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        “The room of love is another world. You go there wearing no watch, watching no clock…where giving and taking are the same, and you live a little while in eternity in a gift. The words have all been said, all permissions given, and you are free in the place that is the two of you together. What could be more heavenly than to have desire and satisfaction in the same room?”

        Wendell Berry

      

        

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            One

          

          

      

    

    







            Nairne

          

        

      

    

    
      Scotland, United Kingdom 2005

      “Hail Mary, full of grace—Jesus Christ.” Zed gripped the car door violently as I swerved around a slow poke.

      “Nope,” I said. “That’s not how it goes. And besides, why are you saying your Hail Mary?”

      “Because you drive like a demon with a death wish. It was either crap my pants or say a prayer, now and at the hour of our death.” Zed threw his seat back forty-five degrees and scrunched his eyes shut. “If I don’t see it, it’s not happening.”

      He scrubbed his face. “I can’t believe I let you drive the Ferrari.”

      “Let is a generous term, Zed.” I smiled but kept my gaze on the motorway. “I told you I was driving it.”

      “And it’s not like I can stop you. You’re pregnant. It’s the ultimate fucking trump card.” He groaned. “I used to be such a hard-ass. Nobody drove the Ferrari, except me—”

      “And Teo,” I added. “And no offense to him, but I’m the better driver.”

      Zed stared at me disbelievingly. “You can’t seriously be that delusional. You’re terrifying behind the wheel.”

      “Teo drives like a granny.”

      “No, he observes laws. Like speed limits and turn signals.”

      “Zed, this is how you drive in the UK. It’s kill, or be killed.” I passed a fancy Aston and gunned it. Fast cars and the adrenaline rush were weaknesses of mine.

      Zed leveled me with a severe stare. “Nairne Aileen,” he gritted between clenched teeth. “Slow. Down. Now. For fuck’s sake.”

      I decelerated to a boringly reasonable speed and set cruise control, reaching a hand over to squeeze his. “Fine, I slowed down. See? Now we’ll be the laughingstock of the A1.” I glanced to my side mirrors, debating passing a poky car in front of us that had begun decelerating, too.

      “Control freak,” I muttered under my breath.

      Zed exhaled in relief, then flashed a grin. “Innamorata, that’s not an insult. You like it when I’m a control freak.”

      “Do not.”

      Zed raised his eyebrows, reached over, and slowly slid his hand up my thigh. His thumb drew circles that made driving hazardous. “That’s not what your three orgasms indicated before we got on the road.”

      I blushed, then shoved his hand away so I could stay focused. “No idea what you’re referring to.”

      “Whatever you say.” His hand returned to my thigh and picked right up where it had left off. Then it slid up to rest over the small swell of my belly. “How’re you feeling?”

      I smiled at him. “Just fine.”

      I’d spent weeks secluded in my childhood home and retching over a toilet, with Zed holding my hair and feeding me digestive biscuits afterward, which I usually retched back up. But the past month, the nausea had dwindled, allowing for nights on the sofa, legs tangled while we both read and dozed. We discussed everything from life philosophies to economic policy. Questions of the universe, intelligent design, places we wanted to see. We made love in front of the fire at midnight then slept until noon the next day. Zed had reoriented me to my changing body, adored it and praised it.

      I held a scientist’s appreciation for my pregnant body’s brilliant work. Dividing cells, following the complex mapped code for what each new division should become. Vital organs. Bones. Hair color and gender. But I still had a fraught relationship with the notion of motherhood and its complications with my autonomy.

      And I’d had to face my own judgmental attitude, realizing that surprise pregnancies held a stigma in my mind. How could they have been so careless? How did that happen?

      Until it happened to me. I’d been careful, and gotten pregnant anyway. Now I was having a baby with a man I loved deeply, yes, but the outside pressures were pushing on me. I knew what people expected. Domesticity. I was supposed to sit like every other WAG at Zed’s games and smile around my sunnies, wear designer clothes and have professionally smoothed hair.

      But that wasn’t me. I was a scientist, with a hunger for learning and discovery that I didn’t want to set aside. An athlete, despite my career being cut short. Not a trophy wife.

