoping she sounded completely casual and even slightly disinterested.

      “He’s not. He did most of the first hour of the show and now he’s in a meeting upstairs with news. I don’t think he’s slotted to be back before we wrap.”

      Brooklyn decided this was for the best, even if it was disappointing. Alec was busy following his dream. She’d catch him some other time. “Okay. Tell him I say hi if you see him.”

      “Will do. Here you are.” Stacia rapped on the door with the back of her hand. “Ms. Bennett? Ms. Monroe is here.”

      Lela answered a few seconds later with a surprising squeal. “I’m so excited we get to do this together.”

      Stacia wisely got out of the way and Brooklyn immediately went in for a hug. “I know. How awesome is it?”

      “Come on in,” Lela said, closing the door behind Brooklyn. “I have a few product samples for you to take with you today. Things that I think might work well for a Posh Post box.” She pulled out a zip-top bag filled with various tubes and jars.

      “Are these all things that are currently on the market?”

      “No. The cream blush comes out early next year.”

      Brooklyn tucked the items into her bag. “Perfect. I’ll get back to you later tonight or tomorrow with my thoughts. We might even want to put Lela B in more than one box. Or maybe do a box that’s exclusively Lela B? We could get you to do some video content for the website, or maybe talk about it on the show. What’s your favorite color? We should definitely incorporate that into the box design. Do you have a favorite font? Tom in the design department is big on typography.”

      Lela stood frozen, her eyes wide with astonishment.

      “Too much?”

      Lela clasped Brooklyn’s forearm. “Let’s take it one project at a time.”

      “I’m sorry. I get one idea and my brain starts running and the next thing I know, I haven’t slept and I have several notebook pages of things I want to do.”

      Lela glanced at her phone, then flipped it face down on the table. “Look, we have at least fifteen minutes before they’re going to need us on set. Let’s have a chat.” She sat on the small sofa in the corner of the room and patted the empty cushion next to her.

      “This doesn’t sound good.” Brooklyn proceeded with caution, hoping Lela wasn’t about to say that their burgeoning friendship needed to slow down.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t bite.” Lela leaned closer, resting her elbows on her knees and peering into Brooklyn’s eyes with a look that could only be described as pity. “I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but I’m concerned about you.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes. After seeing you in action at Posh Post and starting to understand how you work, I think you might be headed for a serious case of burnout.”

      “I don’t know why people think this about me. I’m fine.”

      “I think you’re confusing surviving with thriving. And that’s because you and your sister have done a brilliant job with your company. But have you noticed that she takes time for herself and you don’t? Almost every time I call you, you’re at work or thinking about work.”

      “Sometimes I think about motherhood. And babies.”

      “While you’re at work?”

      Brooklyn sucked in a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. “Yes.”

      “Look. I only spent a few hours with you that day I was at your office, but I was completely exhausted by the time I left. I had to go to bed early. And I was only observing.”

      “I thought that was a pretty chill day. We had lunch. We hung out with my mom.”

      “No fewer than ten people interrupted the mailroom tour you tried to give me. Every single person who works for you counts on you, even for little things. You need to make that go away.”

      “How is it bad that I know everything about my own business? Seems to me like that’s the best way to do it.”

      “I get it. I was the same way at the beginning. Nobody was capable of doing things right. It was my company and I was the only person who knew how things should be done.”

      “I’m very open about my control issues. I fully admit to it.”

      “And that’s admirable. But acknowledging it doesn’t mean jack if you don’t do anything to make it better.” Lela pressed her lips together tightly, almost as if she didn’t know what to say next. “And I worry about what might happen if and when you finally get pregnant. Stress isn’t good for a baby, and it’s not good for you. But I also can’t see you quickly handing off responsibility. If you’re really serious about having a family, especially if you’re going to do it on your own, you need to start laying the foundation. That means cutting down on your workload.”

      Brooklyn’s plan had always been to slow down after she was pregnant, but she could see Lela’s point. “I don’t want to hire a CEO. I know what happens. You get a board of directors, and too many layers of bureaucracy and then the next thing you know, I’m being ousted as founder.”

      “Then don’t do that. Hire a COO.”

      “Technically, operations is Virginia’s job. So that won’t help.”

      “That might be true, but you still end up doing a lot of it. Maybe think about you and Virginia sharing the CEO job, then bring on someone for operations.”

      Brooklyn wasn’t sure why there was something buried deep inside her that told her to fight this idea. Alec had expressed similar sentiments, more than once. Maybe she needed to get serious about a change. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

      “I’m no expert on structuring a business. All I’m saying is there are lots of ways to do it and I think it would be good for you if there was a little less on your plate.”

      “Make room for other stuff.”

      “Like a baby?”

      Brooklyn grinned and leaned in to give Lela a hug. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “No problem.” Lela got up from the couch. “We should probably talk about the segment. The producer wants me to ask you about your baby plan. How much do you want to talk about it?”

      Brooklyn was worried Jerome was just going to start another pool. “Exactly enough to satisfy the viewers. Then I think we move on. If that’s okay with you.”

      “Perfectly fine with me. The beauty of live TV is they can’t make me go back and change it. Now let’s get out there and do some makeovers.”

      Lela and Brooklyn made their way down the hall to wait until they got the okay to go inside the studio. A few moments later, the subjects of their makeovers arrived, with partners and little ones in tow. With two babies in such close proximity, Brooklyn had to make a point of keeping her hands to herself. The urge to squeeze tiny feet and make little faces light up with a smile was too great.

      One couple, Kurt and Flora, had a three-month-old boy, and the other pair, Tasha and Leslie, had a five-month-old girl. Neither child was particularly excited about being there, what with the harsh fluorescent lights overhead and non-stop grown-up chatter. They fussed and whimpered, while Brooklyn tried to put herself in these parental shoes. In light of the conversation she’d just had with Lela, Brooklyn truly saw—for the very first time—that she wouldn’t want to be standing in that hall, bouncing her little one on her hip while thinking about work. Or worse, stressing about it. Lela was right. And Alec had been right, too. Brooklyn didn’t need to merely figure out her baby-making situation. The career she’d once thought was everything needed a makeover of its own. Stat.

      Stacia opened the door to the studio and waved the makeover moms in, while the partners and babies were escorted down to a viewing room to watch the taping. Lela and Brooklyn went to get settled with the matching workstations set up by the stagehands, complete with makeup kits, hydraulic chairs, mirrors, and some extra, softer, lighting.

      They were counted out of the commercial break and the show went live, Tilly Ann introducing both Brooklyn and Lela. “These two marvels of the makeup world are doing makeovers today for two very lucky new moms, then at the end, we have an amazing treat for everyone. The special guest we’ve been hinting at over the last few days will be here with an exciting announcement.”

      Brooklyn’s mind immediately went to Jason Adams. But what in the heck was the connection between him and the segment she was doing with Lela? Moms and makeup and superheroes? She had no clue about the answer, but Alec was always complaining about the harebrained stuff they did on the show. Apparently, this was one more example.

      Lela took the segment reins into her very capable hands. “Thank you, Tilly Ann. We look forward to our special guest. Let’s go ahead and get started,” Lela said. “Brooklyn is working with Flora today and I’ll be doing makeup for Tasha. We’re going to focus on two looks, but since they’re for women who are juggling a lot, they’re both incredibly fast and simple. One is a very natural daytime look, and then we’ll dress it up for a night out.”

      “I volunteer to babysit.” The words just popped out of Brooklyn’s mouth, probably because being in front of the camera made her so nervous. Luckily, Flora and Tasha laughed.

      “For anyone who missed Brooklyn’s first appearance on Good Day, she made quite a stir by openly sharing her hopes to have a family, even if that means moving forward without a partner,” Lela said, not missing a beat. She swirled a contour brush in a blush compact. “So, while I highlight Tasha’s lovely cheekbones here, do you want to give us an update, Brooklyn?”

      “First off, I want to thank everyone who reached out to me after my last appearance. It’s nice to know people are in my corner.” Some people, at least. “I’m afraid that not much has changed yet. I still want to have a baby and I’m still exploring my options.” Brooklyn hoped her vague answer would be sufficient. She didn’t want to close any doors, but she also didn’t want to leave any glaringly open. There was no telling who might walk through it. “Now, I really like a waterproof mascara for daytime. It’s great if you’re running around and sweating. Or maybe you’re giving your baby a bath and get water splashed in your face.”

      Lela cast her a smile. “That’s a great tip.”

      “Also,” Flora interjected. “Sometimes babies make you cry. So it’s good for that, too.”

      “Amen to that,” Tasha added.

      Brooklyn made a mental note: You’ll probably cry. From there, the four women had a very fun chat about beauty and babies while Lela and Brooklyn completed the makeovers. It was sheer heaven, like the cameras weren’t even there. The first look was received very well by Tasha and Flora, but it was the second one that really left them happy.

      “I’d forgotten what it was like to look pretty. Or feel good about my appearance,” Tasha said, her voice cracking. “Having a kid isn’t always great for your self-esteem.”

      “Oh, my God. Yes. You go from the chaos of pregnancy to the hurricane of a newborn. There’s no time to worry about what you look like.” Flora nodded as she looked into the mirror and turned her head from side to side. “This is amazing. Thank you.”

      Tilly Ann wandered over to their corner of the Good Day USA set. “You both look absolutely gorgeous. Thank you so much to Brooklyn and Lela for doing such a fabulous job. Now that we’re all done, I want to bring out our special guest, the star of Lavaman, which is coming out this weekend, Jason Adams!”

      From the darkest depths of the studio, Jason Adams burst into the light and hopped up on to the set in a flash of blinding white teeth, tousled sun-kissed hair, and biceps that clearly did not care to be contained by a silly T-shirt. “Ladies, you both look amazing.” He swooped down and kissed Tasha on the cheek. She cooed. Cooed. He did the same for Flora, who touched the side of her face in disbelief as soon as he stepped back.

      “Jason, why don’t you tell us why you’re here today?” Tilly Ann asked, cozying up to him.

      Two minutes earlier, Brooklyn had wondered how this segue was going to make any sense at all. Now she didn’t care. She only felt lucky. As pretty as Jason Adams was in pictures and on screen, he was one hundred times more drool-worthy in person. The man was magnetic. No one, especially not Brooklyn, could look away.

      “I’m here to announce that we’re about to start shooting the sequel to Lavaman. It’s called Lavababy and it’s all about Lavaman falling for a single mom after discovering that her child has the same powers he does.”

      Brooklyn and Lela made eye contact. It was obvious that she was struggling just as much as Brooklyn. No matter how enthusiastic and earnest Jason was, it was hard not to laugh. Of all the stupid ideas for a movie, this had to be top on the list. Of course, that probably meant it was going to make a kajillion dollars at the box office.

      “I’m really excited to be making a movie with a strong mom character.” He stepped closer to Tilly Ann. Brooklyn thought the woman might melt right then and there. “As my fans know, I lost my dad when I was young, and my mom is the only reason I got through that. She’s the most resilient, wonderful person in the entire world. I owe her everything. I would not be standing in a television studio right now if it wasn’t for her. I wouldn’t be making movies and living my dream.”

      Brooklyn found her eyes getting watery. Then she noticed that everyone was wiping away tears. What in the hell was happening? What was this power Jason Adams had? Where he could talk about the most idiotic movie ever in one breath, then make everyone cry in the next?

      “After I saw Miss Monroe’s segment on this show a few weeks ago, I realized that there’s this thread of the importance of strong women and moms running through my life.”

      “How do you even have time to watch the show, Jason?” Tilly Ann asked.

      He laughed. “I have to make time. It’s my mom’s favorite show. So I tape it, then I watch a few segments so she and I can talk or text about it. Alec is her favorite, so I try to watch everything he does.”

      “Moms love Alec,” Tilly Ann quipped.

      “I’ve heard that,” Jason replied, half laughing. “So anyway, the East Coast premiere of Lavaman is this Friday, here in New York. This is a fan event, not like a regular premiere. We had a big lottery for tickets, but I have a few extra, so I’d like to give Tasha, Flora, and Lela each a pair so they can come and join us.”

      Tasha and Flora both erupted in squeals of delight. Lela politely clapped and smiled. Meanwhile, Brooklyn was left asking one question—what the hell? Am I not standing right here? Her face felt like it was on fire as she was blanketed in utter humiliation.

      “But what about Brooklyn?” Tilly Ann asked.

      Yeah, Tilly Ann. What about me?

      “I’m hoping that Ms. Monroe will accompany me as my date.” He moved closer to Brooklyn, but it happened so fast and effortlessly that she would’ve sworn he’d floated. “It’s my way of telling the world that all moms, and those that aspire to be one, especially on their own terms, are awesome.”

      “I know one thing. Every woman in America is going to wish she was Brooklyn Monroe this Friday night,” Tilly Ann said.

      “What do you say, Brooklyn? Will you come with me to the premiere of Lavaman?” Jason asked.

      Brooklyn was painfully aware of the camera on her. She looked into Jason’s crystal clear eyes and his uncannily symmetrical face and felt like there was only one answer she could give. “I’d love to.”

      Jason grinned, his smile making the temperature in the room spike a good five degrees. “Fantastic.”

      A camera zeroed in on Tilly Ann. “And we hope that everyone out there will go see Lavaman this weekend. In theaters nationwide. Have a good day, USA.”

      “And we’re out,” someone on set said.

      Tasha, Flora, and Tilly Ann surrounded Jason, followed by several members of the crew, giving Brooklyn a moment to catch her breath.

      “Whoa. I did not see that coming,” Lela said. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t even know what just happened. I feel like I got hit by a super hot bus.”

      Lela cast a sideways glance at Jason. “Sounds like you’re going to a movie premiere with that very hot bus. Maybe it’ll be a love connection.”

      Brooklyn looked over in his direction, and their gazes connected. That alone was enough to make her blush. “I don’t know. I’m a good ten years older than him,” she said out of the side of her mouth while holding a smile. “Probably more.”

      Lela waved it off. “That’s nothing. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be.”

      Was this what Maddie had predicted? Brooklyn hit Lela’s arm with the back of her hand. “Oh, crap. He’s coming over here.”

      “And I’ll take that as my cue to leave. Just act normal.”

      Like that’s going to happen.

      Jason arrived in a whoosh of appealing cologne, brandishing his broad shoulders while thrusting out his hand. “Brooklyn Monroe. It’s such an honor to meet you. Truly.”

      She noticed how smooth his skin was. Like a baby’s butt. His eyes were so sparkly, like fancy designer crystal figurines you see in a shop and wonder who buys them. “Nice to meet you, too. Should I call you Lavaman or simply Mr. Lava?”

      He laughed like he didn’t get it. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that, but I thought it would be more organic if it was a surprise. It’s going to be a really fun night. I promise.”

      Brooklyn giggled nervously, remembering what Alec had said about not feeling obligated to do anything the network asked of her. Had this really been Jason’s idea? Or someone else’s? “It’s okay. I like movies. As long as there’s free popcorn. And candy. And soda. There will be all of those things, won’t there?”

      “You can have whatever you want.” He took a step closer and this time, their eyes really locked on each other. His were like sexy magnets, if magnets were capable of being sexy.

      Annoyingly, I Wanna Be Your Lover popped into her head. Too soon, brain. Too soon. Brooklyn swallowed hard. “Milk Duds?”

      “They’re terrible for your teeth. But sure. I’ll have my people get in touch with your people.”

      “I only have one people. I mean, person. Her name is Laurel.”

      “I’ll find you.” He leaned closer and kissed Brooklyn’s cheek, leaving behind a lasting tingle. “I’m looking forward to our date, Brooklyn. If it goes down the way I’d like it to, you’ll be talking about the night for the rest of your life.”

      The rest of her life? What did that mean? She didn’t get a chance to ask her questions, standing frozen as Jason Adams and his objectively spectacular ass walked away. Today was the weirdest day ever. No other day was close, including the day the Posh Male letter went viral.

      But there was a part of her that said she needed to keep an open mind about Jason Adams and his invitation. Maybe Lela was right. It could be a love connection. And maybe Maddie had been right, too. Perhaps Brooklyn’s perfect guy had just popped into her life. In a way she never expected.
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      Alec’s first meeting in the news department wasn’t quite what he’d hoped for. Robin Ortiz ran the hour-long session, showing at all times that she was vibrant, smart, and incredibly driven. She was everything you could want in a colleague. She also didn’t seem to like being saddled with the middle-aged dude from the talk show. “I hope you know that things are very different in our department. The work is both slow and fast, which can be a real challenge for some people.”

      Some people. “I can handle whatever you throw my way.”

      “You have to act and react quickly, but you also need the stamina for long hours, and a sharp attention to detail.”

      Stamina. Nice one. “I worked in a newsroom in college and some in my early twenties. I’m familiar with the pace.”

      “Oh, right. Of course. When was that, again?”

      Alec cleared his throat. “Twenty years ago.”

      She arched both eyebrows and smiled wide at him. “So things have changed a bit since then, I’m guessing.”

      You’re guessing. “I’ll get up to speed. Don’t worry about me.” He kept an eagle eye on the clock. Brooklyn was about to be done filming her segment with Lela. “Anything else we need to go over?”

      “Nope. Just keep me posted on your progress with interview prep.”

      Alec gathered his things and walked out of Robin’s office. All he wanted to do was get downstairs, say hello to Brooklyn, then change into street clothes and walk home so he could dive back into his research on Barry Millner and prove to everyone, including himself, that he could still do this. But he didn’t get very far.

      “Did you hear what happened on Good Day?” a woman asked another as they passed each other in the hall.

      “Do you think it was a stunt? Some people will do anything to promote a movie.”

      A stunt? Alec hustled to the stairs and jogged down four flights to the ground floor. As soon as he was out of the stairwell, there was more hubbub. Things were always busy after the show had wrapped, but there was a noticeable buzz today. Something had happened. Alec whizzed by the guest dressing room Lela used, but it was empty.

      “Oh, Alec.” Stacia appeared out of nowhere. “Brooklyn Monroe was on the show while you were in your meeting. She wanted me to tell you hi.”

      “Did she leave already?”

      “She did.”

      Alec was eager for more intel on what had happened, so he decided to go straight to the source of all gossip—Jerome and Maddie in security.

      “Mr. Trakas, you missed all of the excitement,” Maddie said when he reached their desk.

      “So I gathered. I was hoping you could fill me in.”

      “Lavaman tanked my bets in the pools. I’m about to be out seventy bucks,” Jerome said.

      Alec leaned on the desk. “Jerome. You know you guys aren’t supposed to be doing that.”

      Jerome shrugged. “What are they going to do? Fire me? I’ve been here forever. I know everyone’s secrets.”

      Maddie simply nodded in agreement. “Anything he doesn’t know, I do.”

      Alec thought that sounded like a great insurance policy and made a mental note to start paying better attention to people’s secrets. “So what’s the bet?”

      “Whether Ms. Monroe will fall in love and get pregnant,” Jerome said. “I was sure it was going to be a no on both counts. Now I’m nervous.”

      Alec’s brain became like an old beater car, sputtering to a stop and exhaling a plume of steam. “Because of Jason Adams?”

      “He asked Ms. Monroe to be his date for his premiere. She said yes, of course,” Maddie answered. “Who could say no to him? Nobody, that’s who. I saw them together, and I’m telling you, there was chemistry. Big time.”

      “You’re saying that because it works for your line in the pools,” Jerome sniped.

      “You don’t have a nose for romance,” Maddie countered. “I had a feeling something good was going to happen for her. The timing is pretty uncanny. She and I were just talking about how she could be pregnant by Christmas. How amazing would that be? It would be the best gift ever. Plus, she and Jason Adams would have very pretty babies.”

      Alec didn’t know what to say. He only knew that it felt like his heart was currently residing under the soles of his shoes. Just that morning, he’d sent Brooklyn flowers. Now how much of an idiot did he look like? For some unknown reason, he continued to listen to the naive part of his brain that was saying he should try building a bridge to her. But it always seemed to crumble. And now he had to compete with Jason Adams? Knowing Jason’s effect on women, he’d probably only have to look at Brooklyn to get her pregnant.

      “Thanks for the scoop, guys. I’m going to head home.”

      “We’re going to miss you if you end up in news, Mr. Trakas. We won’t see you as much. Those folks always breeze right past us and head straight up the elevator,” Maddie said.

      “You know about that?” Alec had done everything he could to keep it quiet. If he flopped, he could tell people that it was just a one-off.

      “We know it all,” Jerome said.

      “Well, let’s put it this way. Nothing has been decided yet.”

      As planned, Alec changed and walked home, then headed straight to his home office. He dove right into work and managed several hours of research before his body waved the white flag of surrender. He couldn’t cram in any more details of Barry Millner’s life of private jets, exotic vacations, and expensive cars on other people’s dime.

      But now that he wasn’t immersed in reading, his brain returned to the other pressing matter, finding out what exactly had happened on his show while he’d been upstairs getting a hard time from Robin. More important, he had to see Brooklyn and Jason together. If Maddie was right, and there was chemistry, he was prepared to blow off the premiere. Strong recommendation from the network or not, Alec wasn’t about to endure that sort of punishment.

      Steeling himself, he pulled up the Good Day website. It took no searching at all to find the segment. The network’s digital team had already put it front and center on the homepage. He pressed play and sat back in his chair, running his hand through his hair. After waiting through a commercial for laundry detergent, he was greeted by Tilly Ann’s intro to the segment, followed by several minutes of fun banter and makeup tips between Lela and Brooklyn. Alec wasn’t even particularly bothered by the part where Brooklyn gave an update on her quest to become a mom. “Exploring her options” seemed like a perfectly reasonable response to the question.

      But as soon as they reached the end of their segment and Tilly Ann called out Jason Adams, Alec couldn’t help but cringe. He’d endured so many similar situations on the show, where the producers are grasping at straws to make something make sense. Since the network and the film studio were owned by the same media conglomerate, it was clear to Alec that somebody, somewhere, demanded Jason Adams be given full reign on Good Day USA to do whatever the hell he wanted.

      Even so, Alec saw the chemistry Maddie had mentioned, and it made his stomach pitch like a restless sea. Brooklyn’s eyes sparkled, her cheeks flushed with brilliant pink. She smiled and laughed at Jason, and then she accepted his invitation. I’d love to. The whole thing felt like a punch to the gut, but it also left Alec with a few questions. If Jason simply wanted to ask Brooklyn out, why not get her number and call her? Why ambush her on national TV?

      He closed down his computer, now plagued with even more unknowns, none of them having to do with Barry Millner. What if Jason Adams was Brooklyn’s one perfect guy? The phoenix rising out of the ashes? What if they became a thing? A couple. No matter how you sliced it, Alec was going to end up feeling responsible for that particular twist in Brooklyn’s life. He’d begged her to come on the show in the first place, which was what made her return segment possible. It was Alec’s fault that Brooklyn and Jason Adams had met.

      That wasn’t the fickle finger of fate. It was all on him.

      Alec’s stomach growled angrily, so he stumbled into his kitchen, made himself a peanut butter sandwich, and ate while leaning against the counter. The clock on the microwave said that it was a little after six. When his phone rang, he had to dash for his home office—he’d left it on the desk.

      “Hello?” he croaked, his mouth still sticky from peanut butter.

      “Alec? It’s Brooklyn. I feel terrible.”

      Was she going to tell him that accepting Jason’s invitation had been a mistake? God, he hoped so. “Why? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “You sent me flowers. But I didn’t know they were from you, so I gave them to my doorman and told him to bring them home to his wife.”

      So that was what had happened. “Don’t worry about it. It’s just some flowers. I sent them because I wasn’t sure you understood my appreciation for what you did to help me.”

      “I understood it, Alec. I got that message loud and clear when we talked.”

      “Oh, good. I wasn’t sure. You’re always joking around.” He wandered back to the kitchen, his phone pinned between his ear and shoulder.

      “That’s just my self-defense mechanism. I laugh stuff off when it gets serious. You should know that by now.”

      Only a few steps into this conversation, he realized that his line about making sure she knew that he appreciated her was an excuse. It was another lame-ass attempt at bridge-building. He’d be tempted to try a bolder approach if these smaller gestures weren’t falling short. And he still wasn’t sure he couldn’t give her what she wanted. “Well, I hope your doorman’s wife likes the flowers.”

      “Your card was nice. I saw it when I got home. Cy had saved it for me.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.” He found it hard to swallow, and not just because of the peanut butter. It had taken him nearly a half-hour to compose the message for the card, trying to walk the line between expressing gratitude and not laying it on too thick. Brooklyn had a nose for a line. She could sniff out anything inauthentic.

      Dear Brooklyn, Thanks again for your help. Your generosity means the world to me. Don’t stop being you. Love, Alec

      “I’m sorry I missed you at the studio today. I was in the meeting from hell.”

      “Did you hear what happened?”

      “How could I not? Everyone was talking about it.”

      “It’s weird, isn’t it? Why would a guy like Jason Adams ask me out? I mean, seriously. Have you looked at him?”

      Alec did think it was odd, but he wasn’t about to let on. He was more concerned with turning around Brooklyn’s thinking. “Brook, Jason Adams would be one lucky dude if you were interested in him.”

      “That’s sweet, but let’s be realistic, okay? He can have any woman in the world. Anyone he wants.”

      “That’s a myth. Nobody can have anyone they want. People thought that about me when that magazine called me ‘America’s early morning silver fox’, and it did very little to help me in the romance department.”

      “Umm. Not true. You asked me out right after that happened and I said yes, didn’t I?”

      Alec’s mind flashed to the night he and Brooklyn met at a mutual friend’s cocktail party. Exceptionally bad at the art of mingling, he’d never loved social events that hinged on walking up to people you barely knew and making chit chat. The only upside of being vaguely famous in a setting like that was that people will introduce themselves and you don’t have to explain what you do. The downside is that they often just want selfies or for you to sign something, usually for their mom. Brooklyn wasn’t like that at all. She’d entranced him that night. From the word “go”. “But that wasn’t the reason you went out with me, was it?” he asked.

      “Of course not. But it laid the foundation. I was super excited when you came up to me and started flirting.”

      He smiled. His version of flirting wasn’t particularly deft. It involved bringing over a glass of champagne, smiling, immediate flattery, and if he was lucky, a completely spontaneous joke that was actually funny. “That was a huge party.” He shut off the kitchen light and trailed down the central hall of his Brownstone to the stairs. It was late for him. He had to be up before four.

      “Tell me about it. There were way too many absurdly beautiful women there. It was like a herd of supermodels. Or a gaggle. It’s probably a gaggle, isn’t it?”

      Alec laughed. “I suppose.” Step by step, he climbed to the second floor to go to bed, all the while thinking that this had been his destination with Brooklyn that night everything got so confused. A place they’d visited dozens and dozens of times together. “So, in that scenario, why do you think you were the one I chose to talk to? Do you even know what made me come up to you?” In his room, he put Brooklyn on speaker and set his phone on his nightstand. He took off his jeans and flung them over the chair, then threw back the duvet and climbed into bed.

      “I don’t.”

      He picked up his cell and switched back to normal call mode. He preferred having her voice delivered straight into his ear. “You never thought about it? Not once?”

      “Honestly, I just thought that I was lucky. Or that you’d struck out before you got to me.”

      “Do you seriously think that little of yourself? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s not that I don’t have self-confidence. I do have that. Some, at least. It’s mostly that I’ve never felt like anything particularly special.”

      This conversation was slowly killing him. “It was your laugh, Brooklyn. I heard it across the room and there was something so purely joyful about it. I had to investigate.” Pointing out Brooklyn’s amazing attributes was only reminding him of every mistake he’d made with her. And how something or someone was always stepping between them.

      “I’d always thought my laugh sounded more like a cackle.”

      “Not to me. And then I saw you, and the way your eyes light up when you’re enjoying yourself, and all I could think was that there was no way I was leaving that party without talking to you.”

      “That was a fun night, wasn’t it?”

      “It’s the first time I remember being happy after my dad died.”

      Brooklyn was slow to respond. “Alec. That’s so sad. You never told me that.”

      “Of course I didn’t.” A single mention of it and he could feel the outer edges of the low place he’d been after losing his dad. He didn’t want to revisit it, but there were times when it was unavoidable. When grief came back in a wave and he simply had to ride it out. “When you’ve been sad for a long time and you finally get a break, you’ll do anything to grab that moment of happiness and hold on to it. You have no clue how long it will last.”

      “Of course. I’m so sorry.”

      “I also didn’t mention it because anything having to do with grief makes a pretty bad pick-up line.”

      “I suppose it would.” She sighed. “Alec, it’s so late for you. Don’t you need to get to bed?”

      “I’m actually already in bed.”

      “We were having phone sex this whole time and I didn’t know it?”

      He grinned. “I’m too tired for phone sex, Brooklyn. But it was good to catch up. It’s always nice to talk to you.”

      “Thank you again for the flowers. Will I see you at the premiere on Friday? I heard Tilly Ann say that everyone from the show will be there.”

      As much as he was dreading it, he knew he had to go. “I will be present and accounted for.”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      “And Brooklyn…”

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t want you to go into your date with Jason thinking that he’s better than you. He’s definitely not. Despite the superhero suit, he’s just a guy.”

      “Thanks, Alec. I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

      Alec hung up, knowing the one thing he wished he could do—giving the Lavaman premiere a wide berth—was not an option. He needed to be there and be on high alert. If Jason made one misstep, Alec was going to be there to catch it. At this point, protecting Brooklyn was the only thing he could do, but he’d have to be sly about it. She would kill him if he interfered.
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      Alec loved movies, and could admit that getting to attend opening weekend events was one of the best perks of being well-known, but he despised the red carpet. There were always too many cameras flashing at one time, he never knew which way to look, and all the while his mother’s voice was ringing in the back of his head telling him to stop slouching.

      In theory, the event for Lavaman would be right up his alley. No tuxes, no long line of limos, and a red carpet that was far more egalitarian—for a sea of superhero film fans and a handful of VIPs early on a Friday evening. Of course, Brooklyn and Jason were going to be there together. But there were only so many problems he could think about at once.

      Alec decided to go as Everyman as possible, forgoing a taxi or even driving himself and instead walking to the theater. It was the end of a beautiful late October day, the last strains of sun casting the city in an orange glow. This was what made living in Manhattan so magical. It was on days like this that New Yorkers fell back in love with the city.

      Since it was a fan event, he didn’t dress up—just a pair of khakis, a blue cashmere V-neck sweater, and a pair of sneakers. But as he got closer to the theater, he quickly realized that his otherwise pedestrian attire was about to stick out like a sore thumb. Everyone—absolutely everyone—was in full-on cosplay. Grown men were wearing wigs that looked like flames, kids were carrying homemade versions of Lavaman’s magma bow-and-arrow, and there were women wearing the catsuit version of Jason’s superhero suit.

      “Fuck.” Alec stood to the side, not wanting to venture anywhere near the red carpet. The press was going to murder him alive. Because of his job, he was already perceived as a mayonnaise sandwich on white bread in many circles. This urban dad look he was sporting was not going to make him seem any cooler. Part of him wanted to escape, but he also knew that he wouldn’t get any credit from the network for attending unless he was photographed at least once.

      And then there was Brooklyn. He’d told her he’d be here. And he wanted to keep an eye on Jason.

      He texted her. Are you here?

      Almost there. Why? Where are you?

      At the theater. What are you wearing?

      Are you trying to sext me?

      He grumbled under his breath. Invite said costumes encouraged, but optional.

      You didn’t wear one?

      Nope.

      And now you feel like a dork.

      Exactly. Alec seriously considered turning around and going home, but he had a second reason to be here—to see if there was a real love connection between Jason and Brooklyn or if it was something else. He had to do it for her sake. And selfishly, his own.

      A serious journalist wouldn’t wear a costume. You’re a serious journalist. Even when you talk about guacamole.

      Alec smiled at his phone. He and Brooklyn had their issues, but she could make him feel so much better. It was a big part of the reason he fell so hard for her the first time. And why he was struggling to convince himself that he wasn’t falling again. You’re right. See you inside.

      He crammed his phone into his pants pocket and decided he was going to attempt to skip the red carpet. Ahead, a round and burly security guy was standing behind one of those steel barricades they use for crowd control. Beyond him was the end of the gauntlet of photographers, and the entrance to the theater. Alec pulled out his VIP pass. “Any chance I can skip the line and sneak inside?”

      The man looked him up and down. “Why didn’t you dress up?”

      “I stupidly thought ‘optional’ meant optional.”

      “It’s a superhero movie. Everyone dresses up for the fan event.”

      Alec’s shoulders dropped. “And now I know that. Next time.”

      “You’re that guy. From the show. With the ladies. In the morning.”

      “Yes. Are you a fan?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. My mom loves you though.”

      Story of Alec’s life. “What do you want? Signed photo? Good Day USA water bottle? Beach towel? Name your price.”

      “A selfie. The two of us together. For my mom.”

      “Yes. You got it.” Enthusiastic about skipping the red carpet, Alec slung his arm over the man’s bulky shoulders and smiled for his phone. “Good?”

      He pushed the barricade forward enough for Alec to slink past him. “Yeah. Come on through.”

      But Alec didn’t get very far. A hand was on his arm, pulling him back. He turned to see the last person he’d expected—Tilly Ann.

      “Alec, what in the hell are you doing? You can’t skip the red carpet. The network will string you up, smear honey on you and release you into a pit of bears.”

      Alec now had a chance to absorb what Tilly Ann was wearing—jeans, boots, a black blazer, and a Lavaman T-shirt underneath. Why hadn’t he thought of that? “Everyone else is dressed up. I was hoping to avoid the tabloid commentary about my blandness.”

      She shook her head. “You act like an idiot sometimes.”

      “Hey. The invitation said costumes were optional.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You look hot. You always do.” She looped her finger in the air. “Turn around. Let me check out those jeans in the back.”

      Alec spent so much of his life trying hard to not make waves, but he had to tell Tilly Ann how he felt when she treated him like this. “It bothers me when you make comments on my appearance.”

      “What?”

      “And when you touch me when we’re on set.”

      “Touch you?”

      “Yes. You rub my shoulders and put your hand on my lower back, although it’s practically my butt. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      She cocked her head to one side and the creases in her forehead grew deeper. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      She looked around, then waved him over to the curb, where there were fewer people standing. “How long have you felt like this?”

      Alec couldn’t remember the timeline. Tilly Ann was already a fixture on the show when he started, and as the new hire, he’d been eager to fit in and make sure people liked him. So things happened, and he let them slide. “I don’t know exactly. It’s been a gradual progression. Over the course of years.”

      Tilly Ann kneaded her forehead. “Jesus, Alec. I’m so sorry. I had no idea I was doing that. Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      “Because I didn’t want to make a big deal about it.”

      She managed a thin smile as someone from the network walked by. “And now it seems like a bigger deal because you waited so long.”

      This was not what Alec had wanted. And now he appreciated on an even deeper level why women didn’t always speak up when things like this happened to them. There was no reward in bringing the unpleasantness to light. Instead, he felt like he’d opened Pandora’s box. The best he could hope for now was that things at work would be better. “Well, maybe that’s true, but now you know, so I’d like to move on. Let’s just enjoy our evening.”

      “Okay.” He and Tilly Ann began making their way to the VIP entrance for the red carpet. “Do you want me to go first?” she asked as it was about to be their turn.

      “We could go together. I’m sure it’ll make the network happier.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll just keep my hands to myself.”

      “Tilly Ann, I don’t want you to be self-conscious about it.”

      “But I am now.”

      “Okay. How about this? Is there anything I do that bothers you?” While they were clearing the air, he figured they might as well go for it and get it all out.

      “Sometimes I catch you rolling your eyes at me.”

      Alec swallowed hard. He was guilty as charged. And if he expected Tilly Ann to take him more seriously, he needed to extend her the same courtesy. “I’m sorry. I will stop doing that right away. Thank you for telling me.” He held his hand out to let her go first, then Alec followed behind her on to the carpet. The cameras clicked like crazy, and the flashes came so fast that it was like stepping out onto the beach without sunglasses.

      “Can I ask you something?” Tilly Ann asked through grinned teeth as she planted one hand on her hip and expertly angled her body.

      “Of course,” he replied, turning slightly so his best side was to the majority of the cameras.

      “Is it true you’re making a move to news?”

      Alec was caught off guard, but if Maddie and Jerome knew, it was probably only a matter of time before everyone else heard about it. “Trying to,” he said as the next person in line grabbed the photographers’ attention and they were able to inch toward the end of the carpet.

      “Good luck with that. Just don’t let them pull a bait and switch.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They want something out of you, so they give you a shot at something new and shiny. Then they tell you you’re not right for it, when the truth is that they were never really interested, but they were willing to take the chance since you’d already given them what they wanted.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “I’ll tell you the story someday.”

      Alec’s stomach soured. “Okay. Thanks for the advice.”

      “I’m going to hunt down a drink. I hope to hell they have wine at this thing,” Tilly Ann said as she headed for the door.

      Alec was about to follow her inside, but he spotted a massive black SUV pulling up to the curb. There was an immediate commotion, with photographers jockeying for a better view. It had to be Jason, which meant it had to be Brooklyn, too. Alec hung back, doing his best to blend into the background while craning his neck to see. The car door opened and Jason was out first, wearing a sleek all-black ensemble—designer suit, dress shirt, and tie. No, he hadn’t worn a tux, nor had he gone with a costume. He’d dressed like a total badass, and Alec was the counterpoint. Bland vs. Badass. No contest, unfortunately.

      The fans outside began shrieking and rushing the car, kept back only by a line of broad-shouldered security guards. Jason held out his hand for Brooklyn, who emerged in a skin-tight black bodysuit and red thigh-high boots. Alec found it very hard to swallow. She looked insanely good. And he’d never, ever seen her wear anything like that before. He had to admit that he liked it. A lot. But as stupid as he’d felt about his clothing choices before, that feeling was tenfold now.

      As they walked up to the center stretch of the carpet and the publicists herded everyone else aside, Jason and Brooklyn were able to take center stage. They were holding hands like they’d been a couple for years, not minutes. Their easy rapport was evident in the way Brooklyn kept tossing her head back and laughing. Meanwhile, the photographers shouted at them both to get their attention. Jason, over here. Smile for us, Brooklyn. It wasn’t merely Jason’s moment, it was hers, too. Just as Lela had let on, Brooklyn had become a hot commodity. This was Alec’s first time witnessing it in person, and it made him question all of his motives for being there. Brooklyn didn’t need him to look out for her. She was doing just fine on her own.

      Alec ducked inside and beelined for the VIP concession line, intent on getting the biggest popcorn he could so he could drown his sorrows in butter and salt. But he didn’t get far before Brooklyn was tapping him on the shoulder.

      “There you are.”

      Alec turned, nearly eye-to-eye with Brooklyn in her sky-high heels. “Here I am.”

      “You don’t look like a dork. I like that sweater. It’s very Mr. Rogers.” Brooklyn had her hair in this retro teased style that made her look like a Bond girl, and her eye makeup was thick and black. She looked dangerous. And not like a woman who wanted to spend time with Mr. Rogers. Even so, Alec couldn’t have been more turned on if he tried.

      “Thanks. I think.”

      Jason came up behind her, placing both of his hands on Brooklyn’s waist and settling his chin on her shoulder. Alec wanted to kill him. But he didn’t. Murdering the star of the movie at his own fan event was a sure ticket to the slammer. “Alec. Hey. I don’t know why you think you look like a dork.”

      Alec had now become an adorable inside joke between Jason and Brooklyn. Great. “Very fun event. Thanks for inviting me.”

      “Yeah. It’s so much better than the regular premieres. I get to hang out with my fans,” Jason said. Behind him, a couple tapped his shoulder and asked for his autograph. “Over there on the table are a stack of signed 8-by-10s. You can grab one of those.”

      “Is Lela here?” Alec asked, by way of conversation.

      “She wasn’t able to come. She and her husband went to Connecticut to visit his mom,” Brooklyn said. “I should probably go pee before the screening starts. I’m guessing it’s going to take me twenty minutes to peel off this thing and jam myself back into it.”

      “Don’t be gone long,” Jason said, giving her a little squeeze and making Alec reconsider his vow to not kill him.

      “So… you and Brooklyn,” Alec said as soon as she was out of earshot. “Didn’t really see that coming.” Alec hoped he sounded completely nonchalant and in no way paranoid.

      “Yeah. You could have witnessed the whole start of it if you’d been there that morning. I was surprised you weren’t there that day.”

      “I was upstairs in a meeting. I’m making a move into our news division.”

      Jason nodded. “Cool. It wasn’t my idea. But you know how these things go. Somebody in the marketing department comes up with a half-baked idea, but your publicist thinks it could end up being great, and then your manager gets involved and all they care about is the money side, and well, let’s just say that I’m not going to look like this forever. I need to cash in while I can.”

      Alec still wasn’t entirely sure what Jason meant, but he had a pretty good idea. And he didn’t like it at all. He looked back over his shoulder and there was no sign of Brooklyn. It was time to put his interview skills to the test. “So they suggested you invite Brooklyn?”

      “Turns out the movie has tested through the roof with women. That’s not always the case with these franchises. That’s why we’re doing the sequel about the baby. And that’s also why they asked me to take Brooklyn tonight. They wanted someone who was high profile, but still an everyday woman. Someone other women could relate to.”

      Alec choked back his anger, knowing he had to keep it in check. “You two seem to be hitting it off though.”

      Jason nodded. “Of course. I get along great with all women. And Brooklyn’s pretty easy on the eyes, if you catch my drift.”

      Oh, Alec caught it. He wanted to ball up Jason’s drift and launch it right back in his face. With spikes attached. Also, fire. “Right.”

      “Plus, I’m an actor. I can make my way through anything.”

      Alec turned back again and this time he spotted Brooklyn walking out of the women’s room. She stopped to take a photo with two teenage boys who needed to put their eyes back in the sockets.

      “My agent just got here. I need to have a chat with her,” Jason said. “I’ll see you around, Alec.” Like a superhero, he was gone in a flash.

      Alec knew this was likely his only chance to get Brooklyn alone so he could talk to her and warn her about Jason. He hustled over to her and grabbed her arm. “Can I steal you for a minute?”

      She glanced over at Jason, who was immersed in conversation with his agent, presumably. “Sure. But just a minute.”

      Alec took her hand and led her to the only private spot in the lobby—behind a large potted ficus tree. “I need to ask you one favor. As a friend.”

      “A favor? Now? Can’t this wait?”

      “No. It can’t.”

      A low grumble left her throat. “Your timing sucks, Alec. I’m on a date.”

      He was well aware his timing was the absolute worst. It was the one constant in his life. He looked into her warm eyes, his heart beating hard, and decided that he couldn’t hurt her feelings and tell her the truth of what Jason had said. He didn’t have it in him. But he did have to warn her of the one thing she should not do, even when he knew she would be angry with him for injecting himself into the situation. “You have to promise me you won’t try to make a baby with Jason Adams.”
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      Brooklyn found Alec’s plea patently absurd. Make a baby with Jason Adams? Although the idea had crossed her mind for a nanosecond, that was a highly unlikely outcome. “It’s our first date. I really prefer to wait until the second date to get pregnant.”

      “Don’t joke around about this. You’re the one who said you might date thirty-seven guys because they responded to your letter. How am I supposed to know you won’t take him seriously if he wants to participate?”

      “And why am I supposed to listen to your opinion on this subject at all, Alec? We aren’t a couple. Not anymore.”

      “Because I care about you, Brooklyn. A lot.”

      That gave her pause. Scratch that—it was like her entire body had slammed on the brakes. It wasn’t the words so much, although they had some heft. It was the gravity in his voice. She’d only heard that tone one other time—the day he broke up with her. “I care about you, too. But you’re going to have to tell me why you’re weighing in on this at this particular moment. Is there something I’m missing?”

      “I can’t tell you more. Not right now. I’m just begging you not to sleep with him.”

      “I don’t have the patience for guessing games. Give me one good reason.”

      “Just one?” His eyes blazed with intensity.

      “Yes—” Brooklyn hardly got out that one syllable before Alec’s lips were on hers. Warm. Soft. Uncannily in sync with her. All she wanted was more, so she kissed him back. Hard. He recklessly raked one hand into her hair and the other was at her waist, his fingers digging into the fleshiness of her hips. She grabbed his biceps, holding on for dear life. One half of her brain was telling her to break away, but the other half—the half that really, really liked Alec and was incredibly biased toward good kissers, said, oh, hell yes. Game on, sister. Fireworks exploded in her head. She arched her back. He leaned in. Had he always smelled this good? She had a fleeting fantasy of taking off her clothes and climbing inside that impossibly soft dorky blue sweater along with him, soaking up his heat, pressing her breasts against his chest, toppling the ficus tree, and kissing him into oblivion on a bed of tropical foliage.

      But then she heard a voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, the screening will begin in fifteen minutes.”

      She pushed back from Alec, using his impressive arms as leverage. Her lips immediately protested. Uh, hello? Things were just getting good. “A kiss isn’t a reason.” She struggled for breath, but she was proud of herself for encapsulating the problem in only a few words.

      “But what if it was?” His chest heaved like he’d just sprinted up twenty flights of stairs.

      “I’m wearing thigh-high boots and I’m on a date with another man. This isn’t a good time for riddles.”

      “Brooklyn, I have feelings for you. I never stopped having feelings for you. I think we’re going to make a huge mistake if we don’t try again.”

      Her heart was pounding against her chest. Her head was swimming, drunk on his kiss, stuck in a tug of war about good and bad, and confused like hell by the notion behind his words. “Try again? But you don’t want to be a dad. You told me as much that night we had dinner. And if you know anything about me, then you know that’s not a point of negotiation. It’s the whole reason I ended up in a movie theater in a cat suit.”

      He reached for her arm, cupping it with the very tips of his fingers. “I think we should talk about it.” His voice was so soft. His eyes so earnest. It made her heart ache.

      “You’re serious about this?”

      “I am. I just need to get past this big interview and see where the job with the news division goes.”

      Oh, how the tables had turned. And turned back again. Now who was putting life on hold because of their job? “It sounds to me like you have a lot of thinking to do. I can’t help you make that decision and I really can’t do it now.” She glanced over Alec’s shoulder to see Jason scanning the lobby, probably searching for her. “I need to go, Alec. I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll call you.”

      “Uh, okay.” She wasn’t sure what that was going to accomplish. She ducked out from behind the ficus and away from Alec, her lips still tingling. Damn him for making her feel so torn. Because the truth was that she would gladly ditch Jason Adams for Alec. If only he wanted everything she did.

      She caught up to Jason. “I’m so sorry. I had to talk to Alec about something.”

      Jason wrapped his arm around Brooklyn’s waist, and she couldn’t help but notice how her body’s first reaction was to tense up. Her heart, her head, and her gut seemed to be in agreement that this wasn’t right and probably not real. “I was starting to think you were avoiding me.” He kissed her on the cheek. Funny how her love life had gone from barren landscape to fertile field. Men were kissing her left and right.

      “Don’t worry. I’m all yours now.”

      Jason took her hand and they began making their way into the theater. As they strode down the aisle, the fans rose to their feet and clapped and cheered. The adoration they felt for Jason was palpable. The air was thick with it. And Brooklyn thought about how strange it was to soak up praise from people you’d never really meet. Still, she didn’t begrudge Jason for taking advantage of every minute of it. He was clearly making an awful lot of people very happy, and as unsure as she was about this entire evening, it felt special to be present for it.

      They found their seats in the VIP area, near Jason’s costars. The lights went down and Jason took Brooklyn’s hand again, rubbing her knuckles with his thumb. She glanced over at him, seeing only his profile, wondering again if he actually liked her. Or if there was something else to this. Just have fun, Brooklyn.

      Of course, the kiss from Alec wasn’t helping things. Her body was still humming from it. He always managed to leave a lasting impression on her. And his suggestion that they try again only made it more potent. She’d made mistakes. But so had he. Did that mean they had a chance? And if they did, could it actually work? Because she’d meant what she’d said. Casting aside her dream of having a child was not an option. If she opened up her heart to him and he ultimately decided that his dream—the one where he had a whole new career—was more important? It would break her in two.

      As the movie played, Brooklyn was thankful for the distraction of non-stop action, with blobs of magma flying through every scene, bad guys burning to a crisp, and the vision of Jason, hands on his hips and his shoulders taking up the entire width of the screen in that mind-blowing red and black suit. He was nice to look at and a pretty decent actor. She’d give him that. The audience loved every thrilling minute, clapping and cheering as Lavaman triumphed over evil. When the closing credits rolled, the crowd again expressed how much they worshipped him and his creative endeavor, with a deafening standing ovation.

      After the premiere came the party, at a nearby restaurant which the studio had rented out for the night. That was when Brooklyn truly knew that she could never make it in Jason’s world. First off, there were far too many young and stunningly beautiful women around. Brooklyn’s sense of self was already teetering on the brink, depending on the day, and there was no way she’d survive more than a few hours of this. But the bigger issue was the parade of his very famous friends, people she was initially thrilled to meet, but who time and again made her feel as though she was a novelty. A punch line to a joke that had grown very old, where they thought it was “cute” that she wanted to have a baby and had gone about it in such a “unique” and “interesting” way.

      None of this was a stunt. This was her life. And she was eager to get back to the business of owning it and molding it into the best version she could.

      By the time Jason’s driver picked them up, Brooklyn only wanted two things—her bed and a graceful exit from this date.

      “You okay? Did you enjoy yourself?” Jason asked as he loosened his tie.

      “I did. It was fun. I’ve never done anything like this. Going to a movie screening with the actual star of the film? It’s all been very glamorous.”

      “Well, good. I’m glad you had fun.” Jason scrolled through his phone, smiling and nodding at the screen, sometimes typing away and laughing. “Sorry. Just work stuff.”

      “Yeah. Of course.” She’d used those exact words herself many times. In fact, she’d used them with Alec. And her mom. And her sister. Being on the receiving end, she realized just how unpleasant it was. Between this moment, and the talk she’d had with Lela a few days ago, she knew she needed to make a serious change when it came to her work life. As they pulled up in front of her building, Brooklyn spotted Cy as he beelined through the door and headed for the car. He was working late, and she’d never been so thankful for anything. “This is me.”

      “I had a great time tonight,” Jason said. “I’d love to see you again, but I don’t know my schedule right now. I fly to Toronto Sunday for some press and pre-production on Lavababy, but I’m not sure how long I’ll be there. Then I go to LA for at least two weeks. The schedule is always changing, and everything is up in the air.”

      Brooklyn felt the need to let Jason off the hook, and not just for his benefit. It was for hers, too. She’d enjoyed her date with a superhero, but Alec was right. Jason was just a guy. “You know, Jason, I really appreciate you inviting me tonight, and it was super fun, but we’re in very different places in our lives. I’m ready to settle down, and your whole career is taking off.” Very much like her and Alec.

      He nodded a bit too eagerly, then his sights quickly returned to his phone. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      Well, that was easy. “Goodnight, Jason. Good luck with everything.” She leaned over and pecked him on the cheek just as Jason’s driver was opening the door and Cy patiently waited for her on the sidewalk.

      “Goodnight, Brooklyn. I hope you find everything you’re looking for.”

      “Thanks. Me too.” She hopped out as gracefully as she could, teetering on the sky-high heels of her boots. Why were female superheroes expected to wear stilettos? Ballet flats or sneakers were far more sensible for saving the world. “Working late tonight, Cy?”

      “It’s a double shift for me today, unfortunately. Miguel has a nasty cold.”

      The conversation she and Cy had earlier that week popped into her head. “So much for the regular hours, huh?”

      “This doesn’t happen too often, but my wife doesn’t like it when I’m at work this late, that’s for sure.”

      “Do you like your job, Cy?”

      He came to a stop at the door and delivered an expression she’d never seen on his face. “Aside from my wife, kids, and grandchildren, more than anything. But it’s the people, not the job.”

      Brooklyn’s brain was going now, and she had what she thought might be a brilliant idea. A way to help herself slow down at work, and help Cy, too, if he was interested. “Would you have any interest in coming to work for me?”

      “What would that entail?”

      “I could really use someone to oversee our operations. I have a feeling it’s not that different from what you used to do before you were a doorman.” Brooklyn felt a bit like she was standing on the edge of a cliff. She’d fought this idea for so long that it had become like a reflex. But she had to let go. She had to make a change. “But it’s not just your qualifications. I need someone I can trust.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “And you thought of me?”

      Brooklyn’s heart seized up in her chest. He sounded so genuinely surprised that she had to wonder if the other residents of her building actually paid any attention to him. “Of course. I trust you, Cy.”

      He opened the door for her and followed her inside. “I’m not getting any younger, you know. Maybe you should ask someone who’s not quite so long in the tooth.”

      Brooklyn looked Cy square in the eye. “I understand what you’re saying because I feel the same way about my own life.”

      “You mean the baby situation. Is that why you need help?”

      “Yes. I’m trying to be realistic. If I’m going to have a baby, and actually have any time to enjoy it, I need to find a way to offload some of what I’m doing. I’ve hesitated for so long, and a lot of that was me having a hard time giving up control. But I also didn’t have the strength to search for the right person. Again, someone I can trust.”

      “I hope you know how much I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

      They strolled to the elevator and Brooklyn pressed the button. “Just think about it. I promise that you’ll always get the regular hours you thought you had with this job. I won’t let you leave your wife at home alone on a Friday night. I’ll give you as much support as you need. A full-time assistant. Great salary. Benefits. You can pretty much write your ticket. Just tell me what you want.”

      “Wow. You know, my youngest wants to go to graduate school and it’s not cheap. We hate the thought of him taking on any debt, so this could be great. I could tell him we’ll pay.”

      “You have a kid who’s still in college?”

      He grinned. “We do. Frankie. My wife and I were both forty when he was born. For whatever reason, we just couldn’t stop having kids. We love ‘em.”

      How did Cy do this? Answer a question and make her feel better about her lot in life? “Again, think about it. I’d like to keep this in the family if I can, and you feel like family to me, Cy.”

      He grinned wider than Brooklyn had ever seen. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

      “Other than wanting a baby, I’ve never been more serious about anything in all my life.”
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      Brooklyn woke to a ding. Then another.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, slapping her bedside table in search of her phone. Finally, she found it. “Who’s texting me on a Saturday? This is my time to sleep.” She opened one eye, then the other. As the screen came into focus, she saw her sister’s name on the text notifications.

      What happened last night?

      Can you not go one day without getting into trouble?

      “Trouble?” Brooklyn muttered, starting to type out a response, but deciding a text was going to take longer than a real conversation, so she made a call instead, flopping back on the bed when the line began to ring. “Nothing happened last night,” she said when Virginia picked up. “Other than me going to that movie premiere.”

      “Google yourself.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it.”

      “Fine. Hold on.” She put her sister on speaker and did a search for her name. .00003 seconds later, she had an answer. Baby Lady Steps Out on Lavaman. Brooklyn sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, no.”

      “I told you.”

      Even worse, that horrendous headline was accompanied by a photo of what Brooklyn guessed would soon be known as the infamous ficus kiss. “Wow.”

      “So you go on a date with one guy and end up making out with your ex twenty feet away?”

      Brooklyn eyed the photo. She had to admire—silently, and only to herself—the clear evidence that the kiss had been exactly as hot as it had seemed. “He kissed me.”

      “You’re practically humping him.”

      She expanded the image with her fingers. “I guess I missed that part. It all happened so fast.”

      “I can’t believe you would get back together with Alec and not tell me. Why don’t I know about this?”

      “We’re not back together. And is that what’s bothering you?”

      “To be honest, yes. I feel like you’ve been all over the place since you became famous.”

      “I’m not famous. I’m infamous. That’s the way worse version. There’s zero money in it. And believe me, I don’t want anyone to remember me for things like this. I’m going to go down in history as a train wreck.”

      “You’re no Eleanor Roosevelt. I’ll tell you that much.”

      “Eleanor was no stranger to controversy.” Brooklyn threw back the covers and climbed out of bed, padding into her bathroom to pee. “What do I do about this?” She put her sister on speaker, then muted herself so Virginia didn’t have to listen to her do her business.

      “I don’t even know anymore. I mean, the thing is, when you’re in the papers or on TV, it always ends up being good for business. We got a huge spike in subscriptions both times you were on Good Day USA. So maybe you should do nothing.”

      Brooklyn was a huge fan of nothing. Nothing she could do. She flushed the toilet and washed her hands.

      “But I’m guessing that Alec is going to have something to say about this,” Virginia continued. “And Jason Adams for that matter. You guys kind of made him look like an idiot. He invites a woman to a premiere on national TV, then she makes out with some other guy near a potted plant in the lobby of the theater?”

      Brooklyn’s stomach turned. As much as she wanted to, there was no good twist on this, unless she and Alec were going to make up some lame excuse about him giving her mouth-to-mouth. While standing. And not during a medical emergency.

      She took her phone off mute and wandered into her living room. It was a gray day, casting a pall over the best feature of her apartment—her view of the Hudson River. She plopped down on her sofa and curled up under a throw blanket. Her instinct right now was to hibernate. She certainly needed the sleep. “I guess that means the two guys who like me the most, which isn’t saying a lot, are both going to be pissed at me.”

      “Are you and Alec back together? Is that what’s going on?”

      Brooklyn sighed and pulled her knees up to her chest. She wasn’t sure what to do about Alec. In the moment when he’d kissed her, she’d been so into the idea, but that was her sex drive talking. Once her brain got involved, a few red flags had popped up. Or really, only one. The baby flag. “No. He told me he cares about me and thinks we should try again. Which was about the last thing I was expecting.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “I told him that he needed to spend some time thinking. Because I haven’t changed my mind about having a baby, and he told me that he no longer wants to be a dad.”

      “That’s what’s commonly referred to as a hurdle.”

      “Tell me about it.” Brooklyn’s other line beeped and of course, it was Alec. It was as if he’d known she was talking about him. “Hey, Virginia. I have to go. Alec’s on the other line. But we should talk later. I offered my doorman a job at Posh Post last night.”

      “You offered a job to Cy?”

      “Yes. He did warehouse management and logistics in the garment district for more than twenty years. I asked him if he wanted to come and work for us. Oversee operations.”

      “I swear to God, I need a scoreboard to keep up with you.” She grumbled, a sure sign that Brooklyn was going to have to sell her sister on this idea. “We can talk about it later. Good luck with Alec. Let me know what happens.”

      “Always.” Brooklyn ended that call and accepted Alec’s. She pulled the blanket up around her neck. “On a scale of one to ten, exactly how freaked out are you right now?”

      “So you know.”

      “I just got off the phone with Virginia. She told me.”

      “Glad I don’t have to get you up to speed. And since you asked, I’m at a twelve.”

      It would have been so easy to launch into a tirade against Alec and point out that he was the reason he was freaking out, but Brooklyn didn’t have the desire to hold him over the coals. Of the many peculiar moments Brooklyn had lived through yesterday, the kiss was by far the best. “Talk to me.”

      “It’s over. I’m sunk. The network is furious. Georgia Carle wants to pull my interview for the news division. They got my agent out of bed, which is never good.”

      “Because of a kiss?”

      “Because the network and the film studio are owned by the same corporation. And the guy they’re considering for the news division kissed a woman he interviewed on the network while she was on a date with the star of their hottest film franchise.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I can see how that could be bad. I hadn’t really thought about it that way.”

      “Me neither. I was too caught up in the moment.”

      “It seemed like it came out of nowhere.”

      “I guess the threat of Jason Adams was too much for me to take.”

      Brooklyn had worried that Alec had only acted on impulse and that he didn’t really have feelings for her. Not anymore. “Threat? You’re the one who was reminding me that he’s just a guy.”

      “Funny, but in my head, that argument only goes one way.” Alec let out a sigh that morphed into a low groan. “Maybe this whole thing with the news division isn’t meant to be. Maybe I need to accept that. It would definitely make my life easier if this was over. If I didn’t have to wait anymore to find out my fate.”

      Fate. That word had a way of creeping into everything. “You can’t give up on your dream. If you don’t do this interview, you’ll always wonder about what might have been. Then if it doesn’t work out, you’ll at least know that you tried.”

      “I don’t know if I’m even going to have that chance. Not anymore.”

      Brooklyn wasn’t willing to accept that. “This is ridiculous. It was a kiss. There has to be some way to explain it away.”

      “Like what?”

      A solution was percolating in Brooklyn’s head. “What if you told Georgia Carle that we’re a couple? You can’t reprimand someone for kissing their significant other, can you?”

      “How would that work, exactly?”

      “I don’t know, Alec. You tell me. You’re the one who said you wanted to try again.”

      He was quiet for a moment, making her wonder what he was thinking. “I said that because I want to. That whole thing about unfinished business, it’s looming over me like a bad hangover. And that kiss last night, Brooklyn. You have to admit it was spectacular.”

      Tingles raced over the surface of her skin. But attraction and sexy times weren’t enough for her. Not anymore. “It was. But it doesn’t change what’s standing in the way of us.”

      “I know. And as much as I’d love to kiss you again, properly, without interference from movie stars or potted plants, I’m not going to say that I’ve changed my mind when I haven’t.”

      Which left them right back at the beginning. Except Alec still had a problem, Brooklyn had a plausible solution, and maybe this would give her a chance to spend more time with him so she could figure out what exactly it was that was going through that head of his. Alec would make an amazing dad, and he’d always wanted her to get serious. Something wasn’t adding up. But she wasn’t sure what. “Just tell Georgia Carle that we’re a couple. It should be enough to get you out of hot water. And frankly, it’ll make a great excuse for me. My recent foray into dating wasn’t great. And I’m tired of random male attention.”

      “How do we explain the fact that you were on a date with Jason?”

      “The man ambushed me on national television. There was no way I could say no, and something tells me the network already knows that.”

      “Okay. I’ll call her and I’ll let you know what she says.”