      Wife. Marriage. God, the thought of it brought nausea barreling up my throat. Marriages failed spectacularly by and large. And I really preferred not to fail at things. Failure was relegated to lab trials. As Edison had more or less said, when experiments turned out unexpectedly, I hadn’t failed—I’d simply learned another way that didn’t work.

      But marriage was a different animal. It wasn’t clinical trials with disposable materials. It was Zed and me. Our hearts. Risking failing at that terrified me.

      Because in those two months of quiet seclusion in Scotland, away from conflicts and outside interference, his heart became dearer to me, and my bond to it more inarguable. As that increased, so did my unwillingness to potentially sabotage it. Those months gave me so much time to know Zed in the simplicity of daily life. Cooking meals. Watching the stars while wrapped in blankets. Lying in bed, hands behind our heads, talking about anything that came to mind. And in that time, I came to know him even more as a man I was truly compatible with. A man I admired and respected and deeply loved.

      I knew what he wanted. A family. A shared home. Me as his wife and our child his in every way. But couldn’t we be each other’s without that damned label? Marriage. I was a crotchety loner who was pregnant and having an identity crisis. That was really all there was to it. And I just couldn’t bend my head around the notion.

      Snow flurried prettily through the evening sky as we neared Edinburgh. I cracked the window and let icy air cool my heated face. Months of snowfall were on their way, and judging by what was swirling and building inside me, an emotional avalanche wasn’t far behind.

      “Talk to me, fragolina.” Zed’s hands left my belly and drifted to massage my neck.

      I forced a smile as I stared at the road. “Just thinking.”

      “Tell me. No stiff upper lip.”

      “Hardly. I cry at everything lately. My emotions are so extreme.” Which I hated. I felt like a coat turned inside out. Backwards and exposed.

      Zed worked on a knot at the base of my neck, a reassuring touch that spoke louder than any words.

      “It’s nothing, really, Zed. My mind was just wandering.”

      “All right.” He exhaled, staring out the window. “Well, if you won’t tell me what you’re actually chewing on, how about you tell me where the fuck we’re going?”

      I focused on navigating around the sham of a driver who had continued decelerating in front of us. “Bloody dobber, doesn’t know how to drive!” I yelled out the window as I passed.

      Zed stared at me. “You’ve got anger issues, fragolina.”

      “He was driving like an imbecile.” I shook it off, then glanced over to Zed. “You asked where we’re going?”

      “Yes.” Zed stretched the word, eyebrows raised. “But that’s assuming we make it alive to wherever we’re headed.”

      “Zed, you’re in good hands. Literally.” I waggled my eyebrows at him, gesturing toward the hand controls that adapted the Ferrari to my use.

      “Uh-huh. And, were I to end up surviving my birthday, where would I be observing it?”

      I shook my head and kept mum.

      Zed sighed. “You know I don’t like being kept in the dark. Tell me where we’re going”—his hand slipped up my thigh again—“or I’ll have to resort to different methods of persuasion.”

      I slapped a hand over his and set it gently on his lap. “Not while I’m driving. And bear with me, Zed. Trust I’m not doing anything unreasonable.”

      “Don’t know why I might worry about that,” he grumbled.

      I frowned at him. “You spent your last birthday miserable thanks to me. I’m not about to blow this one.” I’d called things off with Zed a few weeks before his day last year. When I’d come to Nella’s restaurant, Lupo’s, where his party was being held, hoping to make amends, Zed had been wrecked and looked like hell. But that next day had been a pretty lovely way to make it up to him.

      After I passed a car at a pathetically slow speed in order to pacify Zed, I hit a button to turn on Van Morrison. “You’re just going to have to settle for going along for the ride.”

      Zed gave me a begrudging smile and settled back in his seat. “Fine. But only because you put on my man Van, and you actually passed a car just now like a sane human being.”

      I smiled at him and dialed up the volume. Snowflakes that had been drifting lazily accelerated into a wintry squall like I’d turned them up, too. Zed threw his head back and sang the refrain loud and off tune. It was the most beautiful sound in the world.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled up in front of The Scotsman Hotel in Edinburgh after weaving our way through the scenic streets that led to the Royal Mile. Zed, who’d been mostly silent since we drove into the city, broke into a wide grin.

      “Wow.” He craned his neck and looked up at the hotel’s façade. “So much history in this building, you can just see it. And how the streets are stacked on top of each other reminds me a bit of Genoa in that way.”

      I set the car in park and pressed the blinkers on.

      Zed and I had fathers who shared the same hometown of Genoa—a place I’d yet to visit, family I’d yet to meet.

      “I’d like to see it soon,” I said.

      “Yeah?” Zed knew I’d needed to ease into the reality of having an enormous Italian family. A year ago I had learned that Zed’s godfather and surrogate uncle, Gianno, was my father. That revelation had brought with it the awareness of a whole twenty years of time to make up for, as well as an entire extended family awaiting me in Italy. Most of my adult life I’d been alone—my mother long gone, my grandparents passing when I was in my teens. The notion that I had a village of aunts and uncles, cousins, and a grandmother to meet was going to take a bit to assimilate.

      I glanced down at my stomach. “I told Gianno a few months ago I felt ready. But then everything happened.”

      So much had happened. Alexandre, my attempted rapist and former stalker resurfacing during the gala. Zed being attacked by the men Alexandre had hired. Then the bastard trying to abduct me. All of which came down to me killing him in self-defense. It had been a bit of an autumn.

      “I feel ready now,” I said. “To know my family members, to integrate and have that belonging by the time the baby’s here. So he or she can have them, too.”

      I had no experience with a big, close-knit family, but Zed did. And look how differently we handled intimacy. Zed sought it as a source of comfort and connection. I saw it as a minefield for potential loss and pain. Even if I was allergic to intimacy, as Zed had once said, I had every intention of making sure my child didn’t grow up the same way.

      Zed’s eyes glowed in the shadows of the car and my chest tightened with a contradiction of feelings. He leaned in and kissed me softly.

      I savored the spontaneity we had during this time that we were delightfully alone. Tom, our main security that Zed was still adamant we have, had been able to take a break while we were hidden in Prestonpans, Scotland. And after a heated conversation, I’d convinced Zed to keep it that way until we drove back to London tomorrow. So, I enjoyed pulling into a hotel and simply entering with Zed like any normal couple.

      While he and the bellman loaded our overnight bags and my wheelchair on a luggage cart, I gave the valet a quick tutorial on the hand controls. After a conciliatory pat on the back to reassure him, I watched him, trying not to laugh at how nervous he looked or how slowly he pulled away the tricked-out car. The hand controls had been easy enough to install on the car, but they weren’t necessarily easy to use if one wasn’t familiar.

      Zed touched my back gently, following my gaze toward the Ferrari crawling away.

      “It’s really not that complicated.” He sighed, tugging his Sox ball cap low over his face. Zed, being the athletic genius he was, of course, had demonstrated expert command of the hand controls after only a brief scan of the instructions.

      Rolling my eyes, I turned toward the hotel’s entrance. “That’s because you’re a coordinated freak of nature. Most people don’t have your magical dexterity.”

      Stepping to the side, Zed protectively sealed off space for me to move forward using my arm crutches. “Why thank you, fragolina. And now I say we get upstairs so we can elaborate on my magical dexterity.”

      I was still blushing as I handled the check-in details. Zed found the idioms and rapid pace of conversational Scottish English horribly confusing, especially since his head injury. He’d bounced back remarkably but conversation fatigued him easily, and he still slept long and heavily. Doctors chalked up his rapid recovery to his excellent fitness and diet, as well as the sensible months we’d taken to isolate him from the usual stressors and rigors of his schedule. Thanks to it all, he was healing brilliantly.

      We went up the lift to a spacious accessible room with a cheery interior of eclectic textiles and classic architecture. Zed locked the door and pinned me against the wall, while my arm crutches clattered to the ground. He pressed his hips against mine, and I gasped at the feel of his hard length straining in his jeans, grinding against my pelvis.

      “This whole fucking drive,” he whispered against my neck, alternating between feather-light and deep, open-mouthed kisses along my skin, “I’ve been dealing with this.” He grabbed my hand and brought it right to his cock straining against his jeans.

      I moaned, knowing how good it would be when he was inside me. “Why?” I asked breathily.