      “Call me right back.” Brooklyn hung up and wandered into the kitchen to make coffee. While it dripped into the carafe, she watered the plants, if only to remind herself that she was capable of taking care of things. Alec turned up on her Caller ID just as she was pouring her first cup of French roast.

      “She wants to see us. Both. Together. First thing after I’m done shooting Good Day on Monday.”

      “She’s basically daring us to show her that it’s real.”

      “Right. Which means we need to decide how far we’re willing to go to make it look legit. Holding hands? Pet names?”

      “Well, Mr. PDA, I think that if we’re going to put on a show, we should make it a good one.”

      “It would be great if you could give me a few parameters.”

      “Just pretend like it’s a year and a half ago and we’re still happy.” Sometimes her mouth was like a sieve. She hoped to hell that wasn’t too harsh. Then again, it was the truth, and right now, she didn’t have much patience for anything less.

      “You really know how to put a fine point on things, don’t you?”

      “Sorry.”

      “No. It’s good. It definitely paints a picture for me. I know exactly what happiness with you looks like.”

      Part of her wanted to smile and stare off into space with a wistful expression while she relived their former happiness. The rest of her knew that wasn’t going to fix a thing. “So, Monday morning? At the studio?”

      “I’ll meet you at security.”
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      Monday morning, immediately after Alec finished shooting Good Day USA, it was time to put on a different show. This one was called, “Brooklyn and Alec Are Dating”. Unlike his day job, he had no clue how long the run of this second show would last.

      “Hey, Mr. Trakas. Ms. Monroe hasn’t arrived yet,” Maddie noted as Alec came sidling up to the security desk to meet Brooklyn. She leaned in closer to him. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us you two were an item,” she muttered, punctuating it with a wink.

      “Yeah,” Jerome grunted. “That would’ve been good information to have the first time she was on the show.”

      “You mean before the betting started?” Alec slid Jerome a look that said he needed to check himself.

      Jerome, quick to take a hint but never happy about it, got up from his chair, grumbled, and started off down the hall.

      “Just ignore him,” Maddie said. “His wife is three days overdue and he’s super stressed about it.”

      Now Alec felt bad. He hadn’t meant to provoke poor Jerome. Also, he couldn’t imagine what it would be like to wait that long for a child to arrive, and then to have to keep waiting. “Will you let me know when they have their baby? I’d like to send them a gift.”

      “Sure thing.” Maddie’s eyes lit up. “Ms. Monroe! Good morning.”

      Alec whipped around to see Brooklyn, strolling in and looking like a million bucks in a pale pink suit with a fitted jacket, slim trousers, black tank top underneath and black heels. There was a glow in her cheeks, and her hair was shiny and rolling over her shoulders in tempting waves. She’d looked amazing in that cat suit, but she was equally gorgeous in this ensemble. Maybe more so, because he knew that today, they could hold hands. They could kiss. And although it wouldn’t be real, it wouldn’t be entirely fake. There was genuine affection between them. Sometimes, serious heat.

      “Morning, Maddie. And there’s my pooky bear.” Brooklyn’s voice sounded like a Disney princess as she took Alec’s hand and pecked him on the cheek, leaving behind a lipstick print he could feel.

      “Hello, darling,” he said loudly, then pulled her closer. “Pooky bear?” he muttered under his breath, right into her neck. The temptation to kiss her there was great. Brooklyn had a magnificent neck.

      “Sorry. I’m out of practice.” She slid her arm around his waist and rested her head against his shoulder. “How are you, Maddie?”

      “I’m great. It’s nice to see you two like this.” Maddie’s sights narrowed on them. “You know, I just realized, Mr. Trakas, that you never brought Ms. Monroe to the studio when you were dating the first time.”

      Alec hadn’t thought about it before, but looking back, he realized Maddie was right. “Huh. I guess that’s true. It must have fallen through the cracks.” It had been for the best. He’d been extra miserable at the show then, knee-deep in painful renegotiation of his contract. It hadn’t been that the network was unwilling to bend to his demands. It was more that Alec felt as if a door was closing—another years-long term with Good Day USA, no shot at news, and a girlfriend he adored who had very little time for him.

      Brooklyn flattened her hand against his chest. “That’s Alec. Total workaholic. He probably just thought I was going to get in the way.”

      “Well, we’re making up for it now.” He spotted the clock on the wall behind the security desk. “We’d better get upstairs for our meeting. We’ll see you later, Maddie.”

      “Bye,” she said in response, waving enthusiastically.

      Brooklyn and Alec took the elevator up to the executive floor and wound their way back to Georgia Carle’s corner of the network world. Unfortunately, even though they were on time, Georgia was running behind schedule, so they had to wait outside her office.

      “Oh, shoot. Alec. I got lipstick on your cheek.” Brooklyn rummaged through her bag, pulling out a small packet. “These are amazing makeup remover wipes.”

      “Is it going to make me look weird? I still have on my whole get-up from being on-air.”

      Brooklyn twisted her lips, seeming deep in thought. “Hold on. I have an idea.” She took another deep dive into her purse. This time, she emerged with a cosmetic sponge. “I’ll blend it in. And add some extra on the other cheek. Now, sit still.”

      Alec wasn’t about to question her methodology as she dabbed at his skin and scrutinized his face, but he did like having her hand on his shoulder, her face so close to his.

      “Why do I feel like one of us is applying for a Green Card?” she asked, putting away the sponge and setting aside her purse.

      Alec used this excuse to take her hand. “It’ll be fine. We got this.”

      She rhythmically rubbed his fingers, making him a bit dizzy. “You’re right. We know how to do this much.” She smiled at him softly, leaving him under her spell. This all felt so natural. So right. And yet all like an illusion. What a cruel twist of fate.

      “Ms. Carle will see you now,” her admin said, shaking Alec back to reality.

      “Fantastic,” Brooklyn said.

      The admin opened Georgia’s office door and waved them inside.

      “Alec. Ms. Monroe. Please, come in,” Georgia rounded out from behind her desk, shaking hands with Brooklyn first.

      “It’s so nice to see you,” Brooklyn said, sounding pretty convincing.

      “Hi, Georgia.” Alec kept his greeting short. He still wasn’t sure what was actually going to happen in this meeting, but there was a chance it would be the beginning of the end of his shot at news.

      “Let’s sit over here. Where we can be more comfortable.” Georgia gestured to the generous seating area, which had a long charcoal gray sofa and two side chairs situated near a wall of windows. Behind was an expansive view of the city. “I’m so sorry I was late. I was on the phone with my daughter. Big drama.”

      Brooklyn took a seat in the center of the couch and gestured with a sly nod at the cushion next to her. Alec followed her cue and settled in. “I hope everything is okay.” Brooklyn grasped Alec’s hand, seeming perfectly comfortable with it. Was she simply an excellent actress? Or did this feel right to her, too?

      “She’s in college at UNC down in North Carolina and stressed about school. Nobody tells you, but parenting a twenty-year-old is just as hard as dealing with a toddler. Maybe more difficult. Because you can’t actually solve their problems. You can only dole out advice. And money, of course. Lots and lots of money.” Georgia laughed, but it sounded truly pitiful. “I guess that’s a few years away for you two, huh?”

      Alec swallowed hard. He hadn’t known they were going to get down to the nitty gritty so quickly. Even worse, he didn’t know what to say. “At least.”

      “First, you need to get past sleepless nights and potty training, both of which are torture. Then you get to stuff like middle school, which is a complete nightmare. And it only gets more complicated from there,” Georgia said. She made parenthood sound impossible. Then again, his brother Nick had admitted more than once that it was a very tough job—so hard that Alec wasn’t sure he was cut out for it.

      “I’m sure you’re a wonderful mother,” Brooklyn said, taking one for the team. There was no way that had been an easy thing to say.

      “Where are you two with trying to get pregnant?” Georgia asked, as if that was appropriate conversation in a professional setting.

      “Where are we?” Brooklyn countered, but Alec couldn’t help but notice that her voice wobbled.

      “Yes. I know you want a baby, and I’m assuming you’re quite serious about each other. Since you were kissing in public. I mean, Alec doesn’t need to be told that everyone and their brother has a camera phone. That was a risky move for a celebrity. Downright reckless.”

      Alec silently drew in a deep breath and made a point of sitting a little straighter since he couldn’t ignore the inference that he was an idiot. Still, she wasn’t wrong. He did know better. “You’re right. I guess I was just caught up in the moment. Being around Brooklyn can make it hard to think sometimes.”

      Brooklyn slyly elbowed him in the ribs. “We’re not pregnant, if that’s what you’re asking. No little plus sign on the stick for us.”

      “But you’re trying.” Georgia sat back in her chair, crossed her legs, and folded her hands in her lap. The skepticism she’d voiced on the phone was now painted all over her face as her eyes shrank to tiny slits and she pursed her lips. This was why she’d called the meeting. She didn’t buy Alec’s excuse. And why should she? It wasn’t really true.

      “We’re taking things one step at a time,” he said in an endeavor to be as honest as possible.

      Brooklyn pivoted slightly in her seat, looking directly at Alec as if she wanted to make sure they were on the same page. “Alec and I care about each other a lot.”

      From where Alec was sitting, it sounded a bit too much like a question. “We do care about each other.” I still love you. The realization could’ve hit him hard, but there was a part of him that had known it all along.

      “There are a few things from our past that we need to work through. No relationship is simple,” Brooklyn said, tamping down expectations.

      “Don’t I know it. It’s taken my husband and I years and years to figure out how to compromise. Neither of us likes to give up any ground, ever.” Georgia’s expression finally relaxed as she perused Brooklyn and Alec one more time. “Well, this is all good to hear. I normally don’t like to get so personal with employees, especially on-air talent, but the higher-ups are all over me about this. And Jason Adams’ team is not happy. It’s been a difficult few days. I just wanted to make sure that the thing that I was claiming was actually real. Wouldn’t want to end up with egg on my face, so to speak.”

      Alec now appreciated that Georgia had stuck her neck out for him. “I appreciate you going to bat for me. And I can reach out to Jason. Make sure there aren’t any hard feelings.”

      “That would be helpful. Thank you,” Georgia said. “So I guess we’re full speed ahead with your Barry Millner interview next week.”

      “Oh. Fantastic. That’s great news.” Alec felt as though a five-hundred-pound gorilla had just climbed off his shoulders. But he also felt weighed down by something else—every step ahead with his professional aspirations meant less of a chance with Brooklyn.

      “I was on the fence about moving forward, but Robin Ortiz is incredibly impressed with you. She says you’re the only man who’s ever walked into her office without an enormous chip on his shoulder.”

      Alec wondered if Robin had picked up on his insecurity about starting a new job in his forties, and read that as Alec being humble. Because he did have a chip on his shoulder—he desperately wanted to prove himself. This felt like his final chance. “That’s great to hear. Robin is a rock star. I’m excited to work with her.”

      “As long as we stay the course and there are no more problems, I’m optimistic this is going to work out. Thanks for coming in this morning.” Georgia rose from her seat, cuing Alec and Brooklyn to do the same. “I do have one more request. It would be a big help to me if you two could be seen in public. Somewhere where there’s a good chance you might be photographed. I think that would help the brass forget that this happened at all.”

      “Uh, sure. We can do that.” Alec eyed Brooklyn, unsure what to suggest. “Any ideas, Brook? We’re both working so much. And our schedules don’t always line up.”

      She hesitated, seeming deep in thought. “Umm… I’m supposed to take my nephew Dallas trick-or-treating in Brooklyn Heights. A lot of celebrities live in that neighborhood, so there are usually photographers lurking, trying to catch shots of famous people with their kids.”

      “Yes. I love it,” Georgia blurted. “Being with a kid will make it seem even more serious. I’ll get my assistant to tip off a photographer. Just as an insurance policy.” She was in on the fix now, too.

      “I’ll need to okay it with my sister,” Brooklyn said. “But it should be fine.”

      “That’s that, then. Halloween it is.” Georgia showed them to the door.

      Alec and Brooklyn walked away, hand in hand, but he was getting distinctly different vibes from her now than he’d gotten before they’d strolled into Georgia’s office. Once they stepped on board the elevator, Brooklyn let go of his hand.

      “Thank you for doing that,” Alec said, desperate to not only express his gratitude, but also find out if she was upset or merely distracted. “Especially since you had to take time out of your workday to do it.”

      Brooklyn sucked a deep breath in through her nose, looking up at the numbers as they descended, floor by floor. “No problem.”

      The elevator dinged and Alec held the door for Brooklyn, then followed her out into the hall. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.”

      First, a two syllable answer. Now, one. This was not a good sign. “I can see it in your face. Something’s wrong. If there’s something you need to say, Brooklyn, please say it.”

      She pressed her lips together tightly, which usually meant she was having a hard time keeping words from leaking out of her mouth. “I’m not okay,” she muttered.

      “Come on. My dressing room.” They made the quick trip down the corridor. Once inside, he closed the door. “Talk to me.”

      Brooklyn tossed her purse onto the couch and started pacing. “Sitting in that room. With that woman,” she sputtered. “It sucked.”

      Alec hated himself for putting Brooklyn in that situation. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she was going to get so personal. And talk about trying to get pregnant. I’m sure that was hard to listen to. And even worse, hard to answer.”

      She came to an abrupt halt. “Okay, yeah. That part was not fun. But that’s not what made it hard.”

      “Then what?”

      She fanned her hand back and forth between them. “Why is it that we can band together to fake a relationship, but we couldn’t make this work for real?”

      His chest tightened. The thought had crossed his mind as well. “We talked about the break-up the night we went to dinner. I think I explained myself pretty well.”

      “You did. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it.” She drew in another deep breath as she scanned his face. “But sitting there with you in Georgia’s office, holding your hand, and looking into your eyes, and talking about the future… I got sucked in. It felt real. I started to think about what you said at the premiere. About trying again. And I thought that might be a good idea. That it might work.”

      “But that’s good news.”

      “And then I remembered that you don’t want a baby. And it all came crashing down around me.”

      Their conversations had become like a boomerang—starting in the same place and always ending up exactly where they started. “I never said I was one hundred percent set on not wanting kids. I’m just not sure. They’re not the same thing.”

      “Might as well be one hundred. It’s a child, Alec. Either I have a baby or I don’t. There’s no doing this part way.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m not sure. I know what’s at stake.”

      “How much of this is because of the job in news? Because you would make such an amazing dad.”

      “Thank you. That’s sweet. And yes, the job in news is a huge part of it. I can’t be an absentee father. It’s not in my DNA.”

      Brooklyn let out a quiet sigh. “I was ready to do this on my own. I’m still ready to do that. So if we could work things out, and you were busy, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Plus, look at me. I grew up without a dad and I turned out fine.”

      It made Alec’s heart swell to know that Brooklyn was trying to make a case for them as a couple. Even when everything right now came with a big old “but”. “And my dad was everything to me. If I became a father, I’d have to be able to give it my all.” There was more to this, and Alec had to express it, even when he hadn’t fully wrapped his own head around it. “That’s the one thing he was holding out hope for. That I would become a dad, just like him. We talked about it. A bunch. And I wanted it, but in my mind, I was so damn sure that there was time. There wasn’t. And I’m still coming to terms with that.”

      “You’re only forty-four. There is still time. My doorman just told me the other day that he had his youngest when he was forty.”

      “First off, you and your doorman talk way more than is normal.”

      “I know. I adore him. I offered him a job. Did I tell you that?”

      “A job?”

      “Yes. As head of operations. He used to do the same job in the garment district. It’s a big part of my plan to shift gears at Posh Post. Slow things down a bit.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Although that news came with yet another “but”. She was moving ahead, right now. And he was still chasing his dream. Moving in a different direction. “Fatherhood is more than the number to me. When I said I thought I had time, I meant time to share it with my parents. Now they’re gone.” He heard the wobble in his voice, the pain rising to the surface, and he tried to do what his therapist had told him to do—experience it, acknowledge it, and accept it.

      Brooklyn scanned his face, seeming helpless. “I hadn’t even thought about that.”

      “I wish I felt as certain as you do about these life choices, but I don’t.” He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his pants as he weighed the pros and cons of what he was about to say. It would be so easy to hold back. Keep it all in. But that might end up being yet another lost opportunity. He was already living with regret. “But it doesn’t mean that I don’t want to try again with you. I do. I still love you, Brooklyn. I tried to tell myself that I didn’t, but I do.”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes getting watery. “I tried to tell myself that I didn’t love you, too.”

      It felt like his heart was going to explode. “I sense a but…”

      “You sense it because it’s there. I love you, but every time we say that, it’s going to hurt a little more. We don’t want the same things right now. And we might never.”

      “I understand.” It was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to say.

      She wandered over to the couch and collapsed on it. “Let’s face it. You have a whole new level of conflict now. Georgia might be a pain in your ass, but she wants you to have this chance. She’s scrambling to make that happen. And your producer loves you. Georgia said it herself. You have every reason in the world to take this opportunity and run with it as fast as you can. Your dream might actually come true, Alec. That’s incredibly exciting.”

      For as long as he’d had this ambition, being on the precipice of actually achieving it didn’t feel the way he’d hoped it would. There was no sense of impending triumph. No finish line to cross. “I’m trying to temper my optimism. I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

      “You’re so much more sensible than me. I’m the queen of getting ahead of myself. I live for it.”

      Alec laughed quietly and sat next to her on the couch. She had this pull on him whenever they were close, and right now it was undeniable, but not in a physical way. They were connecting about the things that made it hard for them to connect, and it only made him want her more. How messed up was that? “But that’s one of the things I most admire about you. You aren’t afraid to dream big. This is the one time I’ve done that and it’s terrifying some days.”

      She reached for his hand. “Try to enjoy the ride, okay?”

      He focused on her left hand, where he’d once hoped to put the ring he’d impulsively purchased, hoping to fix everything that was broken inside him. “I’ll try.”

      “No matter what, I can’t be the reason you don’t follow your dream.”

      “And I can’t be the reason you don’t follow yours.” He looked into her eyes, and was relieved to feel the spark, even when their conversation had taken such a fatalistic bent. There would always be a connection between them. An invisible tether. His heart would always want her, even if it might never work out.

      “I guess we’re finally on the same page.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Just not in the way that he’d ever hoped they’d be. They sat in silence as reality settled over them one more time.

      “Okay,” she said, breaking the quiet. She grabbed her purse and stood. “I need to get to the office. I’ll see you on Halloween?”

      He got up to show her to the door. “Yes. Definitely. I’ll drive. I’ll pick you up.”

      He waited for her to make a little red corvette joke. But she didn’t. She walked to the door, each step sure and certain, then turned back to him one more time. “And please wear a costume. Something cool. I want my nephew to have the best Halloween ever.”

      No pressure. “I’ll do my best.”
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      Brooklyn was haunted by her conversation with Alec for days. She couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened between them, what might have been, and the time in between then and now. She couldn’t stop going over the moment when they’d admitted that they still loved each other. It made her heart heavy and light at the same time, relieved that they both could own up to having those feelings. And sad that it wasn’t enough.

      For an entire year, she’d only seen the end of their relationship through her own eyes. But ever since the night they went out for ramen and everything unraveled, she began to see it through Alec’s. She could imagine his days alone in paradise, heartbroken that his plan hadn’t worked and simultaneously feeling idiotic for thinking it might. Meanwhile, Brooklyn had been just as lonely, working her ass off at home, feeling as though she had to hold the world of the Monroe women together. She and Alec could’ve helped each other. If only pride hadn’t gotten in the way—not just Alec’s, either. Brooklyn had let hers mess everything up as well. She’d been too afraid to fail. Too scared of what it might mean to tell her mom that she’d left Aurora Beauty for nothing. So she’d plowed ahead, like a bull through the proverbial china shop, simply willing herself to succeed. The funny thing was, it worked. She had her success. But at what price?

      The flip side was this—if she’d gone to Bermuda and Alec had proposed, Brooklyn would’ve freaked. She would’ve said no. She probably would’ve asked what in the hell he was thinking, because they were not ready to get married. She was way too overwhelmed by responsibility, and he was grieving, although he clearly hadn’t shared with her the depths of what he’d been experiencing. Bottom line, it all would’ve blown up. And probably in an irreparable way. An I-am-blocking-your-number-on-my-phone and please-get-out-of-my-face way. It was almost comical to be thankful for their breakup only being slightly terrible rather than completely awful. Brooklyn chalked it up to blind optimism. She would stay positive. No more ghosts. Even though it was Halloween.

      This was one of Brooklyn’s favorite holidays, a chance to be as out there as she wanted to be and get all hopped up on sugar. Dressed in her costume, an ensemble that captured one of her most beloved moments in music, she grabbed her bag and headed downstairs to the lobby of her apartment building. Cy had the night off so he could spend it with his grandchildren. Brooklyn was disappointed not to see him, mostly because he still hadn’t given her an answer on her job offer. Had she overstepped? Was she thinking so far outside the box that the box was no longer in the same zip code? Possibly. Probably. Virginia had expressed her doubts, but ultimately capitulated to Brooklyn’s plan. Brooklyn suspected her sister had only given in because the blueprint for installing a doorman as head of operations was doomed. It had been impetuously put together.

      When Alec zipped up to the curb in his Aston Martin, Brooklyn made her way outside. Like the gentleman he was, he climbed out of the driver’s seat to greet her. But Brooklyn was too stuck on the fact that he had totally lamed out on the costume. He was wearing a light blue oxford shirt and khakis. And inexplicably, black thick-framed glasses.

      “Nerdy glasses? That’s it?”

      He held his arms out to both sides and looked down at himself. “You’re missing the bigger picture.”

      Brooklyn was about to dispute his statement, but then he started unbuttoning his shirt. For a moment, she stood frozen as a thrill went through her at the prospect of seeing him half-naked. But then she remembered they were still standing on the street and this was Alec. The man was not exactly an exhibitionist. After a few buttons, he peeled back the dress shirt and that was when she saw the tight-fitting tee underneath and the big red “S” emblazoned across his chest. She glanced at the glasses again and jokingly slapped her forehead. It was too perfect. “You’re Clark Kent and Superman. It’s amazing. I love it.”

      “This is as close as I get to being a superhero. And I’m way more Clark Kent. Old Clark Kent at that. The salt-and-pepper hair isn’t going anywhere.” He started to button up his shirt again, and Brooklyn was overcome by a desire to see a replay of this later. Maybe play a role in it.

      “You didn’t say anything about mine.” She twirled on the sidewalk to show off her own creative endeavor—a knit tank dress with a deep scoop back and a skater skirt, in a pale blue fabric printed with stars and moons. It had taken her hours searching online to find exactly what she was looking for. On her head, was the crowning glory.

      “Raspberry beret?”

      “Yes! You got it.” She clapped like she’d just won something on a game show. “I’m the woman from the video. The one who walked in through the out door. She’s actually a cartoon, but I did my best to bring her to life.”

      “I like it. Might not be super obvious to anyone but the die-hard Prince fans.”

      “I’d thought about dressing up as purple rain, but that was a craft project I did not have time to tackle. Plus, I wanted to look halfway cute if we’re going to be caught by the paparazzi.”

      Alec rounded the car and opened the door for her. “Smart.” He returned to his side, climbed in and turned the ignition, then pulled out into traffic, the engine roaring. “Garden Place in Brooklyn Heights, right? The address you texted me?”

      “Yep. That’s my sister’s. We’ll probably have to park several blocks away. She lives right in the middle of a hotspot for trick-or-treating. The whole street shuts down and everyone goes all-out. We’ll take Dallas while she stays behind with the baby and hands out candy.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing Virginia. It’s been a while.”

      “She’s excited to see you, too.” This was all so normal. Just like the other day in Georgia’s office, when it had felt so right to hold his hand, before the reality of their situation crept in. We’re looking forward, Brooklyn. Just have fun. Enjoy your hella handsome date. “I feel like I should tell you that my mom will be there, too. And I’m sorry I never introduced you two while we were dating.”

      Alec glanced at Brooklyn, then trained his eyes back on the road. “Just like I never brought you to meet everyone at Good Day.”

      “That’s true. What’s your excuse?”

      “I was miserable at my job and didn’t want to subject you to my mood when I was there.”

      “And I often feel bad about myself when I’m around my mom. I wasn’t willing to take that chance. So I guess we were both coming from the same place.”

      “Is she hyper-critical? Moms can be like that, even when they don’t realize they’re doing it.”

      “She definitely has a way of getting in her little digs.” Brooklyn shifted in her seat and looked out the window as they crossed the bridge. “I guess I still feel like I’m proving myself to her. I’m starting to think I’ll never get there. It’s like a finish line that keeps moving. I know I need to let it go or ignore it. At my age, it seems ridiculous.”

      “It’s not ridiculous at all. My parents are gone and I still feel like I have something I have to live up to. They’re still in my head, all these years later.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure that’s hard.” Brooklyn’s heart went out to him, especially after he’d explained that this was so much of the reason he was unsure about becoming a parent.

      “It’s funny, but after we talked about it the other day, I realized that it’s better to hear my dad’s voice in my head than to ever forget what he sounded like. This is as close as I’ll be to him. Forever. I need to hold on to that.”

      Brooklyn’s throat squeezed tight and her eyes watered. “That’s a really sweet way to think about it.”

      He turned and flashed a soft smile at her. “I think so, too.”

      A few minutes later, Alec was able to land the best parking spot of all time, only one street over from her sister’s. “We should probably hold hands,” he said as he locked up the car.

      “Of course.” Brooklyn slipped her hand into his, and he responded with a reassuring squeeze.

      They made the short walk in a few more minutes than it might take on any other day. There were already dozens of people out and about—couples in goofy costumes like sexy ketchup and manly mustard, teenagers in ghoulish makeup toting pillow cases for their eventual candy haul, parents parading little ones dressed as cartoon characters, and even a Corgi dressed as a bumblebee. Meanwhile, residents tended to the finer points of decorations—revving up fog machines, putting out that final fake headstone, and artfully arranging gauzy cobwebs.

      Alec and Brooklyn climbed the steps to her sister’s brownstone, which was just as decked out as every other house along the street. Brooklyn marveled at the fact that Virginia had time to do all of this with two kids to care for, and her husband out of town, although she supposed that really she had simply made time to do it. They rang the bell and a split second later, Dallas answered the door. Dressed as Edward Scissorhands.

      “Aunt Brooklyn!” he exclaimed, although it came out as Ant Bwookwyn! since he was still in that precious stage when not everything is enunciated with perfect diction.

      Brooklyn crouched down and gave him a hug, squeezing him tight. Good God, she loved this child. “Your costume is amazing.” Indeed, he had the wiry black hair, white-as-a-ghost complexion, dark-ringed eyes, and of course the scissor hands, his made of plastic knives attached to gloves.

      “Mommy made it.” He smiled wide, which was especially adorable since the character he was playing was so melancholy. “My other hand is in the kitchen. I couldn’t turn the doorknob with it on.”

      “I want you to meet my friend, Alec.” Brooklyn straightened and watched as Alec shook hands with her nephew.

      “Nice to meet you, Dallas.”

      “You’re Superman,” Dallas said. Brooklyn might not have been able to figure it out, but the six-year-old was on it.

      “Yes, I am.”

      They stepped inside and trailed behind Dallas down the long central hall to the kitchen, where Virginia was feeding Paris, who was sitting in her carrier, dressed as a ladybug.

      “Alec, hi. Come on in,” Virginia said.

      Brooklyn stole this chance to love on her niece by gently squeezing her chubby thigh, tickling her chin, and making her giggle.

      “It’s great to see you.” Alec kissed Virginia on the cheek.

      “There’s beer and water in the fridge if you’re thirsty,” she offered.

      The queen of attention-grabbing entrances, Brooklyn and Virginia’s mom popped into the room, and threw her hands into the air like an overly dramatic magician. “Finally, I get to meet Alec.”

      “Happy to finally meet you, Ms. Monroe.” Alec offered his hand, but her mom held her arms wide for a hug.

      “If I hadn’t seen you on TV so many times, I would’ve accused my daughter of making you up. Now I can see that you are, indeed, real.” Her mom directed a sly smile in Brooklyn’s direction. “He’s even more handsome in person. How is that possible?”

      Alec blushed. He blushed. “That’s sweet of you to say.”

      “It’s a shame that this is fake.” Her mom pointed at Alec first, then Brooklyn. “You two really would make stunning babies.”

      And here we go. “Mom. Please…” Brooklyn felt like an embarrassed teenager.

      Her mom shrugged. “It’s the truth.” She knocked a knuckle two times on the kitchen island. “While I have both of you girls here, I need to tell you that I’ve received an offer for Aurora and I’m going to take it.”

      Oh, crap.

      “Maybe this is a topic for another time, Mom.” Virginia spooned applesauce into Paris’s mouth, which the baby promptly spit out.

      “No. I want to know who made the offer. Who’s buying?” Brooklyn was still opposed to the idea. She just didn’t know how to convince her mom otherwise.

      “I’m not supposed to say.”

      “I know they expect confidentiality, but we’re your kids. I think you can give us a hint,” Brooklyn said.

      “It’s a large corporation. A retailer. Based in Arkansas. Very deep pockets.”

      Brooklyn and Virginia looked at each other and had an entire conversation without words. They were pretty sure they knew who it was. And neither of them liked it. “Have you signed anything? Agreed in principle?”

      She shook her head, and Brooklyn felt a small sense of relief. It wasn’t all over yet. “I have thirty days. I met with my lawyer today. She says this is a once-in-a-lifetime offer. I can sign on the dotted line, take my money, and retire.”

      Those three things sounded lovely, but Brooklyn really did not want her mom to sell her company to some soulless corporation, only to have them destroy the reputation she’d worked so hard to build. “Will you give me a chance to see if I can help you find another buyer?” Brooklyn wasn’t sure how she was going to pull that out of her hat, but she and Virginia had received offers from companies interested in Posh Post in the past. Maybe they would jump at Aurora.

      “Better money?”

      “I don’t know. How much are we talking about?”

      Her mom stepped closer and whispered an absurd number into Brooklyn’s ear. If she’d been made to guess ahead of time, Brooklyn would’ve been short a zero. “Now you know why I’m ready to say yes.”

      “I still don’t like it. If you’re going to walk away, don’t you want to feel good about it?”

      “I feel great about this. I don’t know why you’re so opposed.”

      “Because you built Aurora from the ground up, it has your name on it, and I don’t want to see your life’s work gobbled up and spit out like nothing.”

      “If only you’d had such regard for the company when you worked there.” Her mom cast Brooklyn the most pointed glance in history. If there had been photographic evidence, it would’ve been destined for the Parental Guilt Hall of Fame.

      But Brooklyn didn’t want to argue. Not tonight. “Thirty days from now?”

      “Twenty-eight, actually.”

      “Fine. Then give me twenty-seven days to find something better.”

      She tutted. “I don’t know what makes you think you can pull that particular rabbit out of a hat.”

      “I don’t either.” Brooklyn stepped closer to her mom and gave her a hug, even though she wasn’t particularly sure she wanted it. “I love you, Mom. And no matter what you might think, I care. Let me try this one thing. If I fail, I fail.”