      “Why?” He chuckled. “You’re seriously asking why?” Zed hoisted my legs around his waist as I grabbed his neck to hold on. Carrying me over to the bed, he laid me down and promptly shucked my leggings. Shaking his head, he focused on slipping my knickers off my hips.

      “Tell me,” I whispered.

      I knew Zed loved and desired me. He demonstrated it with his actions every day, but I was a hot-blooded woman. I liked hearing about it, too.

      He yanked my knickers off my ankles with a flourish and threw them over his shoulder. Crawled over me like a wildcat, broad shoulders rolling and feral eyes flickering dangerously at me. “Because…” He kissed me slow and deep, then rained kisses down my neck, punctuating each word. “You. Are. So. Damn. Sexy.”

      I slid my fingers through his short dark waves, ran my thumb along his lips. Zed nipped my finger. “And I love you,” he continued. “You glow with this beautiful baby in you and I can’t stop thinking about how that baby happened, and then I get really hard.”

      My laugh became a gasp as Zed tugged my tender breasts beneath my shirt and bra, pulling one pebbled nipple deep into his mouth. His hand traveled slowly down my chest, rubbed possessively over my belly, then slid down to the ache between my legs.

      He released my nipple with a gentle pop and murmured against my skin, “See? Magical dexterity.”

      “We’re going to be late,” I whimpered as Zed’s long fingers teased me.

      “My birthday, my timetable.” He tugged off his jeans, then slid into me. Not nearly as rough as he once was, and I missed it.

      That was frustrating, and it took creative methods to convince him gentle sex was not a prerequisite for a healthy pregnancy. He’d been dissatisfied with that argument, even when I’d gotten the all-clear from my physician. She had paid me a home visit when I got dehydrated from morning sickness, and did an initial examination of my pregnancy thus far. I’d asked her point blank about it in front of Zed and made him blush a delicious tomato red.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      I nodded furiously. “Yes.”

      With a satisfied grin, Zed grasped my wrists and set them above my head, lacing his fingers in mine. Then he dragged himself back and filled me with painstaking slowness. “I’m sure I’ll love whatever you have planned, innamorata, but this,”—he swiveled his hips, grazed my clit and made me see stars—“this is where I want to be, and we’re not rushing, capisce?”

      “Capisce,” I sighed, before Zed wiped away all worries and plans from my mind.

      Damned magical dexterity.
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      I made us late, and Nairne kept grumbling about sexual manipulation and testosterone poisoning while our cab navigated evening traffic through the hip part of Edinburgh.

      “I’m sorry.” I pulled her hand into mine before bringing it to my lips for a kiss. “You’re irresistible. And I didn’t realize you really meant it about the timing.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Normally, you know I don’t care, but the whole night’s ruined if we miss it.”

      Nairne was flustered and I felt bad about that, even if I still had no idea what she was referring to. I made it up to her how I knew best. A soft kiss behind her ear. Biting her lobe. Then her lips, always her lips. I slipped my tongue inside her mouth where it danced, hot and slow with hers, until I earned her contented sigh.

      “I really am sorry. You planned something and I couldn’t keep my dick in my pants.”

      “I just want you to be happy and give you a wonderful night.” She leaned forward and pointed toward our destination as we pulled up. “Come on, then.”

      As soon as we walked inside, I gaped, shocked to see a table where Lucas and Elodie, along with a handful of my teammates I’d gotten close to, waved at us. Nairne was beaming with pride at her little surprise. “How the hell did you get all of them here?”

      Nairne and I had been hermits for the past two months, hiding away in her family home in Prestonpans while I continued healing from my head injury, and she rode the wave of some pretty rough morning sickness. I’d only talked on the phone a few times with Lucas, emailed Rory, Steve, and Harrison—my wingers and fellow forward on the team, respectively. Seeing them felt like coming back fully to reality. A little jarring but not unpleasant.

      When we made our way over, I got promptly bombarded with birthday well-wishes and congratulations on the baby. Everyone there knew because we’d told them, even though by now the little bump popping out of Nairne’s slim frame was a dead giveaway.

      Each in their own way they’d been supportive. Elodie didn’t have kids but she was crazy about Nairne being pregnant. Rory was a dad, so he’d been glad to have someone else in his camp. He was married to Shona, both of them Scottish, and they’d welcomed their daughter, Isla, a year ago.

      Then there were Steve and Harrison who, like Lucas, were in the declared bachelordom camp. They were happy for us, in an abstract way. Like telling someone you started a new diet—they admired it but didn’t plan to partake. Unlike Lucas, Steve and Harrison were younger than me, and still enjoying the ample female attention that being soccer royalty bought them. At the moment, they broke away from their latest conquests with a knock on my chin and mussing my hair.

      Steve and Harrison were also twins.

      Steve kissed my cheek and I shoved him off. “Gross.”

      He grinned. “You look positively—”

      “Dashing, Zeddy,” Harrison finished.

      They did that all the time.

      “Guys, I’m touched you came all the way to Edinburgh for my birthday.” I threw an arm around each of them. “But let’s be honest about why you’re really here.”

      They smiled deviously. “The ladies,” they said in unison.

      I let go of them and smiled. “Exactly.”

      Rory got me next. “Canna say I blame them. Scottish lasses are the finest.” He elbowed me as he spoke to the twins. “Zed will tell you, they bed you like there’s no tomorrow—”

      “All right,” I said. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “Wha’?” He chuckled. “It’s the truth, lads. We’d know. It’s in Scottish women’s blood to be fiery and bonnie like that. They ride you so hard, you forget your clan—”

      “Maclean,” I growled.

      “Dunno why you’re being so modest, Zed, when she’s obviously kept you plenty busy.” He jerked his chin toward Nairne who sat looking really lovely and clearly pregnant.

      The twins knew joking about Nairne was off limits, but Rory knew exactly how to piss me off. I patted him on the cheek. “All right, cuteness, drop it.”

      He frowned, dissatisfied with how I hadn’t taken his baiting. “Where’s the old Zed? He woulda knocked my teeth out by this point.”

      “I got my head bashed in, and now I’m gonna be a dad, Rory. Gotta pick your battles. Part of growing up.”

      “Speaking of…” Lucas reached over and crushed me against him with a back-slapping hug. “Congratulations!” He pulled back and held me hard by the shoulders. “How is it?” He nodded toward my head.

      I shrugged. I didn’t do well under the microscope of concern. “Not too bad. I’ve barely done anything for two months though, so I’m sure that has lots to do with it.”

      Rory nestled in between us, looping an arm around my neck. “Well, no more lazing about. It’s your birthday. Time to get you blootered, Zed! What’re you drinking?”

      “Oh no, no, no, I don’t think so,” I said over the music that had picked up. “My tolerance is nonexistent these days. I’ve barely drank the past couple of months.”

      Rory scowled. “Nairne.” He burred her name, saying it how it should always sound, heavenly and formidable, and it made me smile. “You’ve had this man in the best country in the world for whiskey and deprived him? What’re you doing to him, lass?”

      Nairne laughed. “I’ve tried, Rory, but he doesn’t like it!” She pouted as she took a drink of water from her glass at the table. “And here I am pregnant, and he won’t even have a drink for me.”

      Everyone at the table cracked up, and I couldn’t breathe, feeling how much I loved her. Nairne had a beauty that radiated from within her, from her frank curiosity about life, to her deep gratitude for its mysteries and complexities. Physically, she’d always captivated me. But even more so now, as she sat back in the chair and crossed her arms easily over the small bump of her belly, I couldn’t think of a single thing more beautiful than her.

      She leaned over to Shona, who whispered something in her ear, and they both laughed wildly. Christ, she was incredible. And she was mine.

      Yours? How?

      She was mine, damn it. As I was hers. We were two sides of the same combustible coin. I’d been miserable before her. My life had been narrow and dark, and then she’d come in like dynamite and blown it wide open, obliterated my old existence with light and possibility.

      She’s not your wife.

      That was true, and it was driving me nuts.

      Those secluded months in Scotland had only deepened my resolve to convince her that marriage between us wouldn’t be a shipwreck but rather paradise. We’d have our fights and challenges, but we were as right for each other as two people got. In those quiet days together, I’d felt my love for her take root in unshakeable soil, as my admiration and understanding of her enriched with a kind of time we’d never been allotted before. Nights of conversation. Stupid fights about how to chop a vegetable and how often to do laundry. Days where all we did was sleep and nights where all we did was fuck.