      “Okay, darling.” Her mom patted Brooklyn’s arm. “I’ll be curious to hear what you come up with.”

      The doorbell rang and Virginia looked at the clock on the wall. “I need to get my butt in gear. Probably our first trick-or-treaters. Can you two take Dallas? His candy bucket is by the door.”

      “We need to go before the good candy is gone,” Dallas frantically pled. “I need help with my hand.”

      “I’ve got you, buddy.” Alec grabbed the glove from the kitchen counter.

      “Brooklyn, one more thing,” her mom said, beckoning her to the far corner of the room with a curl of her finger.

      “What’s up?”

      She glanced over Brooklyn’s shoulder. “I like him. He’s not as stiff as he seems on TV. And he’s cute with Dallas.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Just in case it isn’t fake at some point.”

      “Brook, his candy bucket?” Virginia called.

      “Yep. On my way.” Brooklyn turned back to her mother. “Mom. I need to go. We’ll talk soon?”

      “I need to run, too.” She hooked her bag on her arm and kissed Brooklyn on the cheek. “I have my own candy to hand out.”

      Brooklyn rushed into the front hall, where Alec already had Dallas ready, including the candy bucket. “Oh. You’re a step ahead of me,” she said to Alec.

      “It’s no problem.”

      “Let’s go,” Dallas said impatiently.

      They followed Dallas’s plea and headed out the door just as Virginia was getting set up. The crowd on the street below had grown exponentially, so packed that you could hardly see the pavement. It was a sea of adults, kids, dogs, and strollers. Alec and Brooklyn each held one of Dallas’s scissor-hands, while Alec toted his candy bucket. Down the stairs, they followed along one side of the railing to avoid the steady stream of trick-or-treaters on their way up to Virginia.

      “Hey, Dallas,” Alec said. “I need you to hold on to me and your Aunt Brooklyn, okay? And if you get separated from us, I want you to go to the top of the nearest set of steps so we can spot you.”

      “Okay, Al-wec,” Dallas said.

      Down on the sidewalk, Alec crouched to look Dallas right in the eye. “How do you want to do this? Do you already know who has the best candy? Or are we just going for as much as humanly possible?”

      Dallas looked up at Brooklyn like he wasn’t sure how to answer.

      “It’s okay, honey. Just tell Alec what you want to do.”

      “I want the most candy.”

      “Okay then,” Alec said.

      “But Kayla’s mom has big candy bars. Like real ones.”

      “Do we know where Kayla lives?” Alec asked.

      “I do,” Brooklyn said. “I’ve picked Dallas up from playdates at her house several times. It’s maybe three blocks. That way.” Brooklyn nodded in the direction they needed to go.

      “Perfect.” Alec straightened and surveyed the street like this had now become a military operation and he would be leading the troops into battle. “We stop at every house on this side of the street, then head immediately to Kayla’s.”

      “I don’t want to say anything, but that was very dad-like,” Brooklyn said as they started off on their journey.

      Alec grinned. “Gotta keep the little guy safe. And happy. Now, let’s get a move-on.” He went into hyper-fast, super-protective mode, expertly slicing through the crowd to allow for maximum candy procurement, while also watching Dallas like a hawk at every house. When they reached the end of the block and were about to head to Kayla’s, Alec got a text.

      “Hold on a sec.”

      The three moved aside while Alec consulted his phone. “It’s from Georgia’s assistant. She wants to know if we can go to the corner of Joralemon and Henry. A photographer will be there soon.”

      “That’s not far. We can double back down Garden Place and be there in ten minutes or so.”

      “Double back?” Alec asked in a tone that made it sound as if Brooklyn had suggested they dump Dallas’s candy into the storm sewer and give up on Halloween entirely.

      “It’s in the opposite direction.”

      Dallas seemed to figure out what exactly was going on here and he peered up at Alec and her with the most pitiful expression she’d ever seen.

      “Look at that face, Brooklyn,” Alec said. “I cannot disappoint that face. Plus, this whole photographer thing is stupid.” Alec tapped away at the screen and tucked his phone back into his pocket. “I told her that he’s just going to have to find us.” He pointed down the street. “This way to Kayla’s?”

      “Yes,” Dallas said.

      Those two started off, leaving Brooklyn in the dust until she could catch up. “Alec. Trying to keep the network happy is not stupid. It’s the whole reason we sat in Georgia’s office for that meeting.”

      “And you’re the one who said you wanted Dallas to have the most epic Halloween ever. I’m merely doing everything I can to make that happen.”

      Of the many occasions in which Alec had tried to use something Brooklyn had said against her, this was the one time she thought it was cute. But she still had to protest a little. “What if this screws everything up?”

      “If a photograph in the tabloids is the reason they want me for news, then I don’t want the job.” Alec stopped at the corner, looking in both directions. “Which way?”

      “Right. Halfway down the block on the left.”

      Alec and Dallas marched ahead with Brooklyn trailing behind. And she took a deep breath, decided to stop worrying, and admitted to herself that these two guys, Superman and Edward Scissorhands, were quite literally the most adorable pair she’d ever seen.

      Luckily, Kayla’s mom had plenty of full-sized candy bars when they arrived, including a Snickers for Alec, which was his favorite. More than an hour later, they were headed back to Virginia’s, Dallas’s candy bucket overflowing and the streets thinning out as folks, one by one, turned off their porch lights and closed up for business.

      Inside, Brooklyn found Virginia splayed out on the couch, feet on the coffee table and watching TV with a sleeping Paris in her arms. “Hey, buddy,” she whispered to Dallas, slowly getting up. “Did you have fun?”

      “I got the most candy. And Alec helped me. Can he stay over?”

      Virginia smiled wide and looked at Brooklyn for one of their patented silent sister chats. Alec was amazing. “Maybe not tonight. I’m going to go put Paris in her bed, then I’ll come down to get you cleaned up.” She disappeared into the other room.

      Alec chuckled quietly and kneeled next to Dallas as Virginia tiptoed out of the room with the baby. “Next time, okay?”

      “Okay.” A combination of disappointment and exhaustion weighed down Dallas’s voice.

      Virginia returned. “Say goodbye to Aunt Brooklyn and Alec,” she said to Dallas.

      “Bye.” Dallas wrapped his arms around Brooklyn’s legs, then moved on to Alec. “Bye, Alec.” He squeezed extra hard, scrunching up his little face.

      “Thanks to you both,” Virginia said, walking them to the front door. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “No problem. Any time.” Brooklyn embraced her sister. “You and I need to have a chat about Mom and Aurora.”

      “Yeah. Just give me a call this weekend.” Virginia said her goodbyes and closed the door behind them.

      Down on the street, the scene was quiet and calm compared to earlier. Brooklyn and Alec started their walk to the car, hand-in-hand because it felt right, not because she cared about how it looked.

      “Are you worried about missing the photographer?” she asked.

      “No. There’s a chance that someone took our photo and we didn’t know about it. Plus, that thing your mom said in the kitchen really got to me.”

      “See? I told you she was like that.”

      They reached Alec’s car and stopped at her door. “I don’t want anyone we know to say this is fake. I don’t want to put on a show. I know there are a lot of uncertainties between us, but I fake it all day long at work. I can’t do that with you.”

      Her heart began beating wildly. She felt the same way. “Can we make a deal?”

      “Sure. I’m so tired right now I’d probably agree to anything.” He reached for her hand and tugged her closer, leaning back against his car, which was a pretty big deal—Alec was very protective of the finish on the Aston Martin. “What do you want?”

      “For you to do your interview. For us to let it air. Then we see what the network’s response is and then we wrestle serious issues.” Brooklyn leaned into him. She wanted him so bad. It had been building for hours. Days. Weeks. “For tonight, let’s have some fun.”

      “I feel like I’m getting the best of everything in that scenario.” He threaded a hand through her hair, his breath warm against her lips.

      “We’re giving ourselves some room to breathe. I think that’s what we deserve.”

      His aim was dead-on when his mouth landed on hers, soft and sexy as sin. Brooklyn’s eyes drifted shut and she pressed harder against him, hoping her little push could convey what she was desperate to have.

      “I want you, Brooklyn.” His lips were a whisper from hers. Which was definitely too far.

      “Good. Because I want you, too.”
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      Alec drove her home. No, it wasn’t in his little red Corvette. But it was an exercise in sexiness, just like Prince would’ve managed if he’d been driving. Everything about Alec was making Brooklyn squirm in her seat. His warm and woodsy smell in the close confines of the car. The way his maddening forearms flexed in the soft light of the city as he gripped the steering wheel. The flash of his eyes as he glanced over at her and asked, “Is it hot in here? I can turn on the AC.”

      “No. No. I like it hot,” she purred, wondering if it would be too much to start playing with his hair. Or kissing his ear.

      “You do? Since when?” he countered, apparently missing the attempted seductive tone of her voice.

      “Since right now.” Completely done with waiting, she put her hand on his leg, her fingertips reaching his knee with a foreword pass and the heel of her hand pressing into his thigh as she inched back, oh-so-close to his crotch. Tension radiated from his hips.

      He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “That feels amazing, but it’s already going to be super difficult to walk into your building, Brooklyn. If you know what I mean.”

      Got it. Boner City. She felt some pride at that. At least she could still make him hard. “Of course. Sorry.” She pulled back her hand.

      “Don’t be sorry. I love it. And you can do that all you want once we’re upstairs. I can’t wait to do it to you.” He cast her a flirtatious glance, boring into her psyche and making her second-guess her statement about the temperature of the car. “Better yet, I’ll kiss you there.”

      “Drive faster.”

      He downshifted. “Trying.”

      Brooklyn swallowed hard. Talking and touching were enough to send her over the edge. She was prepared to make him stop the car in the middle of the street, even though they were only a few blocks from her apartment. Traffic could just be diverted around them. She wanted to rip off every button of his shirt, tear off the Superman get-up, straddle his lap, dig her fingers into his hair, and this time, finally let things go where they should’ve gone weeks ago—to the now-mystical land of Boning-on-Hornyshire, a place she had not visited in, well, since she’d last had sex with Alec. Which was way more than a year ago.

      The realization could’ve been depressing. Despite the non-stop flirtation she’d experienced in the last month from a wide array of men, her life had been a sexual Sahara. She was ready to reach her oasis—mutual nakedness with the man she wanted, a man who knew every imperfect inch of her body and still wanted her. That was the best part of tonight. She didn’t have to feel self-conscious or wonder what he thought. She could enjoy herself. She could get lost in him and let him do the same to her.

      Alec pulled into the garage under her building and parked the car. I Wanna Be Your Lover popped into her head as they strode inside, but it wasn’t like the last time that had happened to her, right after Jason Adams had invited her to his premiere. She didn’t have to ask herself if Alec wanted her. He did. The actual words had come out of his mouth. And maybe he’d only meant that he wanted sex with her. That was okay. She’d been the one to say she wanted some fun. Sure, it was the minimum. The tug she felt on her heart when she looked at him and thought about the mistakes she’d made told her that she might never be satisfied with less. But for tonight, this was enough.

      Now she was actually glad that Cy had taken the night off, because she and Alec were both dying while they waited for the elevator. It would not have been a good time for idle chit-chat when really Brooklyn was ready to attack Alec at any moment. She nervously bounced on her toes and Alec nodded his head as they both stared at the display above the door, waiting for that moment when the lovely “L” for lobby would light up. Come on already.

      Finally, they got their “L” along with a merciful ding, which acted like a starter’s pistol. Once inside the tiny confines of that metal box, and before the doors even closed, it was game on. Climbing higher with every passing second, they did not hold back. They were an impetuous tangle of lips of tongues, hands, and arms, until one more ding and the nearly silent whoosh of the door.

      They stumbled into Brooklyn’s apartment and the instant the deadbolt was flipped, clothes started to come off, starting with the raspberry beret, which she flung across the hall as she kicked off her ballet flats. She flattened Alec against the front door, her fingers scrambling through the buttons of his shirt while he tugged her dress up to her waist. Next went the Superman T-shirt, then she spread her hands across his chest, marveling at how good it felt to simply touch his bare skin. She’d missed this. Missed them, together, with less talking and more fun. She’d missed it so much.

      But she wanted the setting to be right and the foyer of her apartment was not it. The last time they’d been in a front hall together, things went tragically bad. She grabbed his hand. “Come on.” Marching down the corridor, she loved having Alec next to her. As soon as they were in her room, he was right behind her, his chest against her back, pulling her dress up over her head, her skin cooling as each new inch was revealed.

      She turned so she could be wrapped up in his arms, tightly, and to get lost in another hot and wet kiss. Time was a blur. An unimportant construct. They had an entire night stretching before them. And the morning. And after that. Alec reached behind her and unhooked her bra, then slipped her panties past her hips. She had every reason to feel way too exposed, even though nakedness had been her goal all night, but it wasn’t like that with Alec. And as he cupped her breasts with two warm hands and his devilishly talented mouth found one nipple, this moment wasn’t about being vulnerable, even when she was exactly that. It was about the freedom to close her eyes and soak up the pleasure from a man whose touch made her feel good and safe and reminded her what it was to be alive.

      As mind-blowing as it was when he swirled his tongue in lazy circles, this was an unequal equation and she needed to take care of that. She undid the buckle of his belt, unzipped his jeans, and took off his boxer briefs. Now there was nothing left to keep them apart, other than invisible charged particles. They kissed and shuffled over to the bed together, slowly spinning in circles because they were both trying to steer. Brooklyn had the advantage when they finally arrived at their destination, and was conveniently able to gently push Alec back onto the mattress. She climbed on next to him, smiling at her little victory. He reflected her mischievous mood with a grin of his own. Those moments when they were in sync? They were the absolute best. Worth living for.

      If she were a seductress, she might feel like this was the time to tease him, but she wasn’t that smooth, nor that patient. She’d waited a long time and she wanted him now. So she stretched out next to him and took him in her hand, stroking hard while she kissed him with zero mercy. He groaned his approval into her mouth, but he’d never been the guy to let Brooklyn be in charge for too long, so it was only a matter of time before he had her flat on her back.

      “Time to keep a promise,” he whispered into her ear, then kissed her neck and her collarbone and the flat channel between her breasts. He continued with a straight path down her stomach, with soft open mouth kisses that made her arch her neck, struggling to hold on to the memory of one kiss while she wrapped her head around the pleasure of the next. He jumped ahead to the inside of her knee while he lifted it and hooked it over his shoulder, letting her calf rest on his back. And then he was traveling in a different direction, this time north along her inner thigh. Each new inch was a little more sensitive, a little more exciting, made her a little more eager with anticipation. And then his mouth found her center and everything in her mind turned to music, as he wound his tongue in tight little circles and somehow made her need him more with every pass, not less. She dug her fingers into his thick hair. She told her thoughts to run wild, but her brain kept landing on a single idea—she needed him inside her.

      Alec was a smart guy, or clairvoyant—Brooklyn wasn’t sure which, but he waited until she was just close enough to the edge to pull back and kiss his way back up her torso until he was again on the bed next to her. “Do you have a condom?”

      This was the moment she hadn’t quite thought through. But of course they were going to need one. He wasn’t sure about a baby. They’d talked about this. One hundred times. It was the reason neither was sure about the other. The condom represented the dark cloud she wished would piss off. Tonight is all about fun, remember? “In my bathroom. Hold on.” She hopped off the bed and scrambled into the bathroom, opening the drawer and taking a packet from the box. She tore it open and tossed the foil into the trash, then quickly returned to the bed so she could roll on the condom and not think about what it meant.

      And now that the hurdle of that was over, Brooklyn was ready to get it on. So she straddled Alec’s legs and leaned down to plant one hot and commanding kiss on his lips, then sat back, took him in her hand and guided him inside. As she sank down, they each were a long string of pleasurable groans and sexy exhalations. Apparently waiting did that to a person.

      As they moved together and she settled her chest down against his, the pressure started to build. Her stomach clenched, but her hips rolled more easily, and an endless kiss was the only narration either provided. Breaths grew short. Heat plumed. And every nerve ending in her body—from her scalp to her lips, to her chest, belly, and hips, then down along her shins and across the tops of her feet—was alive with the pleasure that was barreling toward her. Threatening to take them both.

      Brooklyn felt her insides tightening. Coiling. And her muscles flexing and curling. Alec was wound so tight that he felt like solid muscle beneath her, and she knew he was waiting for her to go first. He kissed her jaw and nuzzled his face into her neck, and the second he found the sensitive spot beneath her ear, the dam broke free for Brooklyn. It was like the ocean slamming into a seawall, a powerful and euphoric release that ebbed for mere seconds before churning and crashing again. Alec reached his own peak right in the midst of it, although it was all a blur to Brooklyn.

      “That was fantastic,” he said, kissing her temple and pulling her close, her torso pressed against his.

      “Kinda of an undersell, don’t you think?” she muttered with her cheek flat against the center of his chest. “I feel like my entire body is smiling.”

      “Fair enough.” He laughed quietly.

      Brooklyn tried to organize her mind and say something else clever and fun, although she wasn’t making much progress. It was like stringing beads with no knot at the end. Everything she wanted to line up was simply falling and rolling around.

      “I should probably get rid of this thing.” Alec gently pressed against her shoulder.

      Oh, right. The damn condom. “Sure.” Brooklyn rolled to her side, and then to her back, and watched as Alec padded into her bathroom. A minute later she was able to arrive at the conclusion that she really liked watching him coming and going, especially when he was naked.

      “I had an amazing time tonight,” Alec said, cozying up next to her in bed. “Dallas is such a sweet kid. I’d go trick-or-treating with him every day if I could.”

      Brooklyn held back on any commentary about how painfully obvious it was that Alec would make an incredible dad. She wanted him to find his way to that conclusion on his own. She didn’t want to draw him a map. “You made his night. Although really, I should be pissed at you since I think cool Aunt Brooklyn is no longer his favorite adult.”

      He smoothed his hand over her belly. “He still loves cool Aunt Brooklyn. I know he does.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “And I know I said I didn’t like what your mom said about faking it, but other than that, she seems really nice.”

      Nice. That wasn’t a word many people used when it came to her mother. Brooklyn could admit that her mom had always done right by her and her sister, even when it wasn’t a blissful relationship. “She can be great. It’s just a mother-daughter thing. We’re always going to hold each other to an impossible standard. It feels like it’s baked into the relationship.”

      “You’re really determined to help her find another buyer for Aurora, aren’t you?”

      Brooklyn propped herself up on her elbow and looked Alec in the eye. “I have to at least try. I don’t want someone to swallow up her life’s work and turn it into something terrible.”

      “It doesn’t always happen that way. Sometimes big companies buy smaller ones and it ends up being great for everyone.”

      “More often than not, it’s a disaster. And I know that Virginia and I will never hear the end of it if that’s what happens. It’ll be all she talks about at Thanksgiving, and Christmas, and Easter, and every family birthday celebration between now and the end of time.”

      “Okay. Then why doesn’t Posh Post buy it?”

      Brooklyn bit down on her lower lip. “Wait. What?”

      “If you and your sister want to be the custodians of your mom’s legacy, you need to take control. So buy it yourself.”

      “We don’t have nearly enough money to do that. Nor do we have enough staff to take that on.”

      “You don’t need staff. She already has that. Just find a couple of investors. Just keep their chunk of it smaller than yours. If a massive corporation is ready to write her a big check, that’s got to be enough evidence that it’s worth it.”

      That really got Brooklyn’s brain going. Was this feasible? “It would mean more work.”

      “Not once you find the investors. Money fixes a lot of things. And you already know you don’t want to run Aurora, so you won’t struggle to let go like you do with Posh Post. But you can still call the shots when necessary.”

      “Hmm.”

      “I can help you find plenty of people with deep pockets. I’m happy to pitch in.”

      “Really? But you already have so much going on.”

      “Yes, really. I want to help. Plus, maybe this will make your relationship with your mom better. I think you’re harboring a lot of guilt from leaving, and that just seems really unhealthy at this point.”

      “Oh, so that’s the crushing feeling I get whenever I talk to her?”

      Alec laughed. “I think so.”

      This wasn’t going to be easy, but it really was the best option Brooklyn had. “Okay. I’ll try. I’ve got to talk to Virginia.”

      “In the meantime, I’ll make some calls.”

      “Yes. Please. The clock is ticking. Twenty-eight days.” A lot was going to happen between now and then. Alec had his interview. Brooklyn had her first appointment at the fertility clinic. Then Alec’s interview would air, and they’d have to see how it all went over, and then… well, Brooklyn wasn’t exactly sure how it would all play out, but she’d learned that there was only so much planning and guessing you could do. Sometimes you had to hop on the ride of life and see where it took you.

      “I have a fair amount of final interview prep this weekend, but I can get the ball rolling on your stuff, too.”

      “Are you nervous about the interview? It’s a big deal.”

      “I think I’m more on edge. I’m excited by the prospect of doing well. I really want to nail it.”

      She curled into him, needing him closer. “I know exactly what you mean. You want to go out knowing that you tried your best.”

      “Exactly. Then I can figure out what’s next.”

      Right. Everything was hinging on something else. It was all one big set of contingencies. And for now, Brooklyn only cared about what, or who, was right in front of her. “What if this was what’s next?” She placed her hand on the side of his face, delivering a soft kiss.

      Alec smiled between their lips. “I’m all in favor of it.”

      From somewhere in the dark came a text notification. “Ignore it,” Brooklyn said, far more interested in what Alec’s hand was doing.

      But then there was another. “That’s got to be my phone. What if someone’s trying to reach me?”

      “Okay. Look. But only for one minute. Then you’re getting back in this bed, mister.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Alec scurried off the bed, found his pants, and dug his phone out of his pocket, then plopped down on the edge of the mattress. “Well, well, well. Look at this. I was right to blow off that photographer.” Sure enough, on the screen was a photo of Brooklyn, Alec, and Dallas, out and about, trick-or-treating.

      “Oh, sure. Gloat because you look amazing. I’m laughing and totally have a double chin.”

      He set his phone on the bedside table and wrapped his arms around her, pressing his warm naked body against hers. “You’re happy, Brooklyn. That’s all anyone will see in that picture.”
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      Cy was still avoiding Brooklyn. Or so it seemed. Every time she’d see him downstairs, he was either out at the curb chatting up a driver, or ushering a resident outside, or dealing with a delivery, or sometimes on the phone. If anything, Brooklyn saw this as evidence that he would be amazing at the job she was hoping he’d take. The man could juggle a lot at one time. But between Alec being out of town for his interview, and Brooklyn having her pivotal fertility clinic visit today, she really wanted to feel like one thing was settled. Yay or nay, she had to know.

      So she left her apartment fifteen minutes before Virginia was due to swing by and pick her up. Just so she could stalk Cy.

      Sure enough, he was occupied when she got down to the lobby, helping Mrs. Silverman, one of the oldest residents of the building, into a taxi. He’s so good, was all Brooklyn could think as she watched him make sure the woman was safely in the back of the car before closing the door.

      “Cy, can we chat for a minute?” Brooklyn asked as he strode inside.

      “I have a feeling I know what you want to talk about.”

      “The job offer?”

      “Yes.” Cy seemed almost embarrassed, which was worrying, but at this point, she’d prepared herself for bad news. “I haven’t talked to my wife yet.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      He sighed, heavily, like he had boulders resting on his shoulders. “I was going to talk to her the day you asked me. I was excited. Thrilled. And then I get home and she shows me a stack of cruise brochures she’d sent away for. She says she wants to take early retirement from her job. And it threw me for a loop. I’m thinking to myself we have very different visions of what our future looks like. And I didn’t have the nerve to ask her.”

      This astounded Brooklyn. How could Cy and his wife be on completely different pages after being together so long? They’d just celebrated forty years of marriage. Brooklyn knew this because Cy brought it up every day for a week before the party their kids threw for them. “I don’t know your wife, Cy, so this is hard for me to weigh in on.”

      “It’s just that work has always been very important to me, and sometimes, she thinks it’s because I don’t want to be with her. When it’s not that at all. I simply like staying busy. It’s more than a paycheck. I like feeling like I have a purpose.”

      “That makes perfect sense.” She patted him on the shoulder. “If you need more time, take a few more weeks to decide. After that, I’m going to have to start looking for someone else. But I do want you to know that you won’t hurt my feelings if the answer is no, okay?”

      “You’ll still like me, Ms. Monroe?”

      “I’ll adore you, Cy. Always.”

      “Phew. Now that’s a relief.” He grinned wide and strode toward the door, opening it for her. “Off to work?”

      “Not exactly. A meeting away from the office.” A big black SUV pulled up to the curb and Virginia rolled down her window and waved. “That’s my sister to pick me up.”

      “Have a good day.”

      “You, too,” Brooklyn said, hoping that would also prove to be true for herself. She climbed into the waiting car as Virginia scooted across the seat and buckled in.

      “Hey there,” Virginia said.

      “Morning. Thanks for picking me up.”

      The car inched away from the curb. “No problem. I’m excited you invited me along.”

      “I need the moral support.”

      Virginia reached over and patted the back of Brooklyn’s hand. “It’ll be fine. You don’t have to do anything other than listen to what they have to say.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Brooklyn pulled a lip balm out of her purse and reapplied. It was getting colder every day and her lips were taking a beating from dry air. Kissing Alec hadn’t helped much either, but she considered it a small price to pay for that. “I just talked to Cy about the job. He needs a few more weeks to decide.”

      “Is there a Plan B?”

      “Like with most things in my life, the answer to that question is no.”

      “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry too much.”

      “I know. I just hate having things hanging over my head. I live to take things off my to-do list.”

      “I hear you. I practically have an orgasm when I can cross something out in my planner.”

      Brooklyn let out an unflattering snort. “Sometimes I write down things I’ve already done, just so I can cross them off.”

      “Has Alec gotten anywhere with connecting you with investors? If we’re going to do this, I feel like we need to jump on it. You never know with Mom. She doesn’t always listen.”

      “He helped me a ton before he went out of town. He connected me with a woman named Kristin who brokers deals like this. It’s not that different from when we first raised capital to start Posh Post. Alec thinks it can come together quickly and Kristin seems to agree. She’ll give us an update soon.”

      “Sounds like all we can do now is wait.”

      The drive to the fertility clinic seemed like it took no time, which was a nice change of pace since the weeks before today had seemed to creep along. Virginia and Brooklyn rode up the elevator to the 4th floor of an office building in the Flatiron district.

      When they stepped off the elevator, Brooklyn was pleasantly surprised. As nice as the lobby looked on the clinic’s website, it was even more beautifully appointed in person. With furnishings in white and pale gray, and the most flattering lighting Brooklyn had ever seen, it felt like walking into a sliver of serenity. “This is really nice,” she said to Virginia as they approached the reception desk.

      “Beautiful.”

      “And so quiet,” Brooklyn muttered.

      “I’d love to come here and take a nap.”

      The woman seated at the desk was tapping away at her computer, and she smiled, quite pleasantly, but was still looking at the screen. “I’m so sorry to keep you wait—” She turned, laid eyes on Brooklyn, and a tiny squeal leaked out of her mouth. “Ms. Monroe. We’ve been waiting for your arrival.”

      “You have?” Brooklyn was a little taken aback. When she’d made her appointment, it had all been very straightforward and completely devoid of squealing.

      She laughed and knocked her head back and forth. “Yes. Everyone at the clinic is very excited.”

      “They are?”

      She leaned forward and peered up at Brooklyn. “I don’t want to alarm you, but a lot of the techs and nurses are big fans,” she whispered. “And the doctors adore you. New appointments are up fifteen percent.”

      “Because of me?”

      The woman nodded eagerly. “Every time you’re on TV, there’s a new influx of patients.”

      Virginia elbowed Brooklyn in the ribs. “Sounds like somebody has some fans.”

      This was all way too weird, but gosh, it was nice to feel so welcome.

      “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Beverly,” the receptionist said, getting up from her desk. “Let me take you back to Dr. Alcott’s office. I’ll be sure to get her right in to see you. I know you’re a very busy woman.” She led Brooklyn and Virginia down a hall. It was a short trip, but several nurses stopped and politely said hello. “Here we are.” She waved Brooklyn and Virginia into a truly lovely office, decorated in placid shades of blue, with crisp white walls, zero clutter, and was that the smell of fresh-baked shortbread cookies? It was like something out of a Scandinavian home magazine, or an ultra-cool display at Ikea.

      “Now, what can I get you to drink? We have mineral water, sparkling or flat. We have every flavor of herbal tea you can imagine. We also have vegan hot cocoa made with organic fair-trade cocoa.”

      “Uh. I’ll have the cocoa,” Brooklyn said. When in Rome.

      “Just sparkling water for me,” Virginia answered, taking off her coat and slinging it over the back of one of two modern upholstered chairs opposite the doctor’s desk.

      “Perfect. I will be right back. Dr. Alcott will be in any minute now.”

      Brooklyn took a seat. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing, I’m way less nervous now.”

      “Talk about rolling out the red carpet.”

      “Actually, I scoured the Google reviews and everyone had wonderful things to say about the staff. I just didn’t know it was going to end up being so true.”

      Beverly appeared moments later with their drinks, delivered on a glossy white serving tray. “Please don’t hesitate to let Dr. Alcott know if there’s anything else you need.”

      “Did I hear my name?” A sweet and fluttery voice came from behind them, and a tiny woman wearing a white lab coat ambled into the room. She came to a halt right in front of Brooklyn. “Ms. Monroe. Truly, we are honored that you’ve chosen our little clinic.” She turned. “And let me guess, you’re her sister.”

      “Guilty as charged. I’m Virginia.”

      “Splendid,” Dr. Alcott said. Sitting in her chair, she took a moment to address both Brooklyn and Virginia again, with an easy grin and a calming presence. She was what Brooklyn imagined Mrs. Claus might have looked like in her late forties, with a flush in her cheeks and kind eyes. “Normally, this is the time when I ask a new patient what brings them here, but I think we all know what Brooklyn Monroe wants. To have a baby. On her terms. On her own.”

      “Yes. Exactly.” It was so nice not to have to explain herself for once.

      Dr. Alcott swung her chair around and pulled out a three-ring binder, which she gently placed on the desk in front of Brooklyn. The cover had photos of dozens of smiling babies, and it made Brooklyn’s heart swell. “This will be your guide during this journey. It contains everything you need to know about the sequence of events that will happen over the next several months. And most important, it includes a phone list for key staff. If you ever have a question, or doubts, or are worried about even the slightest thing, I want you to call us. We are here for you.”

      Brooklyn scooted forward on her chair and opened the binder. Inside was tabbed sections with titles like “Schedule”, “Appointments”, and “Lab Work”. It was all highly organized and very thorough. “This looks wonderful.”

      “So as soon as you’re ready to put your trust in us, we’ll start with the basic fertility assessment. Blood work, exam, and ultrasound. After that, we’ll start you shopping for a donor in our database and we’ll decide on best course for insemination. At every step, our in-house psychologist will be available for counseling if you’re feeling unsure or are encountering any emotions you hadn’t quite counted on. And of course, I’m here to chat whenever you need me.”

      “It all sounds amazing.” Brooklyn loved having so much support and reassurance, but there was also this little voice in the back of her head that was expressing doubt. Perhaps she simply needed to get more comfortable with the idea. Coming to the clinic today had been a big step, one that was worth acknowledging.

      “What’s your success rate, Doctor Alcott?” Virginia asked.

      “I’m proud to say we average 88 percent within three cycles. Depending on when we start, you could be pregnant by late winter or early spring.”

      Brooklyn’s heart leapt at the prospect, despite that stupid little voice in her head. “I guess I’ll just go ahead and make my first appointment then.”

      “Wonderful. Beverly will be happy to get you all squared away at the front desk.” Dr. Alcott stood and reached out to shake hands with Brooklyn. “And thank you, Ms. Monroe. We can’t wait to help you have a baby.”

      Brooklyn and Virginia returned to reception, where a perpetually upbeat Beverly booked Brooklyn’s appointment for her fertility assessment, the week after Thanksgiving.

      “I’ll call you if we have any cancellations and can get you in any sooner,” Beverly said.

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      Outside, Brooklyn and Virginia waited by the curb for Virginia’s driver to pick them up. “Well?” Virginia asked. “Pretty awesome, huh?”

      “Yes. I don’t think I could have asked for anything more.”

      Virginia squeezed Brooklyn’s arm and looked her square in the eye. “You could be pregnant by Valentine’s Day. Just think about that.”

      Brooklyn smiled and nodded. “I know. Crazy, right?”

      Virginia cocked her head to one side and narrowed her gaze on Brooklyn. “You’re having doubts, aren’t you?”

      Her sister knew her so well. Too well. “No. Not really. I’m just…” She wasn’t sure what she was, other than 99% convinced that this was the right thing to do and 1% undecided if this was her best path forward.

      “I hope you know it’s totally normal to question this. The minute I found out I was pregnant with Dallas, I freaked. We’d spent four months trying to get pregnant, and then the minute I saw the plus sign on the stick, I panicked and asked Tom what in the hell we were doing.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. And let me just tell you that absolutely nothing will prepare you for parenthood. The whole thing is scary and exciting. And probably the best thing you’ll ever do. But also the hardest. But nothing can ever fully prepare you.”

      “So what you’re saying is that I just need to take the leap?”

      “That is exactly what I’m saying.”
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      Alec had prepared for war. The contents of those folders from Robin Ortiz had been crammed into his head. He’d pulled a damn all-nighter before they left for the interview, just like in college. But by the looks of Barry Millner, this wasn’t going to be hand-to-hand combat.

      “He’s aged twenty years from the day he was sentenced,” Alec said out of his mouth to Robin as the lighting guy did his adjustments and the guard unshackled Mr. Millner.

      “Prison is hard on these guys.”

      Alec glanced around the room, which resembled a generic activity room like you might find at a slightly rundown community center. There was gray industrial carpet and tan walls, but there were also halfway decent chairs to sit in and a water cooler in the corner. “This is minimum security lock-up. It’s not San Quentin. I doubt anyone’s getting a shiv in the dining hall.”

      Robin peered at him over her reading glasses, which were perched on the edge of her nose. “You still sleep in a cell. And there’s a lot of downtime. Enough to spend ruminating on every mistake you’ve ever made in your life. There’s no way that’s fun.”

      “True.” Still, Alec was already rethinking his approach with the interview. Barry looked like a shell of a man, his eyes drawn and tired, the skin of his face hanging down from his jawline. Maybe this was simply what he deserved. He’d stolen money from hardworking people. There had to be some justice, somewhere.

      Alec approached him and held out his hand. “Mr. Millner, hi. I’m Alec Trakas from…” he had to stop himself from saying that he was from Good Day USA. “The Sunday News Hour. I’ll be conducting the interview today.”

      “I know who you are.” Barry attempted to stand, but he was clearly struggling.

      “It’s okay.” Alec stopped him with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You don’t need to get up.”

      “I’ve seen you on TV. My mom loves you.”

      Of course. “That’s nice. Thanks.”

      Robin strode over to chat with Barry, and Alec took that as his cue to take his seat and consult his notes. The makeup person came over to do a quick touchup, and Alec expressed some quiet gratitude for not having to have pounds of pancake on his face. Luckily, hard-hitting journalism required far less airbrushing.

      Robin consulted her phone. “Alec, the department of corrections has given us until two-thirty, so we should probably get going.”

      “Yes. I’m ready.” Alec sat a little straighter in his chair, amazed that at his age, something could be this exciting. Or make him this nervous. This was what he’d waited for. This was what he’d wanted. And it felt like he was in the right place. For once.

      “Let’s get rolling,” Robin said, stepping back behind the camera.

      Alec took a beat to settle himself, then started with his questions. At first, they discussed the nuts and bolts of Barry’s crimes, starting with the brokerage firm he’d started in the early 1980s, and going all the way through the development of the investment scheme, taking money from new investors and paying dividends to those who came before them, creating an illusion that their nest egg was growing by leaps and bounds. Barry answered everything candidly, fondly telling stories of the good life at the height of his success—flying on private jets, buying expensive cars, and partying with famous people while his wife wore priceless jewels around her neck.

      “Was that why you did it? Was it greed?” Alec asked.

      Barry shrugged and shifted in his chair. “I suppose you could call it that. Although it didn’t start that way. At the beginning, I was just another guy trying to raise a family. It was hard to turn down the money when it came so easily. And it made everyone around me very happy. My wife adored me. My children thought I was the best dad in the world.”

      “But it was all an illusion.”

      “The feelings weren’t fake. There was genuine affection between all of us.” Barry’s voice wavered for the first time.

      Alec sensed that he’d finally crossed over that difficult bridge, where an interview goes from getting to the heart of the facts to getting to the heart of the person. If he could pry some hard emotion out of Barry, he’d earn his spot in the news division. “What was it like to face your wife and kids? When they first found out what had been going on?”

      Barry’s entire face fell—gone was the cavalier guy who’d figured out how to game the system. “Worst day of my life. Because I’d tricked them, too. They counted on me and I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain.”

      “That must have been very difficult.”

      “It was the hardest part of the whole ordeal. Much harder than being locked up.”

      “Tell me more about that. Are they mad? Sad? What are their lives like now? Without the money they’d once had?”

      Barry grew deathly quiet, and Alec wondered if he might yell for the guard and ask to return to his cell. Alec didn’t have a ton of experience cornering an interview subject like this, but he knew how he would feel if he were in this situation—like a complete failure as a husband and father.

      “I think they’ve gone through every emotion in the book. Fear. Betrayal. Disgust. There were days during the trial when I knew my wife didn’t even want to look at me.”

      “But she sat in that courtroom every day, didn’t she?”

      “She did. She didn’t miss a minute of any of it. She got up every morning and did her hair and got dressed and acted the part of loving wife. She smiled at me from the front row. And then she sat there and listened to the evidence against me and the stories of people whose lives I’d ruined. And of course, she had to face our family and friends and deal with that fallout. I was insulated from it because I was sitting in jail.”

      Alec could hardly fathom living through any of this, but just trying to put himself in Barry Millner’s shoes, or those of his wife, left him with a lot to think about. “And what about your kids?”

      And that was when it happened—a tear rolled down Barry Millner’s craggy old face and his lower lip started to quiver. Alec hoped like hell the camera was capturing this. “There’s nothing in the world that’s worse than disappointing your children. They’re all grown now. In their thirties and forties. Kids of their own. But I look in their faces and still see the little ones running around our backyard. And I know that I failed at the one thing I couldn’t afford to fail at.” He sniffled and wiped at his nose. “It doesn’t matter how long I live, I don’t think I’ll ever get over the heartache of that. And of course, I’ve missed out on so much. My grandchildren’s birthdays. Holidays. Family gatherings.”

      Alec paused a few moments for dramatic effect, but he was also thinking about the parallels between Barry and himself—dreams and hopes, disappointing those you love, and living with regrets. They’d taken dramatically different paths in life, but no one got through it unscathed. “If you could go back in time and talk to your younger self, what would you say?”

      “Don’t throw away your chance at happiness just so you can have money or success. If you think there’s even the smallest fraction of a chance that you can find something that will feed your soul or give you a happy heart, pick that instead.”

      Whoa. Alec hadn’t quite counted on Barry’s answer hitting quite so close to home. He rose to shake Barry’s hand. He didn’t admire the man. Not at all. But he did respect the fact that he’d been so honest about the lessons he’d learned. And as Alec watched him shuffle away, he knew one thing—the man might be exactly where he belonged, but this was not a happy ending.

      “Great job, Alec,” Robin said. “I think we got everything we needed. You’re really a natural.”

      “Thanks,” he said, taking in her words and letting them tumble around in his head. “Actually, you know, I’m not really a natural. It’s all practice. It’s being on Good Day USA five days a week for years and years.” It’s doing hundreds and hundreds of interviews about things like twenty exciting new uses for chicken or how to take off the pounds in the new year.

      “Whatever works. I’m happy we’ve got you on the team.”

      Robin got distracted by her phone and walked away, leaving Alec to wonder about that last part. On the team? What exactly did that mean?

      He packed up his things and then tried to help the crew with the same, but they seemed like they were happier doing it themselves. Their way. So Alec walked out to the parking lot to wait, which was unfortunately a depressing exercise. Minimum security or not, they were at a prison after all.

      His phone lit up with a text. From Brooklyn. How did it go? He smiled harder than he had in a long time.

      Can you talk? Mere seconds later, his phone was ringing. “Hey. Before I tell you about my day, I want to know about yours. How was your appointment at the clinic?” He wanted to be as supportive as humanly possible. And even though he’d had a big life event, nothing matched the importance of her visit to see the doctor.

      “The clinic was amazing. Everyone there was wonderful, I am in love with the doctor.”

      Alec was surprised how much his heart sang after hearing that things had gone well for her. She deserved a break. “That’s so amazing, Brook. I’m really, really happy for you.”

      “Thank you. That’s sweet. Even if it’s a little weird talking to the guy who doesn’t want to be a dad about my visit to the fertility clinic.”

      Alec couldn’t stop thinking about what Barry Millner had said about his kids and feeding your soul. “Then think of me as the guy who you can tell anything. The guy who’s still figuring everything out. The guy who cares about you. A lot.” It felt like he’d crammed his heart into a little ball and tried to stuff it through the telephone, but those words were the truth and it was important that Brooklyn hear them.

      “Aww. I like that guy. The guy who cares about me.”

      “Good. I like him, too.”

      “And how did that guy do with his big interview today?”

      “We just finished up. It went incredibly well. I made Barry Millner cry.”

      Brooklyn gasped. “Seriously? Alec. Your interview might end up being the highest rated segment in the history of the Sunday News Hour. People hate Barry Millner. And they love seeing bad guys cry.”

      “I hope that’s true. It definitely felt good to pry that kind of emotion out of him.”

      “Was he a creep? He seems like he would be. Either that or evil.”

      Alec ran his hand through his hair and looked out over the steely gray institutional building. “This is going to sound really weird, but I mostly felt sorry for him. Or I guess it’s more accurate to say that I’m sorry he was so misguided that he blew up his entire life for money. He’s a walking, talking cautionary tale.”

      “I still don’t think I’d want to hang out with him. Invite him to Thanksgiving. Or anything like that.”

      “Nope. Me neither.”

      “So, when do you get back?”

      “We’re driving back to the city tonight. I won’t get home until late.”

      “And when is the interview going to run?”

      “Two weeks from Sunday. Right before Thanksgiving.”

      Brooklyn was quiet for a moment and he wondered if she was thinking what he was thinking, that they’d agreed to let all of this play out to its natural conclusion, and that was still weeks away.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing it. I can’t wait to watch your big moment on TV. Are you going to have a party? Have a bunch of people over?”

      “God, no. Why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s your big moment. Don’t you want to celebrate it with the people who mean the most to you?”

      “My brother and his family are in Florida. And I hate the thought of inviting my friends over to celebrate something when I don’t know how it’s actually going to turn out.”

      “Well, I’d like to come over and watch it. If you’re up for that.”

      “That sounds perfect. Exactly my speed.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Yes, hmm. I’m not letting you off the hook so easy. Even if I’m the only person who comes over, we are still going to celebrate. A lot.”

      A breathy laugh crossed his lips. “What does that mean?”

      “I can’t commit to specifics. There might be cake. Balloons perhaps. Streamers. A singing telegram…”

      “Brooklyn, no. Not that.”

      “Okay. No singing. Except…”

      “What?”

      “I might have to treat you to my a capella version of When Doves Cry.”

      “Only if there’s a dance that goes along with it.”

      “Challenge accepted. Luckily, I have two weeks to practice.” She laughed, and even over an imperfect cellphone connection, it was the best sound in the world.

      “I’m looking forward to getting back to the city so I can see you.” He hoped he wasn’t overstepping, assuming, or anything else that was ultimately going to prove foolish. Yes, they’d had sex. But they weren’t really together.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing you, too.”

      He silently let out the breath he’d been holding. “In the meantime, I hope you’ll get to working on that dance.”
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      The network moved fast. Two days after returning from Connecticut, Robin showed raw footage of the interview to Georgia. A day after that, Alec’s agent, Olivia, received an initial offer to move Alec into the news division.

      “This is happening. After I finish raking them over the coals, of course.” Olivia was breathing hard and Alec could hear the mechanical whir of her treadmill and the steady thunk thunk thunk of footsteps. “The money is a joke. They’re low-balling you because they think they have all of the leverage. But with Thanksgiving and the parade coming, I’m thinking they’ll have a pretty potent reminder of how valuable you are. You’re a freaking institution at that network.”

      Alec had never aspired to be an institution, but he was thankful that things were progressing. Finally, an exit strategy from Good Day USA. “I trust you. Keep me posted. And thanks.”

      “The minute they budge, you’ll be the first to know.”

      That night, he’d had the chance to tell Brooklyn in person. On the surface, she was thrilled. She’d made hilarious squeaks and threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. But despite the revelry, Alec had sensed an edge of disappointment from her.

      Needing clarity for both of them, he’d pushed for a reality check. “I hope you know that this isn’t a done deal.” He’d taken her hand, wishing he hadn’t agreed to not say I love you. He understood why she’d wanted it that way, that she didn’t want anyone’s feelings hurt, but it was agony to not say it. “The last few weeks have been so amazing. Spending time together. I hope we can keep moving forward.”

      “I hope so, too. But let’s just see how things play out, okay? I don’t want any promises made that might later fall apart.”

      It was all a little too tenuous for his liking. He’d be a liar if he said that he hadn’t been thinking a lot about everything Barry Millner had said to him. Alec’s big takeaway was that a person had to prioritize. You were going to miss out on something, so the question was, what would it be? No matter what happened with his career, he was going to miss out on a lot if he didn’t find a way to make things work with Brooklyn.

      Now that it was the night the interview was set to air, Alec was yet again a ball of anxiety. When Brooklyn showed up at his door forty-five minutes before the show, with a bakery box and a big bunch of multi-colored balloons, he wasn’t sure he’d ever been more thankful to see her.

      “I’d yell ‘surprise!’ right now, but you already knew I was going to do this,” she said.

      “Come in. Come in. It’s getting cold out there.” He waved her inside his brownstone and closed the door behind her.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      “I feel like I might be sick. But also I’m hungry. How weird is that?”

      “Sounds like a normal Sunday night to me.”

      “Right. Well, I ordered Thai. They just dropped it off. I got your favorite. Drunken noodles.”

      “You’re the best.” She thrust the balloons toward him. “Here. These are for you. Obviously. And I brought a cake.” She began working her shoulders out of her coat.

      “You really didn’t have to do any of this, but thank you.” Alec set the balloons aside, and the small weight tethered to the ribbons plunked to the floor. “Just having you here is enough.”

      She popped up on to her toes and gave him a quick kiss, right at the corner of his mouth. “Indulge me.”

      “Always.” His lips were buzzing, so he grasped her arms and pulled her closer for a real kiss. She tasted sweet and minty and perfect. Maybe they didn’t have to watch his interview. Or eat. Maybe they should go upstairs right now.

      “Mmm,” she hummed, her eyes half-closed, lips turned up in a smile. “What was that for?”

      “For being my saving grace. I couldn’t make it through tonight without you.”

      “You’re sweet. Now let’s wreck those noodles.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He headed for the kitchen and she followed behind him.

      “Check this out.” Brooklyn slipped the bakery box onto the center island, untied the string, and opened the lid. “Ta da!”

      He shook his head in disbelief, half laughing. “Brooklyn. It’s my face. Covering the entire cake.”

      “I gave the bakery a photo of you and had them transfer it onto the frosting. I love your face. And we’re celebrating you.”

      “I really don’t like being the center of attention.”

      “Which is odd given your line of work.”

      “That’s what makes me excited to move into news. I won’t have to be a show pony anymore.” He pulled two plates out of the cabinet, then a handful of serving spoons and some forks.

      Brooklyn opened the takeout containers, leaning down to inhale a waft of green coconut curry, then started dishing up her plate. “Exactly how nervous are you?”

      “A little and a lot. I already know that they want me for news. The question is whether they’ll agree to the right terms. It did cross my mind that they might have made the low-ball offer just as a way of saying no without actually saying no.”

      “Do you think they’d actually do that?”

      “I’m pretty sure it happens all the time.”

      “That would seriously suck.” She offered a reassuring smile. “Let’s just stay positive.”

      “Excellent idea.”

      They sat on the couch and ate while the TV was on mute. Alec opened a bottle of wine, which he noticed Brooklyn only sipped, so he went to the kitchen and brought back her favorite ginger peach seltzer, which he’d picked up at the store.

      “Any update on finding investors for Aurora?” he asked, between bites.

      “Yes.” She grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the corners of her mouth. “We’ve landed two big fish and we’re super close with a third. That could happen as early as tomorrow. Then we can officially make a proposal to our mom.”

      “And what’s the latest on Cy?”

      Brooklyn frowned. “There isn’t one. Honestly, I think he’s going to say no. Which is fine. I just need to find someone good. Someone I can trust.”

      Before he could ask for more info, the iconic image of a ticking clock popped up on the TV screen, and Alec reluctantly reached for the remote and turned up the volume. Why wasn’t he feeling more thrilled by this? Maybe because he felt so pulled between the two things he wanted most—this job and Brooklyn. “My story is second. So we’ll have to wait for a bit.”

      During the first commercial break, Alec took their plates to the kitchen, quickly scraped them and put them in the dishwasher, then tucked the leftovers into the fridge. He glanced at the cake and laughed quietly, swiping some frosting from the edge with his finger. Would they even feel like celebrating later? He hoped so. But celebrating what? That, he wasn’t sure.

      Back in the living room, Brooklyn cozied up next to Alec on the couch, and neither uttered a word. When the intro started and he heard his name, then his own voiceover as the story began, he was filled with an emotion he hadn’t been prepared for. There was a lump in his throat, thinking about how much he cared about this chance. But also how much he cared about the person sitting next to him. And how those two things were inextricably tied to each other.

      She squeezed his hand, as if to remind him that she was still there. “You look so handsome,” she whispered.

      A half grin crossed his face. “Thank you.” He ran his free hand through his hair, then scrubbed his chin and jaw. He couldn’t stop critiquing himself, questioning every word that came out of his mouth, every facial expression he made. Even the shirt he’d chosen to wear. But despite all of that, there was this glimmer of positivity fighting for life inside of him. He wasn’t terrible. He’d done a good job. Solid. And when it was over, he turned off the TV, bracing himself. The mess of emotion he’d felt at the beginning of the segment continued to zero in on him. Push and pull. Happy and sad.

      “You did such an amazing job.” Brooklyn scooted forward on the cushion and turned so she could look him right in the eye. “I’m blown away. I knew you’d be good, but I didn’t know you’d be that good. You were meant to do this.”

      Was that really true? Was this his destiny? “Thanks.” He was about to say more when his phone started blowing up with congratulatory messages from a vast array of people in his life—his agent, Tilly Ann and Renata, and the one that meant the most, from his brother. You killed it. So proud of you. Mom and Dad would’ve been bragging about you until the end of time.

      Alec laughed, but tears threatened to encroach when he saw that one word—would’ve. They should have been around for today. It might have made it feel less empty. Or at least a little more right.

      Thanks. Love you so much, Alec responded.

      “Everything okay?” Brooklyn asked. “I hope everyone is showering you with love right now.”

      “They are. It’s overwhelming, to be honest.” He set aside his phone, needing to focus on the here-and-now. On her. “Thank you for being here tonight. It means so much. You totally took the edge off. You made it so much easier.”

      “It was a total no-brainer. I wanted to be here,” Brooklyn said.

      Good God, he loved hearing her say that. His gaze raked over her face. She was more than beautiful. She was pure of heart. And now, with the world at his feet, and his brain struggling to arrive at what it all meant, all he wanted was to get lost in her. “I want you, Brooklyn.”

      She smiled, but it was a toying grin. She was messing with him. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” He draped his arm across the back of the couch and leaned closer. “I want you. Now. I want to kiss you and take off your clothes and make love to you, Brooklyn.”

      She snickered. “Are you saying you want to be my lover?”

      He shook his head, solely focused on the allure of her lips. “Please don’t speak in Prince. Not now.”

      “His music is the ultimate aphrodisiac.”

      “For you.”

      “For me. Yes.” Her voice dipped lower. “Isn’t that all that matters right now? You’re trying to seduce me, aren’t you?”

      “Trying. Not sure I’m succeeding.”

      “Oh, come on. You know you’ll always win this particular battle.” She nearly flattened him with a kiss, resting her hand on his thigh so she could be closer.

      Alec leaned back until his head was on one of the throw pillows, allowing Brooklyn to put her full body weight on him. She settled between his legs and that pressure made his mind go blank. Her kiss was soft and playful. It was everything he needed right now. Light and fun. A break from seriousness. “Upstairs?” he asked.

      “Not that into the couch? It’s kind of hot.”

      “Well, I bought more condoms. And they’re in my bathroom.” In any other world, this would have been a responsible act and declaration. But Brooklyn wanted to get pregnant, and so really, Alec knew that his purchase was one more instance of him saying without words, I’m not sure. The thing was, she was breaking down his excuses. She was making him second-guess everything he’d been so damn sure of as recently as a month ago. It wasn’t even that she was directly attacking his reasoning. She was doing it by inviting him into her world, reminding him how spectacular it was to be with her. She was doing it by showing him every day that she was caring and loving—the two most important qualities in a mom. And as she did those things, it made him want to be a better man. It made him care a little more about the personal and less about the things that might make him feel “accomplished”.

      “Okay. Sure.” Brooklyn took his hand and led the way, through the living room, then up the dark and narrow stairs. Inside his room, she went straight to the bed. He pulled her against his body, and she molded her lips to his. She pitched back, pulling him down on top of her, sprawling out on the mattress. Alec’s hands didn’t know where to travel first. Everything about Brooklyn was soft and inviting and luscious. And he couldn’t wait for what came next.
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      Brooklyn had considered getting mad about the condoms. But Alec was sticking to the rules. Rules that they had put in place together. And now that they were naked and that damn condom was on, she was over it. All she needed right now was physical closeness with Alec. They could do this part with zero problems. This was always right. It never, ever went wrong. And that was a hell of a statement. She clung to it.

      Alec kissed her softly, threading his hands through her hair, and she hitched her leg up over his naked hip, needing him closer. Skin against skin, hot breaths, and body weight—everything was perfect and hot and exactly what she wanted. The pressure was already building for Brooklyn, the sheer anticipation, and when Alec rolled her to her back and drove inside, it was… well, it was way more than she’d been ready for.

      A flood of emotion rushed through her. She felt it on a visceral level, and she pulled him closer, wanting there to be nothing left between them. She wanted only his skin against hers, all space between them erased, and kisses that lingered forever. Forever. That wasn’t a word she played around with. But it had a lot of heft right now. It was what she wanted from Alec, and she might not get it, and if that was the case, she might never get over it. When she’d said that she didn’t want to throw around words like “I love you” because someone might get hurt? She knew now just how badly she’d meant it. She loved him. And someone way smarter than her had once said that only love could break your heart. She got that. Completely.

      This was a lot to think about while she was on the verge of orgasm, her body clutching hard and her breaths coming out in ragged bursts. She and Alec had this down though, the pitch of their bodies in near-perfect sync, and they were both close. At the same time. A miracle in waiting. Rocking hard. Need building. Feeling fitful and desperate. Brooklyn gave way first, and then Alec went.

      But he froze in a particularly odd way. It wasn’t a normal holy-crap-I’m-coming freeze. It was something else.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, gasping.

      “The condom broke.” He practically jumped off of her and rushed to the bathroom.

      Brooklyn was still climbing out of that gauzy post-orgasm state of mind, so words didn’t mean a whole lot to her right now, but she did understand the condom broke. Her first, purely reactionary thought was Yippee! I might get pregnant. The old-fashioned way, no less. Her second thought was, But this is the world’s worst timing.

      Alec rushed back into his bedroom and stopped at his dresser, pulling out a pair of pajama pants. “I am so sorry,” he blurted as he stepped into them.

      Brooklyn sat up, doing her best to ignore the distinct edge of panic in his voice. Someone had to encourage calm. “You don’t have to apologize. It’s not your fault.”

      “But I was the one who got all romantic tonight. I started it.” He sat on the bed and faced her.

      “You were happy. I want you to want to have sex with me when you’re happy. Plus, we’ve had sex every time we’ve been alone since Halloween. It was going to happen.”

      “This is horrible timing.”

      “Yes. That occurred to me, too.”

      He raked his hand through his hair, seeming burdened by everything in the world. But then his demeanor changed. His eyes got brighter. He sat a little straighter. “No. That’s not right. You know what? I’m tired of talking about timing. Does anyone have perfect timing? No.”

      Brooklyn wasn’t sure when he’d gotten so philosophical. “I suppose.”

      “All of this waiting and wondering has been stupid. We belong together. I love you. I will turn down this job. And we will get married. And everything will be fine.” His eyes lit up like the Rockefeller Plaza Christmas tree. “In fact, it’ll be great.” He pushed himself back until he was kneeling next to the bed. “Let’s do this, Brooklyn.”

      Now she was no longer the calm one. These leaps he was making were a lot to digest, and they were definitely not part of the plan. “Alec. What are you doing?”

      He slapped his forehead. “Oh, my God. You’re right. What am I doing? This is all wrong.” He popped up to his feet and jogged into his closet.

      What the hell? Did he change his mind already?

      “Found it!” he exclaimed, still out of sight.

      “Found what?” Brooklyn climbed off the bed, tugged on the sheet, and wrapped it around her body, prepared to go after him.

      “This.” Alec burst back into the room with a Tiffany blue box.

      Brooklyn froze, her heart beating so fast she thought she might need a doctor. “What is that?”

      He went down on one knee, this time at Brooklyn’s feet. He gazed up at her and took her hand. She’d never been the girl who’d taken much time to think about what this moment might be like, but she definitely hadn’t imagined it like this. Everything was so tangled between her and Alec, just like the sheet wrapped around her. He flipped open the top of the box and revealed the glittering platinum and diamond ring inside. It was beautiful. And he was everything she’d ever wanted. Her eyes welled as a slew of competing emotions bubbled up inside her. Hope. Gratitude. Love. But also, regret. And hesitation.

      “I want to tell you that I love you,” he said.

      “I think you just did.”

      “Well, good. Because that’s the way I feel. And all of this stuff that we’ve been letting get in the way, none of it is more important than what’s between us. Will you marry me?”

      “You kept the ring?” That surely wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for, but she was still piecing this all together.

      “I didn’t know what else to do with it. Taking it back to the store would’ve felt like admitting defeat.”

      All she could think about was that ring in his closet for an entire year, with him knowing it was there, and her not having a clue. These facts represented the divide between them, the ground they still needed to cover as a couple. Every day they were making baby steps together. But they weren’t there. Not yet.

      Brooklyn couldn’t look down at him anymore. She needed them on an even footing. So she dropped to her knees, if only to look him straight in the eye. “I don’t think this is the right move for us right now. Chances are that I’m not pregnant. I mean, I’m right at the end of my fertility window.”

      “Fertility window?”

      “I’ve been keeping track of my basal temperature every morning. Just keeping a chart that my doctor can work from.”

      “Oh.” He sounded immensely disappointed. “But what if you are? I will obviously take responsibility.”

      “I know you will. I’m not worried about that.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I want to do this when you’re sure. Not because you’re backed into a corner.”

      “I just told you a minute ago. I don’t care about timing. Sometimes things happen and we have to roll with them.”

      “And you’re the king of timing. You’re always waiting for things to align.”

      “Will you just tell me what you want, Brooklyn? Because I don’t have a freaking clue anymore.”

      “I want you to come to terms with your feelings about fatherhood. That will pave our way as a couple.”

      “What if I told you right now that I changed my mind. I’m in. All the way.”

      “I know you. I know you don’t mean that.” She sat back on her knees and sighed. “I need you to reach that point without the pressure of a situation that might not exist. I especially don’t need you to say all of those things to me five minutes after a condom breaks. I need you to go into this with an open heart and clear mind and all of that. Does that make any sense?”

      He blew out a frustrated breath. “It does.”

      She reached for his hand. “You know I grew up without my dad. But did I ever tell you why he left?”

      “No. You didn’t.”

      “He told my mom that he felt trapped. He’d told her that he wanted kids, just so she would marry him. But then I came along and he looked at me and felt like he couldn’t breathe. My sister came along after that, and it was too much for him.” Brooklyn’s voice wobbled, just thinking about the pain both her mom and dad must have gone through. It wasn’t her fault. But it wasn’t necessarily his, either. At least he’d been honest. Not everyone was meant to be a parent, right? “I don’t want you to look at fatherhood that way. I know you take the choice very seriously. And I want you to put just as much thought into that as you put into pursuing this job opportunity.”

      “So now what?”

      “We go to bed because I’m exhausted.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. I was trying to lighten the mood.”

      He got up from the floor and reached down for her hand to help her to standing. “It’s okay. I think I already knew what you were going to say.”

      “Okay. Tell me.”

      He tenderly pulled a strand of hair away from her face. “We wait to see what happens with my contract. We wait to see whether you’re pregnant. We get through Thanksgiving, apart. You here in the city with your family and me down in Florida with mine. Then we go from there.”

      “Believe me, I hate waiting. But that’s pretty much the lay of the land from where I’m sitting.”

      He looked down at the Tiffany box, which was still in his hand. He snapped it shut.

      “Can I see the ring again?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s not yours yet. But I promise it will be waiting.” He left a single kiss on her forehead, then walked into his closet and presumably tucked the ring away.

      Brooklyn climbed on to the bed, then waited for him to return. It felt like a lifetime, even though it was only a few seconds. He stretched out next to her, and she settled into his arms, her heart and mind filled with the most unusual combination of shock and hope. It felt like she’d seen the spark that could start her dream tonight. There was a small chance her body was leaping into action right now. A spark. That might grow into a tiny fire. She pulled her knees up a little higher.