      Now we were out of that glorious sheltered bubble, and the thought of relaxing back into anything less than total cohabitation, the tight, intimate bond we’d formed in Prestonpans, was untenable to me. She was mine, I was hers, and I wanted the world to know it.

      And I was ninety-nine percent sure if I brought up marriage, she’d spit her lemon water across the table.

      I got it. She’d had a shitty string of losses her whole life. Loving people predisposed her to the pain of losing them. Not to mention, Nairne put my perfectionism to shame. Marriage was a gamble that stats dictated was more likely to be a loss than a gain. I just had to show her that wouldn’t be us. And until I figured that out, I had to swallow my domineering impulse to shove a ring on her finger and drag her back to my cave. For now, I had to wait.

      “Zed?” Nairne’s smoky voice pierced my thoughts and I looked over at her.

      She leaned forward, and between the scoop neck of her black top and how full pregnancy was making her already fantastic tits, I was getting a glorious show of her cleavage. I grinned when I tore my eyes up, and earned an admonishing shake of her head.

      “Men. Sex-craved animals.”

      “Loud and proud, fragolina. Now, what’s up?”

      She smiled. “It’s time.”

      I stared at her, then glanced around at the table of faces smiling at me expectantly. They all looked way too eager, which made me start to think I was about to be birthday pranked. “I swear to Jesus, Nairne, if you paid someone to come out here with the Scottish equivalent of a bucking bronco and a cowboy hat, if I have to jump on a…a Shaking Shetland pony while wearing a kilt or something, I am not going to be a happy camper.”

      Nairne’s eyes widened and everyone at our table erupted in laughter.

      “Zed, I would never!” Nairne laughed. “It’s time for trivia.”

      “Really?” We hadn’t had a trivia night since Boston. Then that shitstorm of a half-year had happened.

      Nairne nodded. “Happy?” Her eyes searched mine and she bit that full bottom lip. That delicious, full bottom lip.

      “Hell yeah.” I kissed her and bit that lip too, just enough to earn a jolt through her body. Her breath hitched and her thighs pressed together.

      Then I sat back and rubbed my hands together in excitement. “All right, if we’re gonna kick some ass, I need a drink after all.”

      Cheers broke out at the table, but promptly switched to boos when I added, “Just no fucking whiskey!”
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      We were deep into round two, Puzzles and Riddles, after crushing round one, which had been a warm-up of general knowledge and a few oddities. Between the eight of us, we had somehow managed to know the answers.

      There was only one minute on the timer as Elodie came back from the bathroom—she had claimed an emergency, even when we all gave her shit for ditching during quiz time.

      Nairne was bent over the problem, reciting it to herself under her breath and tugging at her hair. “Bugger. Elodie, come here.”

      Elodie sidled up to her and perched on the edge of her seat. She bent over the problem, too, and drummed her fingers on the table.

      Shona glanced at the clock. “Only thirty seconds left.”

      My eyes flicked from the dwindling timer over to Nairne and Elodie. Elodie read it and gestured for a writing tool. “Give me your pen.”

      She scribbled quickly, and just as the buzzer sounded, Elodie dropped the pen. Then she slipped over to her own seat, where she scooped up her wine glass and took a sip.

      Nairne smiled proudly while everyone gawked at Elodie. We’d been stumped by that question. She’d taken one look and answered as easily as writing her first name.

      Elodie peered over her wine around the table of curious faces. “What?”

      “Where in the hell did that come from?” Lucas asked. “I have no idea how you just did that.”

      Elodie sipped her wine again. “It’s pretty simple.”

      Lucas folded his arms. “How so?”

      “To me, it is.” She set down her wine and reached for a handful of potato chips, before popping one in her mouth, crunching thoughtfully, and swallowing. “It asked you to make one hundred from four fives and no more than two math symbols. Just divide the same number by itself with the decimal placing the number in the hundredths.”

      Nairne groaned while pulling some kind of pudding dessert her way. “Of course,” she muttered. Then she stabbed the dessert with her fork. The rest of us just blinked in confusion at Elodie.

      Elodie pushed a plate of sausages and mashed potatoes Nairne’s way as well. “Fifty-five divided by point-five-five. Gives you one hundred.”