      Yes, it was silly. But that was the thing about dreams and hopes. They didn’t always make perfect sense.
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      Without fail, Brooklyn and Virginia had watched the Thanksgiving Day parade every year when they were growing up. They’d always looked forward to it, in part because it was one of the few days their mom took off from work. Once or twice, she’d actually taken them into the city to see it in person. Brooklyn had lovely memories of bundling up in layers and layers of clothes, staring up at cartoon character balloons floating overhead, all seen through the fog of her breath in the cold.

      Last year, Brooklyn was still in the pits over her breakup with Alec, so she’d asked that they skip the parade. She didn’t think she could handle watching Alec’s handsome face on TV while he was wrapped up in an artfully draped cashmere scarf and wool coat, talking about marching bands. There’s no shame in a failed relationship, her mom had said. It’s better to get over it now. So, yes, they’d watched it. And Brooklyn asked for the job of cutting onions for the toasted bread stuffing, just so she could cry without being admonished for it.

      And so it was on again, blaring from the TV in the corner of her mother’s great room while the three Monroe women worked on the Thanksgiving meal. The turkey was already in the oven, filling her mom’s luxe apartment with heavenly holiday smells. Her mother’s unit was on the top floor of a newly renovated building only a few blocks from Virginia. The place was impeccably put together, every throw pillow and original work of modern art carefully considered, all without the use of an interior designer, their mother was quick to point out to anyone who would listen. Brooklyn was most envious of the panoramic view of the city through the soaring windows. It was like being in an urban treehouse. If Brooklyn ever moved out of Manhattan, this would be a spectacular place to land.

      “Mommy! Mommy! Al-wec’s on again!” Dallas announced from the little kingdom he’d built in front of the television, complete with coloring books and approximately seven million of those little interlocking plastic blocks it hurts like hell to step on in bare feet. His sister Paris was out with Virginia’s husband, Tom, picking up the forgotten fresh cranberries.

      “So I see,” Virginia said. “Now stop jumping on the sofa or your grandmother will take you out of the will.”

      “I will never take my grandchildren out of the will,” their mom said. “I’ll make you pay for it instead.”

      Brooklyn, who’d been busy trimming the ends off Brussels sprouts, exchanged a knowing glance with her sister, then returned her sights to the TV. She couldn’t keep the smile from her face as she eyed Alec, even when things were once again imperfect between them. She also couldn’t keep her brain from focusing on the question of whether or not that broken condom had resulted in anything more than a minor spat and a failed proposal of marriage. Every barely perceptible twitch, zap, or rumble her body made was another reason to ask herself a barrage of questions. Couldn’t sleep—was she worried or pregnant? Unusually hungry—too busy or pregnant? Big burp—too much pizza or pregnant?

      “Alec is just so handsome,” her mother said.

      “Mom, you say that like it’s his only redeeming quality.” He’s also kind and caring and smart and amazing with my nephew.

      “No. I say that because it’s a good way for me to casually bring him up in conversation.” Her mother plopped a stick of butter into a sauté pan and turned on one of the gas burners on her industrial cooktop. “Honestly, I can’t see him that well across the room.”

      “Nice one, Mom.” Virginia laughed, busy chopping fresh thyme and rosemary. “Why don’t you just come out and ask?”

      “You know I don’t like to pry.”

      “Also a good one.” It was fairly obvious to Brooklyn that her mom and sister were up to something. “Ask me what?”

      “What is going on with you and Alec? You’ve done nothing to disprove the notion that it’s not a real relationship.” Of course, her mom delivered all of this while looking at the melting butter in the pan, not Brooklyn. “According to Virginia, you’re spending an awful lot of time with him.”

      That last bit came as a surprise. She and Virginia had an ironclad code of secrecy between them. “So you two have been talking about this?” Brooklyn asked.

      “I legitimately don’t like to pry,” Virginia said. “Especially when it comes to Alec. I know it’s not simple. I figure you’ll talk to me about it when you’re ready.”

      Good God, Brooklyn loved her sister. She understood. “That’s the perfect way to put it.”

      “Care to elaborate?” her mom asked.

      “Sure,” Brooklyn said, essentially giving up. “We’re spending a lot of time together. We’re working on it.” She then went on to briefly explain the waiting game with Alec’s job, as well as his doubts about fatherhood. “But there’s a new wrinkle.”

      “Oh really?” her mom and Virginia asked in near-perfect unison.

      “Yeah. There’s a chance… a tiny one…” Brooklyn made a point of whispering. “That I might be pregnant.”

      “Pregnant by Alec?” her mother asked a little too loudly.

      “Yes, Mom. Seriously.”

      Her mother shrugged. “Don’t act so shocked. It’s not like you didn’t have a busload of men after you.”

      “What happened?” Virginia asked, apparently now open to the act of prying.

      Brooklyn stopped short of explaining the mechanics, and simply dubbed it a failure of birth control. “He asked me to marry him, but I didn’t want him to feel trapped in that decision just because we possibly made a baby.”

      “Do you love him? Do you want to be with him?” her mom asked.

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Then be with him if he wants to be with you. The rest can sort itself out later.”

      “Uh, Mom. It’s not that simple, is it? I mean, that approach didn’t exactly work with Dad,” Virginia said, which Brooklyn was immensely thankful for. It meant she hadn’t had to bring up the elephant in the room.

      “No, it didn’t work,” their mom said, turning off the burner and putting down the wooden spoon she’d been using. “But do you know how many people get divorced? A lot. Do you know how many people walk away from their children? More than you think. None of this is simple. People are complicated, and love is messy, and frankly, it’s a miracle that any marriage survives children.”

      “I can’t decide if you’re making a case for any of the things I want to do, or if you’re trying to dissuade me,” Brooklyn said.

      Her mother stepped closer to Brooklyn, with a soft smile on her face. “I’m not going to push you toward any decision. I only want you to follow your heart. If you don’t, it’s the one thing you’ll always regret. I followed my heart with your father, and I followed my heart when I had two amazing girls. One part was a miserable failure. The other was the best thing I ever did.”

      Virginia and Brooklyn looked at each other and it felt like one of those sisterly mind-meld moments, when words weren’t necessary. She knew what Brooklyn was thinking and vice versa. Virginia wandered over and they wrapped their mom up in a tight embrace. Brooklyn couldn’t hold back the tears. She felt so lost some days, but her mom and sister were a loving constant, always there for her. And it had always been like that, the three of them, for as long as she could remember. It wasn’t perfect, but it was theirs.

      “We love you, Mom,” Virginia muttered in a voice that made it obvious that she too was feeling pretty emotional.

      “So much,” Brooklyn managed to say.

      “I love you, too. Always have. Always will.” Their mom was the first to step out of the group hug. “We should really get back to cooking.”

      “No. Hold on one minute,” Brooklyn said. “Mom, Virginia and I have something we need to talk to you about. And we weren’t really planning on bringing it up today because it’s not a done deal, but we’re sort of running out of time.”

      Virginia sucked in a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. Mom. Brooklyn and I want to buy Aurora from you. We want to put it under the umbrella of Posh Post. And you can keep running it as long as you want, or you can simply take the cash and duck out. But the big thing is that we want it to stay in the family.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything about this before?” their mom asked. “How long have you been sitting on this?”

      “Well, we didn’t really know we wanted to do this until after you already had the other offer,” Brooklyn said. “Alec connected us with a woman who’s pulling in investors so we can raise the capital to put together a competing offer. But with the holiday and everything, we aren’t quite there yet with the money.”

      “I never expected this.” Their mom leaned back against the countertop and crossed her arms. “How much have you raised?”

      “We don’t have a hard number yet. Just a ballpark. So maybe you can tell us what you want,” Virginia said.

      “Yes. That could be super helpful,” Brooklyn added. “Is there a number you want to throw at us? A number that would make you happy?”

      Their mom looked back and forth between Brooklyn and Virginia. “To sell to you two? No one else would own a piece of it?”

      “Right. I mean, we’re bringing in investors, but they’re technically investing in Posh Post so that we can turn that money around and buy you out.”

      “Could  I work at Posh Post? In the same office? On the same floor with you?”

      “Yes. That’s what we were planning. We’ll have to do some reconfiguration to squeeze everyone in until we’re able to move out of the city,” Virginia said.

      “There are a lot of moving parts, but yes. We will make it happen. If we can meet your price. So if you want to share it, that would be great.” Brooklyn could hardly believe she was making these concessions to her mom, but so much lately had put this all in perspective. She and Virginia should be doing everything they could to keep their mom close.

      A sly smile crossed their mother’s lips, making Brooklyn’s stomach wobble. Was she about to launch a ridiculous number at them? Possibly. “Okay. One.”

      Brooklyn narrowed her sights. “One million? That’s super low, Mom.”

      “No. One dollar.” Their mother shrugged and turned back to the stovetop, relit the burner and stirred the butter, then swept diced celery and onions into the pan.

      Brooklyn and Virginia stared at each other, neither knowing what to say. They inched closer.

      “One dollar?” Virginia asked. “Is this a joke?”

      “I would never joke about business, darling.” She reached for a pinch of kosher salt and sprinkled it over the sizzling veggies.

      “Mom. You’ll sell it to us for one dollar? Now who’s the one who’s sitting on things?” Brooklyn asked.

      “I’m not sitting on anything. I just decided. Right now.” She turned back to face Brooklyn and Virginia. “It was always my plan to hand over the reins to you two. Then you left to start Posh Post and I thought that maybe the company might fail, so I held on to Aurora as a back-up plan for you both. When it became clear that Posh Post wasn’t going anywhere, I figured I had to sell. It never occurred to me that you might want to pull it into what you were already doing. So I will give it to you for one dollar. And an office. Near you both. So I can annoy the hell out of you as much as I want.”

      Brooklyn laughed, then Virginia, and finally their mom. And the giggles became infectious, growing and ebbing, then roaring back. And it was time for one more hug, this time to celebrate everything the Monroe women now had ahead.
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      This year, snow didn’t interfere with Alec’s travel plans. He was able to fly from JFK to Orlando non-stop without a problem. He even caught a nap on the plane, a real necessity after the Thanksgiving Day parade. It always took it out of him.

      His sister-in-law Zina and brother Nick had most of the holiday meal prepared by the time Alec landed, rented a car, and made the short drive to their house. He had little to do other than accept the offer of a glass of wine and sit down at the table to eat. In exchange, he helped Nick with the dinner dishes while Zina and his nieces got started on a jigsaw puzzle.

      “I’m really glad you could make it,” Nick said as he stuck the big turkey platter in the sink, filled with soapy hot water. “Maybe next year we can come up. It’s just a lot with all four of us. It gets expensive, too.”

      “You know I’ll pay for you guys to come any time. Money’s not an issue.” Alec started loading silverware into the dishwasher.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” Nick smiled and Alec noticed for the first time that his brother was getting those same wrinkles around his eyes that Alec had. Nick would be turning forty next year, so it wasn’t too surprising, but it was yet another reminder that time was marching on. “What’s the latest with the job switch? Is it going to happen?”

      “We’re still negotiating, so it’s not a done deal. But the Barry Millner interview went over exceptionally well. They were very pleased.”

      “You did the impossible. I’m pretty sure most of America was convinced the man didn’t have tear ducts.”

      Alec chuckled softly. He was proud of that moment. It showed him that he was on the right track. That he was meant to do this. “It was very surprising. I’ll tell you that much.”

      “Well, I’m proud of you for trying. A lot of people get a good job and they’re satisfied, even if it isn’t their dream. You weren’t afraid to put yourself out there. It was brave. There’s a lot to be said for that.” Nick began handing plates to Alec so they could be loaded as well.

      “It’s funny, but it didn’t feel brave. It felt like this weird combination of dumb luck and desperation. The Brooklyn thing happened where they asked me to get the interview with her, and I had the presence of mind to ask for the one thing I was pretty sure I’d never get.”

      “A chance at network news.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And how are things with Brooklyn? Is your second chance going to stick?”

      Alec had filled in Nick soon after the tabloid story about the kiss at the premiere. At first, it had been to make sure they had their stories straight, just on the off chance that a writer reached out to his brother for comment. But in subsequent conversations, Alec had been able to let down his guard. He’d been able to express just how worried he was that that he was going to end up losing everything—Brooklyn and his long-awaited career break. “From the standpoint of me and Brooklyn, just the two of us at this moment, it’s going great. It’s the question of what’s next that’s the sticking point.”

      “Because she wants a baby and you don’t.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want a child. I’ve always wanted to be a dad. It’s more about being realistic about where I am in my life right now. If I get this job, my schedule is going to get unwieldy and unpredictable. I won’t have regular hours like I have on Good Day. And the two biggest stumbling blocks I have are that I’m worried I’m not going to have the time or stamina to be a good parent.”

      Nick nodded, leaning against the kitchen counter and crossing his arms. “How much of this is because of Dad?”

      Alec got choked up just thinking about it. The pain of losing both parents was ever-present, but it was their dad’s death that had been especially difficult to process. Mom had been sick for years. They’d all had time to prepare for it. But their father’s swift decline after she died was something no one had seen coming.

      The loss was substantial. It left a void in both Alec and Nick. Their father had been everything a kid could ever want—patient and understanding, firm but loving, and most important, a constant presence in their lives. So there were two fears at play for Alec when it came to the question of parenthood—a fear of failing at fatherhood if he became a dad, and a fear of missing out if he didn’t.

      “I get it. Dad was amazing,” Nick said. “He was always there for us. I’m sure there’s part of you that doesn’t want to fall short of that.”

      Alec and Nick were so alike, it was uncanny. They understood each other on a molecular level. “Yes. Exactly.”

      “Well, let me say this much. Nothing is going to prepare you for parenthood. You can think you’re ready, but once you hold that little baby in your arms, you’ll start to see the things you never considered.”

      “Well, I already know I can’t be absentee. That doesn’t work for me. The guilt would crush me into dust, and I wouldn’t enjoy it the way I would want to.”

      “Yeah. I took two months off when Maya was born and even more when Sophia came along. I can’t imagine you’d be able to do that.”

      “No way. Not in a million years. Not with a brand new job. But I’d also feel terrible for not taking off that time.” Alec sighed, feeling the weight of everything that was hanging in the balance right now. “I need to tell you something.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a chance Brooklyn might be pregnant.”

      His brother bugged his eyes at him. “Seriously?”

      “Yes. We had a birth control mishap.”

      “Mishap? What happened?” He waved his hands back and forth in front of his face. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. What are you going to do?”

      “Right now, we’re waiting to find out. And I feel like I’m holding my breath. There’s this part of me that’s hoping she is. And there’s another part of me that’s thinking it’s not great timing and it’ll force us into a decision we might not be ready to make.”

      “So basically, your head and your heart are at war.”

      Alec drew in a deep breath through his nose. “And they agree on some things, but not everything. And that’s the problem.”

      “What will you do if she’s pregnant?”

      “Obviously, I’m not going to walk away from her. I could never do that. Not in a million years. But that doesn’t mean that she’ll want me. There are a lot of factors.”

      “Maybe you need to eliminate some of those details from your decision. You have to decide what your priorities are. Do you love her?”

      Alec avoided eye contact with his brother, looking down at the kitchen floor, smiling to himself, his cheeks flushing with heat as he thought about Brooklyn. The last few weeks had been great. They’d really reconnected. “More than I thought was possible.”

      “Then that sounds like a pretty major priority.”

      Alec thought that made perfect sense, but he didn’t get a chance to think about it too much. His phone rang in his pocket, making him jump. “I’m so sorry. This is probably her.”

      “Yeah. Go take it.”

      Alec ducked out of the room and fished out his cell, hoping it would be Brooklyn. The caller ID showed that it was his agent, Olivia. This was strange timing. “Olivia, hi. Did I swear during the parade this morning? I don’t think I did, but the coffee they gave me was stupidly hot.”

      “No. I’m not calling about a FCC fine. Plus, your last contract states that the network has to cover those for you.”

      “Oh, right. So what’s up?” He passed Zina in the hall as he headed away from the kitchen, and she walked toward it.

      “I hate calling you on Thanksgiving, but it’s good news, so I figured it would be okay.”

      Good news? Alec could use some of that. “Yeah. Go ahead. Tell me.” He wandered into the family room, where his nieces were working on a jigsaw puzzle, and sat on the sofa near them.

      “We’ve reached a deal in principal with the network for your news division spot. They agreed to our terms, but they sent a fax instead of an email, so I didn’t hear about it until now. My assistant stopped by the office and saw it.”

      Oh. He’d expected this moment to feel triumphant, but it wasn’t that. If anything, he felt even more stuck in a web of decisions. If the news division failed to give him what he wanted, that could be a decision made for him. “They’ve agreed to everything?”

      “Yes. There are still some points we need to work out with your exit from Good Day, but the big things that you wanted are all there. Vacation, bonuses, creative control. I will email you my notes. The network wants to meet with both of us on Monday morning at nine to hammer out these final details and then the lawyers can pull together the deal memo.”

      “I’m on set until ten.”

      “It’s fine. They’ve got Wesley filling in for you starting at 8:30. I’ll meet you right after, at your dressing room, so we can go over anything last minute.”

      “The weather guy?”

      “Technically, he’s a meteorologist.”

      Was Alec already being replaced? It sure sounded that way. He knew that he was supposed to feel excited about this, but he didn’t. This was everything he’d thought he’d wanted. But then he and Brooklyn walked back into each other’s lives, kissed by a ficus, trick-or-treated, a condom broke, and everything changed. Now the only thing he was certain of was that he wanted Brooklyn. “Okay. But we’re just sitting down to hear what they have to say, right? I can still walk away.”

      “What are you saying, Alec? Are you having second thoughts? Because I’ve been busting my hump to get you this deal. I know I’m bothering you on Thanksgiving, but I’m interrupting my holiday, too.”

      Now Alec felt like a real ass. Olivia was working incredibly hard on his behalf, but things were tenuous for him, too. “I’m only saying that everything has to be right. I think I deserve that. Let’s sit down with the powers that be on Monday morning and see how these last few details shake out.”

      Olivia sighed. “Okay. But please don’t embarrass me. I don’t want to be caught with my dick in my hand at that meeting. If something is going on, you need to tell me up front.”

      “Got it.” No embarrassing dicks.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, Alec.”

      “You, too, Olivia. And thank you. For everything.”

      Alec hung up his phone and tossed it aside. “Hey girls. How’s the puzzle going?” He scooted forward on the cushion, resting his elbows on his knees to see what they were working on.

      “If you want to help us, you have to follow the rules, Uncle Alec,” Maya said. She was the oldest, ten years old, and extremely bossy. Alec loved that about her, even if her younger sister Sophia did not. Maya knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to ask for it.

      “Okay. Tell me the rules.”

      “The main thing right now is that we can’t start on the middle yet because the edges aren’t done,” Sophia said, sounding weary. “It’s taking forever.”

      Maya rolled her eyes. “It’s just the way it works. This needs to happen first. Then we can worry about everything else.”

      Alec couldn’t ignore the parallel between the puzzle and his own life. If this, then that. If that other thing, then an entirely different thing. And in the middle of all of it was Brooklyn. “I need to make another phone call, but I’ll come back and help you both in a little bit, okay?”

      “Hopefully we’ll have the edges done by then,” Sophia said.

      Alec strolled to the other side of the house, into the guest room where he was staying. He plopped down on the bed, stretched out, and put his head on the pillow, then called Brooklyn.

      “Please tell me you aren’t calling from the airport,” she said when she answered.

      A smile immediately bloomed on his face. The sound of her voice never failed to make him feel some glimmer of happiness. “Nope. I made it safe and sound. We ate right after I got to the house. Otherwise, I would have called to let you know.”

      “No worries. I had to take a nap on the couch after we ate. Major food coma.”

      “Are you still at your mom’s?”

      “I am, but I’m leaving soon. My mom loves you, by the way.” For the millions of times Alec had heard that, he’d never thought of it as a compliment. Now it was like one of the best things he’d ever heard. “And you’re all Dallas has been talking about all day. He’s in love with you, too.”

      “And how do you feel about me, Brooklyn?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that question. But we agreed we weren’t going to make professions until these last few issues are sorted. Like whether or not I’m pregnant.”

      It didn’t make this any easier for Alec. If anything, keeping quiet was making him more conflicted. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. I mean, I’ve read so many pregnancy books that I probably know too much. I keep asking myself whether I’m tired or whether my nipples are sore. I’m overthinking everything and making myself a little crazy in the process.”

      “And? Are you tired?”

      “A little. But maybe that’s work.”

      “I feel like you’re avoiding the question of whether you think you might be pregnant.”

      Several moments of quiet played out over the line, but he knew Brooklyn was still there. He could hear her breathing. “I’m afraid, Alec. I’m afraid to get my hopes up. But I’m afraid to be pessimistic, too.”

      “I’m feeling the exact same way, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “I guess it’s good to know that I’m not alone.”

      “I know we said we wouldn’t make promises to each other, but I have to say one thing. You will never be truly alone, Brooklyn. No matter what happens to us, or between us, I will always be here for you.” He heard the wobble in his voice, and it got a little worse with each new word, but he had to keep going. He had to get this much out. “You can always call me. You can always show up at my door. Always.”

      “Alec, that’s so sweet. I know things aren’t always easy between us, but you will always be my friend. No matter what.”

      “That means a lot to me.” It means everything.

      “Uncle Alec, we need you!” Sophia called from the other room.

      “Brook, I have to go. My nieces are calling for me.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Go enjoy your family. Dallas wants me to read him a book.”

      “Tell everyone I say hello.”

      “I will. Bye.”

      “Bye, Brook.” I love you. Alec pressed “end” on the screen. For a moment, he just stared at his phone, wishing he could reach through it and touch her. Be next to her. Everything Nick had said earlier was swirling in his head. The biggest word that resonated for him was priorities. Despite every uncertainty, he was so fortunate for this second chance with Brooklyn. And it was feeling more and more like he’d already decided what he needed to do. He just hadn’t had the courage to admit it to himself, mostly because the thought of failing at this one particular thing was too much to bear.

      “Uncle Alec,” Sophia appeared in his doorway. “Are you coming? The edges are done. Now we get to the best part.”

      Alec smiled and hopped off the bed. “Yes. Come on. Let’s go do that puzzle.” It’ll be good practice for me to figure out what comes next.
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      It turned out that the weather did end up messing with Alec’s Thanksgiving trip, but not in the way he’d first thought. His Sunday afternoon flight home was delayed due to a freak early-season snowstorm marching east across the U.S. He’d stupidly forgotten to check his flight status or the forecast before going to the airport and returning his rental car. He supposed he’d been too eager to get home and finally settle things.

      He called Brooklyn when his scheduled arrival time was moved for the fifth time and he knew he was going to be incredibly late.

      “Hey, you,” she said when she answered. “Where are you?”

      “The airport. My flight is delayed. This storm looks nuts.”

      “I know. I’m so glad we took tomorrow off, too. They’re saying we could get six inches, and you know how the city gets when it snows. Everyone loses their mind.”

      In the background, he heard voices. “Where are you?”

      “Since we already weren’t working tomorrow, Virginia invited my mom and I over. We’re having a glass of wine and talking and playing Candyland with Dallas.”

      “Wine?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’m having seltzer. I have not gotten my period.”

      Alec’s heart nearly went into palpitations. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I wish I had an answer.”

      “Okay. Well, I’m not going to get in until super late. Can I see you after my meeting with the network tomorrow? I should be done by ten. If we’re getting snow in the city, it looks like it won’t hit until noon.”

      “Sure. I’ll meet you at your house at eleven?”

      “I might need a nap, but that sounds fantastic. I really want to talk.”

      “Ant Bwookwyn, it’s your turn!” It was easy to identify Dallas’s voice, even when he wasn’t on the call.

      “Sorry. I should run,” Brooklyn said.

      “Tell everyone I say hello. See you tomorrow.”

      “Safe travels.”

      As he’d anticipated, he landed in the wee hours Monday morning at JFK after being rerouted from LaGuardia. He checked his phone as soon as he could take it out of airplane mode. He was waiting on a return text or call from his agent, Olivia. He’d promised he wouldn’t leave her with her dick in her hand, and he intended to hold up his end of the bargain. But it was only going to work if she got back to him in time.

      The network sent a car to pick him up, but there was no real time for him to go back to his house, so they headed straight to the Good Day studio. Outside, it was cold and still pitch dark, and he tried to grab some sleep, but he couldn’t quiet his mind. So with his eyes wide open and his head resting against the car window, he watched the city go by.

      It was eerily quiet when he arrived at the studio. It would be a good half hour until it would really get buzzing. This was the first time he’d ever caught the actual changing of the guard, when the overnight security team left, and Maddie and Jerome took over.

      “Good morning, Mr. Trakas,” Maddie said, chipper as ever. “You’re here early.”

      “Morning,” Alec said. “Long day of travel, but I’m here, even on no sleep.”

      Jerome slid Alec a sympathetic glance. “You and me both. Our new baby is beautiful, but she’s eating every two hours. It’s a miracle I can stand up. Thank you for the gift, by the way. You’ll probably get a real thank you card in six months when we’re all sleeping better.”

      “Please don’t worry about that. I do not need a thank you card,” Alec said. “And you’re welcome.”

      Alec made it down to his dressing room and fought the urge to curl up on the couch. He knew he’d just be groggy. Luckily, one of the production assistants had spotted him and brought him a big cup of coffee. “You are a saint,” Alec said, inhaling the comfortable aroma.

      “No problem, Mr. Trakas. See you on set.”

      A pair of surprising faces appeared in his doorway fifteen minutes later—Tilly Ann and Renata. They never came to see him outside of the set. Most mornings, they didn’t talk to him at all until the cameras were rolling. “Can we steal you for a minute before we head into makeup?” Tilly Ann asked.

      “Yeah. Of course.” Alec got up from his chair and offered it to her. Then motioned for Renata to take a seat on the sofa.

      “We can stand,” Renata said. “We aren’t going to make this a big thing. We just felt like we needed to say something.”

      “About?”

      “We know you’re leaving,” Tilly Ann said. “Everyone’s talking about it. And I suppose it’s not a big shock. That Barry Millner interview you did was spectacular.”

      “It was,” Renata said.

      “I’m sorry you two had to hear about it through gossip. I was planning to talk to you once the contract was sewn up.” Or, at this point, if it was sewn up. “I’m actually waiting to hear from my agent so we can talk about it.”

      “We just want to say that we understand why you might want to move on to greener pastures, but we’re still going to miss you when you leave,” Renata said.

      “You are?” He was legitimately surprised. Renata and Tilly Ann were so close, and he’d always felt like the odd man out.

      “Of course we are. You’re a total pro. And we’ll be sorry to see you go. But we get it.” Tilly Ann looked over at Renata and they both nodded. “You know, I tried to get my own talk show once. The network turned me down after months of back and forth. They made me think I had it, and then boom, nothing.”

      Alec then remembered what Tilly Ann had mentioned at the Lavaman premiere. “You warned me about that. The bait and switch.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I was stupid enough to think I could vie for a nightly anchor spot,” Renata said. “But nope. They held that carrot in front of my face for almost a year. Then they yanked it back at the last minute.”

      “Kudos to you for getting this far,” Tilly Ann said.

      Hearing that Tilly Ann and Renata had similar aspirations, and that they hadn’t worked out, only made him feel more at peace with what he already knew in his heart. “I really appreciate this. Both of you. So much.”

      “We’ll see you on set in a bit,” Renata said as they both wandered out the door.

      Alec was on his way into the hall when he finally got a text back from Olivia. Or, as it turned out, Olivia’s phone. This is Olivia’s husband. She had to get an emergency root canal. She’s still planning on meeting you at 8:30. Can’t talk before then.

      Alec had his answer for now. He was just going to have to sort this out after his stint on the show.

      Between his surprisingly kind conversation with Tilly Ann and Renata and the sense that everything in his life was about to change, Alec found himself feeling quite melancholy while he worked his way through segments on topics like Ten Tailgating Must-Haves and a viral video about an adorable sleepy owl. But much of the show that morning was about the storm, putting Wesley, with his perfect mid-twenties face and two percent body fat, at center stage. It was a lot for new on-air talent to deal with, especially since Wesley was expected to take over from Alec at 8:30. He was getting serious coaching from the production team during the commercials.

      When it was time to pass the baton, Alec made a point of shaking Wesley’s hand. “I’d wish you good luck, but you’re a natural. You’re going to do great.”

      “I’ve got some big shoes to fill, but I’m a fast learner.” Wesley grinned wide with his ultra-white teeth.

      “What’s the latest on the storm?” Alec asked in parting.

      “Looks like it’s going to be a doozy. If I were you, I’d head home and hunker down.”

      Alec wasn’t quite sure how that was going to play into his day. A lot of things had to fall into place, and the weather had the possibility of disrupting it all. “Good to know. Thanks.”

      He rushed down the hall, spotting Olivia outside his dressing room. Her cheeks were puffy and swollen, and quite frankly, she looked miserable. “Are you sure you should be here for this?” he asked, opening the door for her. “Can I get you anything? An ice pack? Something to drink?” A boatload of Advil?

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.” It sounded a little like “I’b fide”, but Alec ignored that. Like all good agents, Olivia was pretty indestructible.

      “Okay. Well, have a seat.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to screw me, Alec, and I’m not a delicate flower, so I’ll stand for the screwing if that’s okay with you.”

      He did appreciate that Olivia was direct. “Okay. Sure. Well…”

      “Look, I just endured two hours of a guy with his hands in my mouth. I have had a million clients tell me shit I did not want to hear. You’re not inventing the wheel here. Just spit it out.”

      “I can’t take the job in news.”

      “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “There is when I’m trying to smooth things over with the network. I do have other clients, you know.”

      Alec drew in a deep breath through his nose, battling guilt and doubt, the emotions that seemed to follow him everywhere. He’d known this was going to be a difficult conversation. And he had to power through it. “Okay, fine. I won’t take the job. Some very important things have come up in my personal life. Things that aren’t compatible with that sort of schedule. I’m incredibly sorry, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to make this right, but I will not be signing a contract for the news division. I’ll be staying on with Good Day. We’ll just move forward like none of this happened.”

      “Well, that’s going to be a problem. Because right after we go upstairs and they don’t quite give you everything you want, they’re going to tell you that they already have your replacement. And they’re ready for him to start January 1.”

      Alec felt like he’d been stabbed in the heart. “Wesley?”

      “The pretty weather guy himself.”

      Of course. Tilly Ann and Renata must have known all along what was going to happen. Everyone’s talking about it. That was why they’d come to his dressing room a few hours ago. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Dead serious.”

      “Did they tell you this directly?”

      “I started hearing rumblings over the weekend. But then I stopped and talked to Maddie and Jerome in security. You should chat them up. They literally know everything that happens here.”

      Alec shook his head in dismay. He’d just talked to Maddie and Jerome. Neither of them let on about a thing. Traitors. He expected this kind of betrayal from Jerome, but Maddie?

      “I also got a text from Georgia Carle’s assistant saying she wasn’t going to be at the meeting,” Olivia continued. “They always make the underlings do this sort of thing.”

      “Can the network just get rid of me like that?”

      “They can do whatever the hell they want. That’s why you need a pit bull like me for an agent.”

      “What about my contract?”

      “They’ll buy you out. Believe me, the network sneezes and millions of dollars come out. It’s nothing to them. Nothing.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “Well, the good news for you is that they have no idea you and I just had this conversation. So everything you were thinking about over Thanksgiving? The important things that have come up in your personal life? You might want to mull all of that over one more time before you’re out of a job.” She pulled her phone out of her handbag. “You have seven minutes.”

      Alec’s stomach sank. He’d just gone from being the guy with too many professional options, to the guy who had none.

      “No pressure, Alec.” Olivia patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll do the right thing.”
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      Brooklyn knew what was about to happen before she even got out of bed. For a moment, she rolled to her side and looked out the window at the dreary gray day. Even from the safe and warm confines of her apartment, she could tell that outside it was frigid. It was like she could see the cold. And it was everywhere. She tried not to draw any parallels between the weather and her life, but it wasn’t easy to ignore the obvious—it wasn’t going to be a nice day. And she was definitely not pregnant.

      She tossed back the covers and scrambled for the bathroom. She sat on the toilet, not wanting to think of it as her body betraying her. What had happened between her and Alec had been a complete fluke. A failure of condom manufacturing. They both knew that statistically, there was a minuscule chance that his swimmers had sneaked out and met up with her waiting egg. But she’d been holding on to that possibility much more tightly than she’d wanted to admit. She’d hoped this whole thing could be decided for her by fate.

      And she supposed it had been. Just not like she’d wanted it to be.

      She turned on the shower and waited for it to heat up, then stepped inside. As the warm water rolled over her skin, she knew she needed to deliver the news to Alec in person. They were supposed to meet at eleven, but that was hours away. Hours. She didn’t want to wait until then. She didn’t want to be alone with the reality. Which meant heading to the Good Day USA studios. She’d get there before his big meeting. Or she’d wait in his dressing room until he was done. Done taking the job in news.

      She decided to give Alec a heads-up text before she left. Change of plans. Coming to the studio to talk. Hope that’s okay. As she stepped into her jeans, she hit send and wondered why she had to be so impatient. A notification popped up on her phone. A red exclamation mark in a circle. Message not sent. What a pain, but this happened sometimes. She needed a new phone. Whenever she had a spare minute. She powered it down, hoping a restart would solve the problem.

      Bundled up in mittens, boots, and a wool coat in a bright turquoise hue to brighten her mood, Brooklyn hustled downstairs to go find Alec. Sweet, adorable Cy, wearing an extra layer under his uniform, was toddling toward her as she got off the elevator. He still hadn’t given her an answer about the job, and at this point, it might be best to simply let it go. They could keep their everyday dynamic, the one that was comfortable and wonderful. She didn’t need to squeeze everything possible from life. Some things simply didn’t work out.

      “Ms. Monroe, you aren’t going to the office, are you?” Cy asked.

      “I’m not. We have the day off. I’m heading up to the network studios. I’ll need a cab, please.”

      “Another TV appearance?” he walked alongside her as they made their way to the lobby doors.

      “No. Paying a friend a visit.”

      “I kept hoping I’d see you over the holiday weekend, but I think our schedules must have been off a bit.”

      “I was spending a lot of time with my family.”

      “If you can spare a minute, I’d like to talk.”

      “Of course. What’s up?” It seemed polite to ask the question, even when she felt certain of what he was about to say.

      “I know I haven’t given you an answer about the job. And I’m sorry about that.” He seemed weighed down from the simple act of bringing up the topic.

      She hated seeing him like this and was desperate to give him an easy out. “Please don’t apologize. Cy, I love having you as my doorman and I’m happy to keep things that way. Don’t give it a second thought.”

      “So you’ve hired someone else?”

      She shook her head. “No. I was waiting on you, but it’s fine that you don’t want it.”

      His face lit up. “But I do want it.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. It just took me some time to work things out with my wife. Compromise isn’t easy. I even spent a night on the couch, which I haven’t done in years.”

      Brooklyn reached for his arm. “Oh, no, Cy. I didn’t mean for this to cause problems. I never wanted that to happen.”

      “It’s okay, Ms. Monroe. Sometimes you don’t want the same things. And you have to find a way to work it out. Because you love each other and want to be together.”

      Brooklyn smiled. Cy was a font of life lessons. “But you did work it out? You’re coming to work for us?”

      “Yes. I can start in January if that’s okay with you. I promised the building I’d give them enough time to replace me. Oh, and I’m going to need ten days off in March so my wife and I can go on a cruise.”

      Suddenly Brooklyn had a whole new attitude. There were always silver linings. Glimmers of hope. Always. “Absolutely. No problem. That sounds perfect. I’ll miss seeing you in the lobby, but I can’t wait to see you at work instead.”

      “Thank you. I’m excited.” He glanced outside. “If you’re going to head uptown, you’d better go before the snow starts.”

      “Sounds like a smart idea.”

      Cy ambled outside and managed to hail a cab right away, waving Brooklyn to the curb. “Try to stay warm today,” he said as he held the door for her.

      “Thanks, Cy. I appreciate you.”

      Brooklyn gave the driver the address, then sat back in the seat. Now that she no longer had the pleasant distraction of a chat with Cy, the matter at hand began weighing on her. She knew how she felt about getting her period—it only made her want to try again to get pregnant. But she was equally eager to work things out with Alec. She feared his reaction to the news. She was scared that he’d be relieved. He was, after all, officially off the hook. Of course, she’d never wished for him to be on that hook. She needed Alec to want her because that was the only thing that made sense to him. Because it was what his heart wanted. No hesitation. Zero doubts.

      She laughed to herself quietly. Was she being completely unrealistic? Everyone had doubts, so she wasn’t sure why she would expect Alec to be any different. Everyone had that annoying-ass little voice in the back of their heads that made them wonder if they were making a mistake. You could be 99.9999% sure you wanted something. But there would always be that .0001% that was like the devil sitting on your shoulder. Is this really the right thing to do? Is this person right for me?

      Traffic was a bit of a bear, as it always was in the city when snow was threatening. Feeling impatient, she powered up her phone again and tried to send the text from earlier, but the message didn’t go through. She held her phone closer to the cab window, as if that might help with reception, and tried again. But nope. It didn’t work. “Dammit.”

      “Hey, uh, if you’re trying to use your phone, there’s a big cell outage,” the cab driver said. “Something about the storm and networks and data. I don’t really know.”

      “Thanks.” Brooklyn would have to exercise some patience. Not her strong suit. She probably should have waited to meet him at his place at eleven. But her heart and her gut were saying that she needed to see him. Now. Get a hug. A kiss. Some reassurance that everything would be okay.

      She arrived at the studio fifteen minutes after Alec’s big meeting had started. By now, she knew everyone on staff at Good Day, and was sure they’d let her wait until he was finished. As the wind whipped at her cheeks, she hunched up her shoulders to stay warm and rushed inside the building, happy to see Maddie and Jerome at their post.

      “Ms. Monroe. Hello. Are you here for Mr. Trakas?” Maddie asked. “Because he’s gone.”

      Brooklyn’s heart sank. “Gone? I don’t understand. He had his big meeting.”

      Maddie glanced over at Jerome and cleared her throat. “He never made it to his big meeting. But you should probably let him explain.”

      “Was the car service taking him home?”

      “He was on foot. I told him he was crazy. It’s freezing out there.”

      Brooklyn knew what that meant—he walked home when he needed to clear his mind. Apparently even when a blizzard was threatening. Something must have gone wrong. But what? “How long ago did he leave? Do you think I can catch him?”

      “Ten minutes,” Jerome said. “He’s got a long stride. I’d take a cab.”

      “That won’t work,” Brooklyn said. “He walks down 8th Avenue and it’s one way in the wrong direction. I’d use your phone to call him, but he always turns off his cell when he walks.”

      “Plus, there’s almost no service right now,” Maddie said. “I can call a car for you. You can go to his house and wait until he gets there.”

      “Yes. Perfect. That would be amazing. Thank you.” Brooklyn wasn’t sure why that solution hadn’t occurred to her, other than the fact that she wasn’t thinking straight. She was grateful as hell for Maddie, who was now busy making the call.

      “Okay. Great.” Maddie hung up the phone. “They have a driver down in the garage who can take you now. He’ll be around front in a minute.”

      Finally, something was going right. “Thank you both. So much.” Back outside, the car arrived minutes later and she climbed inside, shivering to warm up. “Thanks so much for doing this on short notice,” she said to the driver. “Do you know the address?”

      “No worries, Ms. Monroe. I know where we’re going.” The driver pulled into traffic. “I drive Mr. Trakas sometimes. When he lets me. He really prefers to walk or drive himself.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know.” Brooklyn laughed quietly and sat back.

      “I’ll have you there in no time.” Sure enough, the network driver was nimble and even a bit sneaky, taking a zig-zagging route that almost no one would ever take. But he avoided the major problem areas for traffic and got her to Alec’s house on 22nd Street without much hassle. “Let me get the door for you,” he said as he pulled up to the curb.

      “I’m not sure if he’s here and my phone isn’t working, so if you could wait for a minute, that would be great.”

      “I’ll be here,” he said when he opened the door. “I wouldn’t want you waiting out on the sidewalk in the cold.”

      “Thank you so much.” Brooklyn hustled up the stairs to Alec’s brownstone, her heart about to burst through her chest. She had so much to tell him. About what had happened that morning, and over the last few days. About how she so badly wanted to find a way to make this work. Even if he was embarking on a new career, they could figure it out. They had to. There were so many words on her lips that her brain was tripping over the mess. She wasn’t sure where to begin, but the doorbell seemed like the obvious place to start. A few buzzes and there was no answer, so she pounded on the door. Boom boom boom. “Alec, come on. Where are you?” she muttered.

      “Right here.” Two words and she nearly burst into tears. She whipped around and there he was, standing on the stair tread below her, red-faced and ridiculously handsome, with a deep blue scarf wrapped around his neck and a black hat pulled tight past his ears.

      She flung her arms around him and he wrapped her up at her waist, picking her up off the ground. “I missed you,” she gasped, sinking into the embrace, never wanting to let go.

      “I missed you, too.” He allowed her feet to touch solid ground again, but still held her close. The fog from their warm breaths swirled between them. “I thought we were meeting at eleven.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the driver wave to her, then duck back inside his car. “You said I could always show up at your door. Well, here I am.”

      He smiled wide and peered into her eyes, showing her the warmth and affection she cherished so much. His was a face she never wanted to say goodbye to. “I’m so glad you’re here. I have something to tell you. I turned down one job today and lost the other.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “I said no to news. And they canned me from Good Day.”

      “I don’t understand. You’re a ratings boon.”

      He shrugged. “They put me out to pasture. That’s the real reason they offered me the job in news. I did a passable job at that interview and they figured they could switch me to a shorter contract while canceling the current one.”

      Brooklyn felt devastated on his behalf, but it was funny—he didn’t seem that upset about it. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m not. I chased my dream, and I got a taste of it. That’s more than most people get in a lifetime. And you know what? It was nice for a minute, but it wasn’t going to last. There was always going to be someone better or younger nipping at my heels. I don’t need the validation. Not that kind, at least. I need someone to love me. Someone who I can love in return. You and I belong together. I know that with everything that’s in my body and brain and heart. And we’re not going to put this off any more.”

      Brooklyn was so in awe of the poetry Alec had managed to roll off his tongue, completely off the cuff, that she hadn’t noticed that she was crying or that the tears were freezing on her cheeks. “We do belong together. Forever. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” He smiled again and his shoulders dropped. “God, it feels good to finally say that. Out loud.”

      She managed a small grin, but there was one more thing they had to address, the real sticking point between them. “I got my period this morning, Alec. I’m not pregnant.”

      “I’m so sorry, Brook. Are you okay?” His mouth fell open, his face painted with genuine concern. Disappointment.

      And that was the moment when Brooklyn knew that this was all real.

      “I’m fine. There was only a tiny chance that I was pregnant.”

      “We can try again. Right away. I mean, when you’re ready.”

      “You want to?”

      “Yes. I doubt you realize this, but you’ve been turning my thinking around since that day we ran into each other in the diaper aisle. Between Dallas, and my brother, and my nieces, and everything you’ve helped me with, I know now that I can be a great dad. Or at least I know that I will always give it everything. It’s not too late. For me or for you. For us.”

      Time was the thing Brooklyn had felt like she was battling from the beginning, but funnily enough, it was also the thing that helped bridge the divide between her and Alec. They were meant to be together, but it took the tides of days and weeks to help them end up in the same spot. She was so glad they’d waited. So happy that they’d stuck around for each other. “I love you, Alec.”

      “I love you, too, Brooklyn. More than you’ll ever know.” A delicate ice crystal floated through the space between their faces. Then another. And another. Alec directed his sights skyward. “It’s snowing. We should get inside.”

      “But we can’t. Snow is frozen rain.”

      He looked back at her, smiling, slyly cocking an eyebrow. “Oh, right. I know what you want. A kiss.”

      “Oh, Alec,” she muttered. “I love it when you speak in Prince.”

      A breathy laugh left his lips. “That’s not Prince, Brooklyn. That’s all you.” He pulled her closer as the snowflakes got fatter and heavier and dropped on their noses. The winter wind swirled around them, but the rest of the world fell away. She held her breath, eyes wide open, waiting for the heaven of his lips.

      And when the kiss came, it was everything she’d ever wanted.
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        Eleven months and twenty-six days later

      

      

      

      Thanksgiving at Alec and Brooklyn’s house wasn’t the ideal situation for a dog to have puppies. But sometimes, life threw you curveballs.

      “How’s the patient?” Alec asked Brooklyn as he rushed around the kitchen, wearing a chef’s apron over one of his many sweaters. The stovetop was covered in pans bubbling away, steam was floating up into the range hood, and he was peeking into the oven, releasing wafts of delicious roast turkey smell.

      “Connie’s doing great. She’s a rock star. And the puppies are nursing like crazy.”

      Brooklyn and Alec had welcomed Connie into their home a little less than two months ago. Their personal pursuit of pregnancy had yet to come to fruition, and although they’d started looking into adoption, that was all off in the distance. Brooklyn had been desperate for someone or something to nurture, beyond Alec and their ever-growing collection of houseplants. And then out of the blue, Lela called Brooklyn and asked if they had any interest in a dog. She and Donovan had found a golden retriever wandering the woods near his mother’s home in Connecticut. They took it to the vet and without a collar or a microchip, there was no way to find where she belonged. Lela had been unable to find a spot for her at the local shelter, and she couldn’t take a dog because she and Donovan already had three cats. Donovan’s mother couldn’t take the dog because she already had dozens of pets. So Lela had asked Brooklyn to step in.

      The only hitch? Connie, who they named for Connecticut, was pregnant.

      It had taken Alec and Brooklyn about five seconds to say yes, and it was true love from the start. Connie took to life in Alec’s brownstone immediately. She spent her afternoons sleeping in his office and liked to curl up on the sofa between Alec and Brooklyn at night when they watched TV. Sometimes there wasn’t much room, since Alec and Brooklyn were often glued to each other. When that was the case, Connie simply stretched out across their laps.

      “Virginia and Dallas are in the guest room with her,” Brooklyn said. “He’s so excited about the puppies. But I don’t think he bargained on them looking like little aliens at first.”

      Alec wandered closer to Brooklyn and placed a hand on her hip. “Oh, come on. Connie’s puppies are adorable.”

      “I think you should admit that you’re biased. She can do no wrong in your eyes.”

      “That’s because she’s perfect.” Alec had definitely become a sunnier person since Brooklyn moved in. He seemed to worry less. He enjoyed everything more. It turned out that the burden of Good Day USA had been weighing on him far more than anyone fully appreciated. Of course, that left him without a job for several months.

      Until Robin Ortiz called and asked if he had any interest in coming back to the network—in the news division, but this time, he’d be working off camera. She felt he had the knowledge and expertise to be a segment producer. He’d countered the offer, asking for minimal travel and regular hours. Miracle of miracles, they’d agreed. So he did ultimately end up in news. Just not like he’d first thought.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?” Brooklyn asked, knowing Alec would say no. She wasn’t a great cook, although she was excellent at loading the dishwasher. They’d worked out the division of labor pretty well in their relationship. Every night after work, Alec cooked and Brooklyn watched. It was perfect.

      “I think you should probably focus on the puppies for now,” Alec said, returning to his charge at the stove. “Plus, we need to start thinking up dog names that start with Chelsea. So far all I’ve come up with are Chelsea Football Club and Chelsea Market.”

      “Chelsea boots?”

      “Let’s just make a list.” He lifted the lid off a pot and stirred. “For the time being, dinner will be ready in about an hour.”

      “Sounds great.” Brooklyn walked down the central hall, then climbed the stairs to the second floor and the guest bedroom. Dallas was on the floor next to the large cardboard box lined with towels where Connie had given birth. Virginia was seated on the bed, reading a magazine. “How’s she doing?” Brooklyn whispered, peering into the box. Connie was sleeping and the puppies were nursing. All was good.

      “The puppies are eating a lot,” Dallas whispered. “It’s weird how the milk comes out of the mommy’s tummy.”

      “That’s just how nature works, Dallas.” Brooklyn ruffled her nephew’s hair and took a seat next to her sister. “Is this boring for you?”

      “Honestly? No. It’s sheer heaven. It’s quiet, the other mom in the room has her babies under control, and I can catch up on celebrity gossip. Plus I don’t have to watch sports with Tom and pretend to be interested. I love him to death. But it’s more fun up here.” Virginia’s husband had been stationed in the living room since they’d arrived, but it was nice because he was not only watching Paris, he was chatting up Brooklyn and Virginia’s mom. Aurora didn’t like football much, but she did appreciate the tight pants.

      “Good. I’m glad you’re happy.”

      “What’s with that big zit on your chin?” Virginia asked.

      Brooklyn reflexively reached for the spot. It was a bad one. It actually hurt. “I have no idea why I’m breaking out. I have a couple on my forehead, too.” She swept back her bangs to let Virginia see.

      Her sister’s mouth fell open. “Oh, my God.”

      “Hey. They’re not that bad. I don’t make fun of your bad skin days.”

      “No. Brooklyn. I broke out with both kids.” She gestured at Dallas with a nod. “Right at the beginning. Is there any chance that you’re…? You know…”

      It was obvious she didn’t want to say pregnant in front of Dallas. “I seriously doubt it.” They’d spent the last year trying with no luck. All Brooklyn had learned was that she had a highly irregular cycle. “And I’m having perimenopausal symptoms. Hot flashes. Difficulty sleeping. That can come with skin issues, too. Basically, I’m a hormonal nightmare.”

      “When was your last period?”

      Brooklyn had to think on that one. “Mid-October? Five weeks ago? So I guess it is a little late.”

      Virginia squealed, totally getting ahead of herself. “Have you thought about taking a test?”

      “No. I haven’t.”

      “Do you have one?”

      “Yes. We bought the big multi-pack. I have a few in the cabinet.”

      “Do you want to?”

      Brooklyn wasn’t sure. It was always such a big let-down when it was negative. She and Alec had been through the wringer, month after month, hoping like hell, then not getting the result they wanted. Of course, as of this moment, Brooklyn had only had her hopes up for sixty seconds. And she seriously doubted her sister was right. There was deep satisfaction in telling a sibling they were wrong. It was one of the laws of the universe. “Maybe?”

      “Think about it. I have a feeling about this.”

      “Like a woo-woo, let’s call mom’s psychic feeling?”

      “If you must know, yes. And Mom’s psychic is actually a pretty cool guy.”

      “Hmm.” Brooklyn placed a hand on the mattress and leaned back. “I guess a test wouldn’t hurt.”

      “You’ve been waiting so long. When it happens, I want you to be able to enjoy every minute of it. That’s all.” Virginia patted Brooklyn’s leg, then hopped up from the bed. “I’m going to go get a glass of wine and check in on Tom and Paris. And Mom.”

      Brooklyn took a spot on the floor next to Dallas and stroked Connie’s head lightly. She lifted her nose slightly and pressed her head against Brooklyn’s hand. The stunning ring Alec gave her on that snowy day a year ago glinted in the light. They hadn’t tied the knot yet, mostly because she and Alec had been so busy. Yes, Cy had made Brooklyn’s load at work much lighter, and he was working out fabulously, but they’d moved the entire Posh Post operation out to Queens to save money and have more room. That had been a major undertaking. They’d done some reorganization on Aurora Beauty once they brought it into the fold, and the entire line had gone gangbusters after Brooklyn and Virginia got their marketing team involved. Their mom basically just showed up at the office every day and answered emails, went to lunch, then headed home. Which was perfect as far as Brooklyn and Virginia were concerned. But with all of that going on, then Alec’s new job, and the arrival of Connie, a wedding had taken a back seat.

      “Dallas, I need to run to the bathroom real quick. Are you okay in here by yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “Just don’t touch the puppies. Connie might not like it, okay?”

      “I won’t.”

      Brooklyn padded down the hall and into the bedroom she and Alec shared, then into the attached bath. She opened the cabinet and stared at the box of tests. Knowing Virginia, she was just going to ask about it again later. Better to just do it and stop thinking about it. She closed the bathroom door and went through the process she’d done now more than a dozen times. As she sat on the edge of the bathtub and waited for the test results, she decided that she was okay with whatever it had to say. She was truly happy with the way life was right now. If it didn’t change, that would be fine.

      The timer on her phone went off after two minutes, and she got up, not making a big deal about it at all, ready to toss the thing in the trash. And that was when she saw it—a plus sign.

      Holy crap. She’d been waiting for this moment for so long, and had imagined it countless times, but she’d also slowly come to the realization that there was a good chance it would never come. Now it was here and she didn’t know what to do. Scream? Yell? Jump up and down? She was desperate to tell Alec, but it was less than a half hour until dinner. News could wait, but a Thanksgiving turkey could not. She really needed to get downstairs and help him. Instead of taking the pee stick with her downstairs, she snapped a photo of it on her phone, then left it on the back of the toilet.

      She stopped at the guest room to fetch Dallas. “Come on, buddy. Almost time for dinner, okay? Let’s go see if Alec needs any help.”

      “But the puppies. What if Connie needs me?”

      Brooklyn held out her hand. He was such a sweet, sweet boy. “I promise you she’ll be okay for a little while. You can check on her later.”

      “Can I sleep over?” he asked as they headed downstairs. “That way I can see the puppies in the morning.”

      “Maybe? Probably. We’ll ask your mom. And I have to okay it with Alec.”

      “Okay.”

      They made their way into the kitchen, Brooklyn’s stomach doing a little flip when she saw Alec. He was going to be so excited when she delivered the news, and that made her nothing less than immensely thankful. She walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “How’s it going?”

      “Uh. Okay. I guess. There are just a lot to do at this stage of things. It’s kind of a fire drill.” Calm, confident, upbeat Alec was now frazzled. Whispering news about a positive pregnancy test into his ear was going to have to wait.

      “Yes. Tell me. What can I do?”

      Alec rattled off a list of very rudimentary tasks for Brooklyn—things like popping the rolls back into the oven, stirring the gravy, removing the plastic wrap from the dish of cranberry sauce and asking Dallas to put it on the table.

      “Can I help?” Brooklyn’s mom appeared. “I’m sorry if I’ve been missing in action. Tom was explaining football to me. It’s actually quite interesting.”

      “I bet,” Brooklyn quipped. “Alec is in charge. He’ll give you a job.”

      Alec hustled over to Aurora and put his arm around her shoulder as he asked her to taste the mashed potatoes and season accordingly. Brooklyn loved seeing them together. Her mom didn’t hesitate to shower Alec with affection, and Brooklyn knew that with Alec’s parents gone, he relished it.

      Aurora dunked a spoon into the potatoes and let out an orgasmic groan of appreciation. “My future son-in-law is a genius. They’re perfect, Alec.”

      “Awesome,” Alec said, sounding immensely proud. “Can you put them in the serving dish?”

      “I can do that.”

      With Alec at the helm, they were a well-oiled machine, and Thanksgiving dinner was successfully on the table at six o’clock, on the nose. Alec, seated at the head of the table and next to Brooklyn, raised a glass of wine to toast. “To family,” he said.

      “To family,” everyone said in chorus. Dallas was the loudest. To fami-wee!

      Brooklyn toasted with her water glass, noticing the wobble in her voice. It meant a lot to be celebrating this holiday in the home she shared with her fiancé. It meant a lot that everyone was happy and healthy.

      Alec looked at her and reached for her left hand, which was resting on top of the table. He fiddled with her ring, curiously tilting his head to one side. “Are you okay?”

      Those three words were enough to bring tears to her eyes, but she held them back, even when it took everything in her. She nodded, pressing her lips together tightly, and leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. “I’m great. But I want to steal you for a minute after dinner. Okay?”

      He turned his head and brushed his lips against her temple. “Only a minute?” he asked in a very hushed tone. “I’m fast, but I’m not that fast.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You’re bad.”

      He bounced both eyebrows. “If you want me to be.”

      “Did you say something, Alec?” her mom asked.

      He shook his head and handed her a bowl. “Just keeping Brooklyn happy. Here. Have some green beans.”

      The food was passed around and around and around. The sheer volume of dishes Alec had prepared was astounding, but this was the first time he’d ever hosted Thanksgiving and he’d wanted to do it up right. It was his hope that next year, he could convince his brother, sister-in-law, and nieces to come as well. They would have both families blended together. And that would be truly lovely.

      As bellies started to strain and the meal slowed down, Virginia caught Brooklyn’s eye and they had one of their silent sister conversations. Brooklyn’s side of it went something like this: I’ll tell you soon enough. But yeah. You were right.

      Virginia smiled and wrapped her arm around Dallas’s little head, pulling him closer and planting a kiss on it.

      “What was that for?” Dallas asked.

      “Nothing. I just love you. That’s all.”

      “Oh, Mommy.” Dallas rolled his eyes. “If you love me, can I sleep at Alec and Aunt Brooklyn’s house tonight?”

      Alec looked at Brooklyn. “Is that on the table?”

      Brooklyn nodded. “It’s fine with me. He asked upstairs. I just hadn’t had a chance to talk to you about it yet.”

      “I’m fine with it as long as Virginia and Tom agree.”

      “Are you kidding?” Tom asked, plucking one more roll out of the bread basket. “You two are all he talks about. It might get him to be quiet about it.”

      “That’s decided then.” Alec set his napkin on his plate and sat back in his chair.

      Brooklyn saw her opportunity. “If everyone’s done eating, maybe we should go upstairs and figure out where Dallas is going to sleep.”

      Alec shot her a questioning glance, but she bugged her eyes at him in response. “Oh. Sure. Let’s do that.”

      “Tom and I can get the dishes going.” Virginia started stacking plates. “And I think Charlie Brown Thanksgiving is available on demand, Grandma, in case you want to watch it with Dallas.”

      Their mom hated being addressed as ‘grandma’ by anyone over the age of six, but she could never say no to her grandson. “Sure. I can do that if Tom helps me with the remote.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “We’ll be right back,” Alec said, getting up from the table.

      Brooklyn smiled and followed him down the hall, grabbing her phone from the front table where she’d plugged it in to charge. As they walked upstairs, her heart was thumping like a happy rabbit. She took note of every sight and sound, every smell in the house. If everything went okay, she would remember this day for a very long time.

      When they arrived on the landing, Alec came to a stop. “Okay. You are freaking me out a little bit. Is everything okay?”

      She grabbed his hand and dragged him into the bedroom. “It’s better than okay. Come here.” She flicked on her phone and opened the photo, then handed it to him. “I need to show you this.”

      He stood in silence, staring at the screen. Then he started to walk backward to the bed, taking long and slow steps before plopping down on the mattress. The whole time, his eyes never left the phone. It wasn’t until he was sitting that he finally looked up at Brooklyn, his eyes welling with emotion. “You’re pregnant?”

      She nodded quickly, tears rolling down her cheeks as she shuffled over to sit next to him. She explained her conversation with Virginia, prompted by her pimple from hell. And how she was scared to be disappointed again, but ultimately decided to take the test anyway. “It’s kind of amazing, isn’t it?”

      “I mean… I felt pretty confident that we’d make it happen one day. But yes. It’s wonderful. It’s the best news ever.”

      “Obviously it’s so early. So many things can happen. Or go wrong.” She pulled his hand into her lap. “But it’s nice to feel this happy. Right now.”

      “I totally agree.” His fingers rolled back and forth across her knuckles. “When we get a little farther along, we’ll have to decide what to do about the adoption agency.”

      “What’s your gut?”

      “Honestly, my gut is telling me that we keep moving forward with that, too. I mean, maybe it’s better if we bring two children into our lives in close succession.”

      “We already have five puppies and a full-grown dog,” Brooklyn said. “Although I promised one puppy to Dallas. Don’t tell Virginia.”

      “I’m pretty sure your sister will figure it out when her son brings home a dog.”

      “Serves her right for being such a know-it-all. She’s going to gloat like crazy when I tell her I’m pregnant.”

      “Probably. Then she’ll just be happy for you. And she’ll want to start buying baby clothes and throwing showers.”

      “And telling me five thousand things I need to know.”

      “Of course,” Alec said, his eyes growing larger as he shook his head and seemed to take it all in. “I can’t wait to tell my brother. He is going to flip. And it might be a good way to guilt him into coming here for Thanksgiving next year. We’ll have a three-month-old.”

      “I’m not getting on a plane with our baby. Those things are germ factories.”

      Alec grinned so wide, it looked like he’d just been told that he won ten million dollars. “Did you hear what you just said? Our baby.” He pulled her into a hug, squeezing tight. “Our baby,” he whispered into her ear.

      “Our baby,” she repeated.

      “We should probably get downstairs.” Alec loosened his hold on her, but still took a moment to smooth her hair back from her face. “They’re going to be wondering what we’re doing up here.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t really need to plan out where Dallas will sleep. I think we just put the blow-up mattress on the floor in here.”

      “That’ll kind of squash the romance, won’t it?”

      “For one night. And I’m full of turkey. You are not getting anywhere close to this.” She waved her hand in a circle in the vicinity of her lap, then got up and started for the door.

      “One more thing, Brook,” Alec said behind her. “We cannot keep putting off the wedding. Let’s just go to City Hall and make it happen.”

      “Do you really want to do that? I want a party. Like a real one with lots of dancing.”

      “How about this? City Hall, big party, and I let you pick the band,” Alec said. “Let me guess. Somewhere on this earth there must be a Prince cover band, and of course they have to be called Purple Rain.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess.” Alec grinned and pulled her closer, leaving a sweet and slightly naughty kiss on her lips. “You just have to have everything your way, don’t you?”

      Brooklyn reared back her head and gazed into his face, feeling nothing short of grateful, taking one more mental photo for the scrapbook titled, The Day I Found Out I Was Pregnant. This one would be labeled, Daddy. “Alec, you know this about me. I want it all.”
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      There were people all over Manhattan who would’ve killed for an invitation to the Van Cleeve’s party. Sabrina Kelly was about to be sick over it.

      Eyes fixed on the numbers above the elevator door, she tapped her foot like she was keeping time for a woodpecker. Her heartbeat pulsed in her ears, she rode higher, and as the floors ticked by, her breathing got shallower. Seventh floor. Eighth. Her hands clammed up. Ninth. A few more and she’d be at the penthouse. There’d be no turning back.

      Or would there?

      An exit strategy. Yes. Just think of a way out. It would need to be clever—nothing lame like I have a headache. And it would need to be polite. She adored Nora Van Cleeve. Nora was the sweet, ridiculously wealthy aunt Sabrina never had. Sabrina’s family had never had money. And if she did have an aunt, she sure as hell didn’t know her.

      The elevator came to a silent stop and the doors pulled apart, welcoming in a wall of music, conversation, and the persistent clinking of cocktail glasses. The din was unavoidable, like someone had clamped big fat ‘70s headphones on her ears, forcing her to listen to a sound effects record titled Insufferable Cocktail Party. She looked down at her strappy black sandals as she forced her legs to carry her across the threshold and onto the polished hardwood floors of the Van Cleeve’s apartment. She dared to look up. A sea of people churned in twinkly party lighting—men in dark expensive suits, women in sparkly short dresses and heels. Smiles flashed. Laughter bubbled. These people didn’t have a care in the world. Sabrina didn’t belong here.

      She wasn’t going to feel sorry for herself though. There was a takeaway from her attack of social anxiety—she had an answer to the question she’d been asking herself since she’d first received her invitation. She wasn’t ready for this. Not for a party. Not yet.

      Good to know. Now to escape.

      The elevator door closed behind her. Shit.

      Her gracious host, Nora, caught sight of her and rushed over, tucking her silvery chin-length bob behind one ear and unleashing a smile as genuine as her chunky diamond earrings. She pulled Sabrina into an embrace. “You made it. I’m so glad.” Nora’s hugs always made Sabrina want to take her out for milkshakes and pie. She was so thin it was like wrapping your arms around a bird. Nora stepped back. “It’s so nice to see you out and about, darling. I worry about you down in that big apartment all by yourself.”

      Nora’s concern was familiar, like a piece of artwork you walk by every day and eventually stop noticing. Sabrina got it from everyone at work. She got it from perfect strangers if she was unlucky enough to fall into a situation where she had to tell her story. She’d received similar treatment from the nosiest of the residents when she’d moved into this building a year ago. Courtesy of the rumor mill, Sabrina’s story had spread like wildfire—married at thirty-five, launched a global cosmetics company at thirty-six, widowed at thirty-nine.

      Sabrina mustered a smile. At least it could appear as if she were wholly comfortable with being a part of such a celebratory setting. “That’s very sweet, but you don’t need to worry about me. Really. I’m fine.”

      Nora took Sabrina’s arm and walked her through the grand foyer into the massive expanse of the luxe apartment. “There are lots of single men I can introduce you to tonight. I think you’re ready.”

      Ready—much of Sabrina’s life revolved around that word. Was she? When would she be? Would she ever be? “You haven’t told anyone about me, have you? I mean, about Andrew?” Sabrina didn’t want to spend an entire night tiptoeing around her past. It’d been two years since she’d lost her husband. She might not be ready for much, but she was certainly ready to take an evening off from enduring someone else’s concern. She was desperate to see if she remembered how to have fun. If she managed five minutes without getting sad and left without shedding a tear, the Van Cleeve’s cocktail party would be a victory of epic proportions.

      “I haven’t said a word.”

      “Thank you.”

      A waiter drifted toward them with a silver tray of champagne flutes. Sabrina and Nora each took a glass. Sabrina downed half of the sparkling wine to soften her ragged edges.

      Nora pointed to a gaunt man standing near the doors out to the terrace, tapping his glass with his fingers and surveying the room. “I don’t remember his name, but he’s single. He works in Walter’s office. One of the senior account managers.”

      Judging a man on his looks alone wasn’t Sabrina’s style, but she couldn’t see herself going for a grown man wearing a suit two sizes too big. Unless he was super into the Talking Heads. But somehow she doubted it. “Anyone else?”

      Nora scanned the room. “Walter suggested his friend over there, in the black sports jacket and light blue shirt.” She subtly nodded in the man’s direction, but Sabrina could’ve spotted him from the observation deck of the Empire State Building, and that was dozens of blocks away. His spray tan was loud and orange, making his lips appear an unnaturally bright shade of pink. “But I’m not sure he’s right for you.”

      Good call, Nora. Good call.

      Nora’s husband, Walter, came up behind her. “Hello, Sabrina.” He nodded politely. “I need to steal my lovely wife here for a few minutes if that’s all right with you.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll be quick,” Nora said.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine,” Sabrina answered, realizing she really needed to lay off the “fine”.

      Nora disappeared into the crowd with Walter.

      Here I go. Mingling. By myself. Tralala. Mingle mingle mingle. Sabrina treated the second half of her champagne like a tequila shooter and bee-lined to the bar in the corner. “Gin and tonic, please.”

      The bartender scooped ice into an old-fashioned glass while Sabrina perused the crowd. Hopefully Nora wouldn’t be gone long. Otherwise there’d be no telling how long Sabrina would last, sorely out of practice in the art of working the room.

      A high-pitched titter rang out, piercing the roar of party noise. Sabrina quickly spotted its origin, a petite blonde, as well as the person who had apparently elicited it—Michael Wright. He lived at the opposite end of Sabrina’s hall and was her regular morning elevator companion.

      Michael caught Sabrina looking and bugged his big brown eyes at her. She shied away for an instant, trying not to smile, which was pretty pointless. Even if he sometimes came off as a bit of a goof, his ability to make her laugh was his superpower. He managed to do it even when he wasn’t trying to be funny and was instead brandishing his super-smooth brand of flirtation and not-so-subtle innuendo.

      The bartender tapped Sabrina’s shoulder. She took her drink, dropped a tip into a crystal vase and returned her sights to Michael, whose eyes kept darting to hers.

      He mouthed something to Sabrina as his female companion took a canapé from a waiter.

      Sabrina squinted. “What?” she mouthed back.

      “Save. Me,” said his lips. He punctuated it with a flick of his thick eyebrows.

      She swirled the ice in her glass with the cocktail stirrer, concocting a plan. Hanging out with Michael would certainly be more fun than time with Mr. Giant Suit or Mr. Spray Tan. From a purely practical standpoint, conversation could remain light, since she was fairly certain Michael knew nothing about her past. He’d only lived in the building for a few months and had never once brought it up during their chats on the elevator. More telling, he flirted with her like she was any other single woman. Now to be a good neighbor and rescue him from the blonde.

      Sabrina marched over and tapped Michael brusquely on the shoulder. “You have some explaining to do, Wright. I know you’re stealing my Sunday New York Times. Mrs. Jackson saw you do it last week.” She glanced over at Michael’s conversation partner. “Do you realize you’re talking to the most notorious thief in this building?”

      “I thought you were in the stock market,” the woman answered with a squeak.

      Michael loosened his steely blue tie, which went perfectly with his slim-cut gray suit. “I really prefer to call myself a borrower and it’s just a hobby. Newspapers. Cars. Girlfriends. Large sums of money if I’m having a bad month.”

      “Excuse me?” The blonde stared at him.

      Michael shrugged. “I get bored.”

      “Are you serious?” She shook her head and hitched her handbag over her shoulder. “Look. You’re cute, but I’ve wasted too much of my life on unreliable guys.” She stormed off, only to be flagged down by Mr. Spray Tan seconds later.

      Michael unleashed his slightly lopsided grin. “I don’t know what your problem is. I folded your paper back up and returned it to your door when I was done.”

      Clever bastard. “After you’d already completely ruined it. And while we’re discussing it, what sane person does the Sunday crossword in pen?”

      “Someone with supreme confidence in his ability to rock the crossword.” He took a swig of his drink. “Thank you for saving me. I swear I attract the ditzy ones like crazy.”

      “You’re lucky there was a smart one around to rescue you.” Sabrina enjoyed a sip of her own cocktail, unable to ignore that a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Time spent in the elevator with Michael had been a wise investment. Their back-and-forth was comfortable, and that was the last thing she’d expected to feel when she’d walked into the party. “Maybe you shouldn’t make your initial appraisal of a woman by checking out how she fills out a dress.”

      He raised a finger. “Ah, but if I didn’t, you and I might never have become friends.”

      Heat rushed to the surface of her cheeks. He was always lightning fast with the compliments. “You’re terrible. Just so you know.”

      He cast her a heated gaze. He didn’t blink. Not once. Which only drew attention to how absurdly long and dark his lashes were. “I know you love it. I can tell by the way you look at me.”

      Now it felt as if her face was on fire. For the life of her, she could no longer swallow. Who knew Michael would step up his game so quickly once they were outside the confines of the elevator? It was scary as hell. And flattering, which was its own brand of horrifying. “Did you trim your beard?”

      He grinned and rubbed his manicured stubble, just as dark as his eyebrows. He had a few grays mixed in there, which she found adorable. Topped by all of that was his beautifully shaped bald head. “I may be terrible, but you’re worse at changing the subject.”

      “I’m making conversation.”

      Wrapping his fingers around hers, he tugged on her hand. It sent a jolt of nerves through her. “Come on. Let’s find a spot to sit.”

      He led her through the crowd and out to the terrace, never letting go of her hand. The October night air held a slight chill, but it helped to cool Sabrina’s overheated skin and clear her mind. The hard landscape of the Manhattan skyline glowed, but aside from a cluster of candles flickering in hurricane lanterns on a table, it was otherwise dark. Michael invited her with a sweep of his hand to sit on a low, cushioned love seat.

      “Do you really want to talk about my facial hair?” he asked.

      “Sure.” She couldn’t think of a more benign topic.

      “This is going to sound especially lame coming from a forty-five year old man, but I trimmed it for my mother. Or more specifically, my mother’s head of communications. We had to take a family picture for her official Christmas cards.”

      Ah, yes. Michael’s mom was US Senator, Lydia Wright, recently re-elected for her third term. “She thought you were looking scraggly?”

      “She likes things to be prim and proper.”

      Funny, but nothing about Michael was either of those things. “Well, it looks nice.”

      “Can we talk about something more fun?” He stretched his arm back behind her and softly brushed her shoulder with his fingers.

      And to think she’d been worried about talking. She hadn’t even considered that she might need to fret about touching. And so soon, although to be fair to Michael, any man who didn’t know about her past, would assume she was fair game. Was she on the market? Part of her wanted to be. It sounded so fun and carefree. If only it didn’t make her hands sweat and her heart race like she was a teenage girl trying to figure out boys. “We could talk about work. I realize that’s not super creative.” She folded her hands in her lap. There was nowhere else for them to go that didn’t suggest that she was open to an escalation of their physical contact. It was difficult enough to think straight when he was drawing delicate circles on her shoulder.

      Michael cleared his throat and brushed his pant leg. “Fair enough. I pretty much despise everyone I work with and am worried I’m going to hell for being nothing less than an ambassador for greed and wealth.”

      “Tell me what you really think.”

      “Hey. You asked.” He considered her with his damning cocoa brown eyes. “The thing is, the better I get at it, the less I have to try. Which gives me a little too much time to think.”

      “Hoping the blonde would keep your mind off all of that thinking?”

      “No. That just happened. She approached me and I couldn’t be rude.”

      “Never.”

      “And I needed a distraction while I was waiting for you to show up.”

      There went smooth Michael. “You were not waiting for me. I find it hard to believe you would ever wait for a woman.”

      “You don’t know me very well, then.”

      Sabrina hadn’t bargained on that answer. “Sorry.”

      He cleared his throat, seeming as if he was about to say something especially profound. “Let me ask you this, since I’m clearly questioning my life choices and I know your career is important to you. Do you ever wonder if putting everything you had into a job was a mistake?”

      If only he knew how much that exact question weighed on her. She’d spent a ridiculous amount of time working during her marriage, before Andrew got sick. If she’d known their time together was going to be so short, she would’ve done things differently.

      “Yeah. I know what you’re getting at, but I try not to live with too many regrets.” Except that was a total lie. She did have regrets, the most painful of which was that she’d been the one in her marriage to put off having a baby. Even when Andrew had made his case more than once.

      Let’s just do it now. The perfect time for a baby will never come.

      Just one more year. Let me get my company to a better place first.

      Michael cocked his head to the side, seeming surprised. “So work still comes first?”

      “Yeah. Something like that.” Her voice faded. Caging answers was way too much work. It’d be much simpler to just come out with it and tell him that she didn’t know what else she was supposed to do anymore, but she’d resolved not to dredge up the past tonight. And they were having fun. It was just going to mess things up.

      “When I was in my twenties, I thought my whole life was made for me. I was on the top of my game, living here in Manhattan, going out every night, beautiful women around every corner.”

      “You really shouldn’t pick your women from corners. That could get you arrested.”

      “Funny. Very funny.” He smiled and shook his head. “But then it’s like twenty years go by and I’m looking around wondering what in the hell I’m supposed to be doing now.”

      “I get that. Completely.”

      “I’d just like to figure out a little more than how to make money.”

      A strong breeze whooshed across the terrace. Goose bumps propagated on Sabrina’s arms, but it was more from his words than the chill. Maybe their flirtation was ill fated. He was certainly coming at it from a different viewpoint. She was exhausted from pondering the meaning of life. Hell, pondering the meaning of the next twenty-four hours seemed like an insurmountable task.

      “Are you cold?” he asked.

      “Oh, no. I’m fine.” She pulled her arms tightly around her body.

      Michael scooted to the edge of the seat and removed his suit coat. He placed it around her shoulders, rubbed them then gripped them tightly. “There. Better?”

      She looked up at him, getting caught in the warmth of his eyes. He really was sweet. And way too handsome for words. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      Michael reached over and brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, causing her breath to hitch. “I won’t lie to you, Sabrina. I like you. A lot.”

      Her heart not only raced, it whirred around the racetrack of her chest. Everything about him, even the smooth exterior that made her wonder if he was playing her, was irresistible. But these weren’t merely scary waters—they were ice cold. There might be sharks. She’d need to enter them slowly. She was capable of dipping in a toe to check the temperature, but that was it for now.

      “I like you, too. I like that we’ve become friends.”

      “I can’t help but feel like there’s more to it than that.”

      There was an impulse to let her body crash into his, to blurt out that friendship was for suckers, but she knew it wouldn’t last. She knew she was skittish. Every time Michael did something that made her forget, her heart reminded her with an awkward flutter. He lowered his head, his perfect lips were mere inches away, parted slightly, clearly about to connect with hers. Never before had she been so unprepared for a kiss, even when she had far more advance warning than was needed.

      There was no time to think it through. His lips were on hers—tender and soft, but still strong enough to say that he was all business. Until that instant, she’d had no idea how starved she’d been for a kiss. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the simple pleasure of it, arching her neck and molding her lips to his. This was a big step toward reclaiming herself. Could she find Sabrina again? Was kissing Michael the way to do it?

      He palmed her thigh and leaned into her. His tongue found her lower lip, which made every part of her feel as though it might float up into the cloudless night sky. Kissing Michael was like a great first date and Christmas morning all rolled into one…

      But then her mind leapt ahead. The kiss only led in one direction—more kissing, the elevator, one of their apartments. That would be a lot. Too much. And she didn’t want to lead him on. She gripped his shoulders and gently eased herself back.

      “Michael, I’m sorry.” Her breaths came fast. It was so difficult to look at him, but his eyes drew her in. “It’s just, um, I don’t think this is a great idea.”

      “I’m sorry if I was too forward.”

      She sighed and shook her head. If only she could find a way to tell him how important the kiss had been, without sounding out of her mind. “No. It wasn’t too forward. It was wonderful. I’m just not ready for more than what we just shared.” She got up from the sofa and removed Michael’s jacket. A swift escape was now her first priority.

      He sprang to his feet. “Please don’t go. We’ll talk. No kissing.”

      “I wish I could, Michael, but I can’t.” She scanned his face while an especially cruel series of thoughts and images rifled through her mind—mornings in the elevator with Michael, lonely nights in her apartment curled tightly into a ball, saying goodbye to Andrew on that cold December day.

      There was no way to explain any of it, at least not in a way that wouldn’t completely kill the memory of the kiss she and Michael had just shared. Still, it hurt to hurt him and she was about to do exactly that. She was about to take a sweet and sexy man and cut him off at the knees. She never should’ve put herself in the situation. She never should’ve put him in it.

      “It’s not you. It’s me.” She popped up onto her tiptoes and pecked him on the cheek, then rushed through the French doors into the Van Cleeve’s living room. She kept her eyes trained on the floor, winding through the mass of people, gasping for breath, feeling like someone with enormous hands was squeezing the air out of her lungs. She broke free from the crowd, lunged for the elevator button, and luckily, the doors opened right away.

      She hopped on board and jammed the button for her floor. Just as the tears came.
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      Two sisters, a wedding, and a lost love from an ocean away.

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      My sister Amy and I had more than twenty ex-boyfriends between us, a zillion stories about awkward first dates, and miraculously enough, only one declined proposal. Nobody was under the impression the Fuller sisters were saving themselves for marriage. Not even close. But I'd sort of thought we might be saving ourselves from it.

      “Engaged? To be married?” I practically had to shout over the noontime rush at Big Time Diner in midtown—waitresses barking at bus boys, dishes clattering, customers yammering.

      Amy worked her way out of her charcoal gray suit jacket, draping it neatly over her purse on the seat next to her. “What other kind of engaged is there?” She loved to answer a question with a question. If it was possible to be a born litigation attorney, that was my sister.

      “I know. I know. I'm just…” I couldn't say more without my stomach lurching, which made me second-guess my lunch order. Matzoh ball soup might kill me. Or, in the absence of wine, maybe chicken broth could help wash down the news. The secret club I'd thought my sister and I had chartered was a sham. How long had she been planning her escape?

      “I’m glad it's not just me. I'm speechless too.” Amy fluttered her fingers, beaming at her diamond and platinum prize like she'd given birth to it. She tucked her neat, blonde bob behind one ear. I'd always envied her high cheekbones, but today they were straight out of a Technicolor film, blushed with every gorgeous shade of a ripe Georgia peach. She got the cheekbones, and the blush, from Mom.

      “Speechless. Yes. That's the perfect word.”

      Patty, the waitress with the spiky persimmon-orange hair, slid white diner plates ringed in cobalt blue onto our table, putting my forthcoming paper-thin spiel about love and good news on pause, thank God.

      “I still can't believe it. It's exciting, right?” Amy's voice reached a pitch like air squeaking out of a pinhole in a balloon. She picked up half of her turkey on rye with one hand, leaving the other hand—the bejeweled one—on display in the center of the table. It was no small feat. Big Time served some of the fattest sandwiches in Manhattan.

      “It is.” I nodded, as if that might make my lackluster performance more convincing. I sucked flat diet soda through a straw, stalling again. If only I'd had time to prepare some remarks. If only she'd given me some sign that she and Luke were this serious. I'd assumed she was sleeping at his place most nights because the sex was halfway decent. “I’m just…”

      “You're just what, Katherine?” She was losing her patience for my lack of gushing, even while her ocean-blue eyes flickered with optimism as she gazed at the behemoth rock on her ring finger. Diamonds were beyond crazy if you thought about it—a nugget of dirty black carbon subjected to unbearable pressure and unthinkable temperatures until it had no choice but to turn into something sparkly and precious. A sunny person might call it a beautiful metaphor—even the ugliest thing could get better.

      It just might take a few billion years.

      “I’m wondering…” I innocently slurped my soup. Don't say it. “Did you know you were going to go back on our pact? Like all along?” You are such a miserable excuse for a sister.

      She jerked her hand back. “The pact? Are you serious right now? You're supposed to be happy for me.”

      “I am happy for you.” It came out as a plea to the universe. Please let me be happy. Is that too much to ask? “I’m ecstatic.” I was going to have to lie until I could get on board with happy. I couldn't tell her how terrified I was. It pained me to think about her getting hurt and if anyone was going to hurt her, it was some dude she'd known for less than a year. Plus, Luke was a little too perfect—clearly spent a lot of time at the gym, had at least a dozen pet names for her, and was always celebrating tiny milestones. Oh, honey. Guess what? This will be the tenth time we've gone out for Chinese food. He had to be hiding something.

      Then there was the not-small fact that our family tree had divorces hanging from every branch. The Fullers did not do well with the sanctity of marriage, and that led to divorce, which then led to heartbreak, for everybody, even the bystanders. If Amy's heart got broken, who would pick up the pieces? Me. And I was terrible at picking up pieces. I could never figure out how to glue them back together.

      “That was almost nine years ago.” Amy lowered her chin, forcing me to look at her. “It was your idea, and you were drunk when you said it. Remember? Cinco de Mayo?”

      “Hey. We had fun that night.”

      “And you had five Margaritas.”

      “You weren't far behind me.”

      “Exactly why this is a stupid conversation. I only said yes to the idea that we should never get married and stay roommates forever, so you'd shut up and get in your own bed.”

      It all came back to me. My head hurt just thinking about the hangover that came on May 6th that year. I didn't end up feeling right until June. “God. I got in your bed that night didn't I? I'm sorry. I should never drink tequila. Ever.”

      “Exactly.” She punctuated her statement by pointing at me with a french fry.

      “You know, I kept the pact when Jason proposed.”

      “And you have very big balls to turn down a guy in front of his whole family.”

      Jason was the one declined proposal. He'd invited me to dinner at his parents' house in Brooklyn, a lovely old Brownstone so picturesque it was like something out of a romantic comedy. His family was Italian and vocal, nothing like mine, Scandinavian and choking on every slightly impolite thing. I hadn't even taken off my coat before his mom put him on the spot. Look at her. She's beautiful, with the blonde hair and the blue eyes. She looks like a milkmaid. You'll make such pretty babies.

      It didn't stop during dinner. Your brother is already married and he's younger. He's going to have children before you. It's not right. You should marry Katherine. She's a keeper. I can tell. After the Tiramisu was proudly presented for dessert, her mother's mother's recipe, she'd dragged Jason into the other room. I'd sat at the table with his dad and younger sister while we heard every word and could only exchange tortured smiles. I'd twisted the cloth napkin in my lap so tightly that I was embarrassed to give it back.

      Ma, we're not ready to get married.

      Just give her your grandmother's ring. You'll lose her if you don't.

      My brain sputtered. A ring? Oh, shit.

      What if she says no?

      She won't say no.

      The next thing I knew, Jason skulked into the dining room, followed by his grinning mother. He sank down to one knee and delivered the most dispassionate proposal a man had ever given. Katherine, will you marry me?

      His mother gasped.

      I wanted to cry.

      And then I'd said what I had to. No. I'm sorry.

      I was almost proud when I told Amy what happened. You’d have thought I'd fought off the evil empire, even if I'd crushed a guy's pride in the process. The truth was that Jason and I were not in love, and that was an inescapable point. I came from a long line of people who had not taken that seriously. I was certain I was never meant for marriage anyway—too screwed up, too much nightmarish baggage, some of which my sister carried around as well. I'd only been within spitting distance of love once, with an Irish hottie my sister knew very little about. That guy, the sexy heartbreaker, had been too much to hold onto.

      “Look, Katherine. I'm not you. I can't spend every waking minute being pessimistic. I get enough of that at work. Please don't fault me for finding a guy and falling in love.”

      My shoulders dropped. “You're right. You're absolutely right. I want what you want. I've spent my whole life wanting you to be happy.” That much was true. That part I didn't have to fake. I'd woken up every morning for the last thirty-two years hoping she'd have a good day, even before she'd been born. It was this thing in the very center of my brain, a drive planted at my conception. Had that ambition come from Mom? Was it God's way of keeping my sister safe? He had to have known our mom wasn't going to be around to do it herself.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Now can we please order some pie? We're supposed to be celebrating, but I can't be late getting back to work.” I flagged Patty, who nodded at me as she poured a silver-haired gentleman a cup of coffee and swiped a stack of empty plastic creamer cups from his table. “When are you going to tell Dad?”

      “I’ll call him tonight. He'll just start stressing about when the wedding is going to be and who's going to pay for it and where he should go for a tux. He'll probably book his train ticket as soon as we get off the phone.”

      Dad was always planning. He never wanted to be caught off guard. I could relate—Amy inherited supermodel cheekbones and I got a hatred of surprises. “Don't give him a hard time about any of it, okay? I'm sure it'll be emotional for him. You're getting married. It'll probably bring up stuff. You know. About Mom.”

      “Yeah. I need to psych myself up for that.”

      “Ladies?” Patty asked. “More ketchup?”

      I grasped Amy's hand and held it up for Patty to see. “Look at what happened. My little sister. Engaged.” There it was—my happiness. I guess I could muster it if I focused my attention outward. Note to self: stop thinking so much.

      The sweetest off-balance smile you'd ever seen broke across Patty's face. She knocked my sister on the shoulder with her knuckle. “Look at you. Getting married. Is it the banker? The one with the tight tush?”

      Crimson flushed Amy's face. “Yes. Luke. He asked last night. It was our eight-month anniversary.”

      “Which is why we're celebrating with pie.” I was determined to hold on to this flash of happiness. I wanted to love it, give it a name, and keep it in my purse for later. “What do you want, Ames? Chocolate cream? Banana?” I looked up at Patty. “You know me. I'll have coconut.”

      Amy dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a paper napkin. “I don't know. I'm going to have to start thinking about fitting into a dress. Maybe french fries and a sandwich the size of my head is enough indulgence for one day.”

      Patty rolled her eyes. She didn't have much patience for healthy pursuits in her place of employment.

      “She'll have the chocolate,” I said.

      “Got it. On the house. It's a big day.” Patty sidled off.

      “Hey, if you're worried about the apartment, don't." Amy pushed her plate aside. "Luke and I already talked about it and we'll pay my half of the rent through the end of the lease.”

      It hurt to know they'd already talked about my place in their new life, and that I would apparently be playing the role of difficult older sister. I needed to get used to no longer being consulted about things that involved me.

      “You guys don't have to do that. I make good money.” Better than good, actually. My position at the North American Color Institute paid great, thanks to a genetic gift that made me really good at my job—a one-in-a-billion anomaly called tetrachromacy. Most people saw a red rose as two or three shades of that color. But when I looked at that same rose, I saw two or three hundred colors. If I looked at something in the sunlight, the difference between hues was even more pronounced.

      “It was Luke's idea, actually.”

      “You guys should save your money. Go on an amazing honeymoon. I'll get a roommate if I need one.”

      “I know you. You won't get a roommate. We're paying my half of the rent. End of discussion.”

      It was sort of adorable when she ended an argument with an assertion, like dad used to when he was tired and grumpy and just wanted us to shut up so he could watch TV. Most of the time, Amy never wanted a disagreement to end. When we were little, Amy turned everything into a negotiation, some of which went on forever. Most of them had revolved around who got to be Barbie and who had to be Skipper, or who got to lick the beaters when we made brownies, but there had been big things we'd had to agree on, too. Like whether we should tell Dad that we were pretty sure Mom was cheating on him.

      That topic had not been taken lightly, even though we were ten and eight and unable to fully comprehend infidelity. We only knew it was weird that she invited a man to stay at our house whenever Dad was on a work trip. Gordon. Gordon who stayed over. Gordon who once wore our dad's bathrobe.

      Hours of discussion, over the course of months, went into the decision to tell him. We ultimately made a list of pros and cons on a piece of the Hello Kitty stationery Grandma had given me for my tenth birthday. We'd been careful to consider every possible outcome. Well, almost every outcome. When you're a kid, and have a mostly happy heart, there were only so many horrible things you could imagine. We were much more inclined to believe that no matter what, everything would be okay.

      To this day, I could recite every word Amy and I said to each other the final time we talked about it.

      When do we tell him? When he gets back from his trip?

      Yes. I'll tell him. I'm the oldest.

      I could tell you what we were wearing that day—I had on a cherry red turtleneck and jeans, and Amy was wearing a celery green sweatshirt that said LOVE on it in rainbow letters. I could tell you what was playing on the radio, but not because I cherished the details. My mind refused to let go of that conversation and everything that happened over the forty-eight hours that followed. It liked to replay it all in my head, like a movie. With precision, it remembered every color.

      Years later, when we were teenagers, I'd asked Amy if she remembered what we'd said to each other that day, our rationale, our thought process. Had I dreamed it? What had I overlooked?

      “I was eight,” she'd said. “I don't remember anything other than not wanting Mom to hear us.”

      I remembered that part, too.

      Patty delivered our pie, two forks, and an extra stack of napkins.

      “I won't live through the guilt,” Amy said. “I can't give you a single reason to resent me for this.”

      “For what? Being happy?”

      Amy scooped up a bite of whipped cream and chocolate shavings. “No. For leaving.”

      I stared down at the coconut cream pie, my absolute favorite dessert, and my sweet tooth refused to kick in. This was really happening. Amy and I wouldn't be together anymore. Everything was going to change, and I hadn't seen it coming. “I think I'll take this to go.”

      “After you made such a big deal about ordering it?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I'm swamped at work.”

      Amy yanked back the sleeve of her white blouse and eyed her watch. “Shit. I have to get back, too.”

      I settled the bill with Patty, Amy ate only half of her pie, and I tried to turn my thinking around. My bond with my sister was too important to let my temporary shock get in the way. I needed time. That was all.

      Amy and I said our goodbyes out on the street, over the steady hum of traffic and car horns. It was the most beautiful fall day—the air was crisp and dry, albeit perfumed with the aroma of the hot dog cart on the corner.

      “You sure you're okay?” she asked.

      The sun was shining right in my eyes, and even with my sunglasses on I had to squint to see her. Something about that hint of warmth on my face, coming at me in a kaleidoscope of gold, made everything a little better. She looked like an angel in the sunlight, and in many ways, she was exactly that—a blessing. I grasped her by the shoulders to underscore what I was about to say. “I am better than okay. The person I love most in this world is getting married. It's not possible for me to be more okay.”

      She smiled and stepped in for a hug. “Love you, Kat.”

      “Love you, too.”

      “I’ll try to be home in time for Jeopardy.”

      “Perfect.”

      I turned back and started the walk down to my office, while Amy went in the opposite direction. All in all, I felt pretty good for someone who'd eaten a Matzoh ball for lunch. Sure, I'd just received life-changing news, and it would take some work to keep from slipping down into the depths of worry, which was my biggest downfall. But I had to focus on the good. Amy and I would always be close. Nothing would ever take that away from us, not even a man. We had an unbreakable bond—we'd made it through the obstacle course of our childhood, together. And even though Mom wasn't around to be a part of our adulthood, I wanted to believe that she watched over us every day, her heart full of a mother's love.

      And hopefully some forgiveness for me.
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