      “Why, Ms. Bertrand,” I said, “I believe you’ve been holding out on us.”

      In the time I’d known Elodie, she was either running, playing soccer, or in school for business. She was obviously intelligent but not nerd level like Nairne. Nairne wore shirts with chemistry puns and could hold her own on Shakespeare with even Lucas, the closeted poet romantic. Unlike her, Elodie didn’t have brains written all over her, but she was obviously prime trivia victory material. The bonus round, also known as the brain cramp, was coming, and with the human calculator at our table, we were going to dominate.

      Elodie smiled modestly and popped another chip in her mouth.

      “Careful, El,” Nairne warned while scooping a hunk of toffee pudding and dipping it in the pile of gravy-soaked mashed potatoes. “Zed’s ruthlessly competitive during trivia. Now you’re in the clutches of the master strategizer.” Nairne sighed in pleasure, took another scoop of each food, and spooned them into her mouth.

      Lucas watched her in fascination. “Did you just eat a mouthful of sticky toffee pudding mixed with gravy and mash?”

      Nairne shrugged while Elodie laughed and snapped a photo of it on her phone. Nairne posed with a wide grin and a giant spoonful at her open mouth. It was giving me impure thoughts about her mouth open for me, but Shona’s sharp response broke through my carnal fantasies.

      “She’s pregnant, you gob,” Shona hissed. Then she pinched Lucas’ arm.

      “Christ, woman, I think you broke skin. It was a simple question! And what the hell do pregnancy, toffee pudding, and gravy have to do with each other?”

      Shona shook her head. “Never mind what the food is, you don’t say a word to a pregnant woman about what she eats.”

      I tried to cover my laughter with a cough, knowing that, even before she was pregnant, Nairne ate weird-ass food combinations. Baby carrots and ketchup, vanilla ice cream and balsamic vinegar. I didn’t get it. I really didn’t get it, but I was hardly one to talk with my preference for all meat to be near raw. It didn’t faze me, unlike Lucas, who looked ready to upchuck his beer.

      Nairne laughed. “It’s all right, Shona. I’ve always eaten like a loonie. I’m used to the questions.”

      Lucas bounced back from the onslaught and smiled at Nairne as he scooped each food on his spoon like her. “Well, you know what they say. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.” He popped the mixture in his mouth, chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. Then suppressed a shudder. “Oh, god. Textural nightmare.”

      Elodie scrunched her nose. “What are you talking about?” She sighed. “It’s an idiom, isn’t it? You English and your idioms. I’ll never understand them all.”

      “Careful, button,” he crooned, tapping Elodie’s nose, which she missed swatting away. “We’re in enemy territory. Best we don’t broadcast the table’s Englishness.”

      I laughed and nodded my thanks at the rum and coke Rory had just dropped in front of me. Harrison pulled out a bar chair and clinked his glass against mine. The twins had powerful muscles, mischievous brown eyes, and man buns, making them hard to tell apart. Except for the fact that Steve had a tat on his neck. When they wore collared shirts, I was fucked.

      “Last birthday of freedom, mate.” Harrison sighed and clapped my shoulder in sympathy.

      Steve joined us from behind. “I’m picturing a raucous last hoorah for you, Zed. Once you’re back in London—”

      “You are coming back, aren’t you? We’re shite without you,” Harrison said sternly. “You and me, mate, we had this thing going at the top. We were going to break records.”

      “Harry,” Steve interrupted, “ease up on him.”

      “Guys, it’s okay. I’m coming back. Docs said I’ll be ready soon. And thanks for the offer, but there’s no way on god’s green earth you two are going to rope me into one of your raucous hoorahs. You’re trouble in human form.”

      “That we are,” they said in unison.

      Steve craned over my shoulder. “And just how do you know we haven’t got something up our sleeves already, hmm?”

      I looked back at him, and drank deeply from my rum and coke. “No pranks, Weasley brothers.”

      Harrison grinned dangerously. “No promises, Zed.”

      A few ladies stole the twins away, bringing me a reprieve.

      Those two were exhausting to begin with, but with my rigatoni-for-brains since I took a crack on my skull, I was dizzy from that conversation. And it was probably the longest I hadn’t been paying attention to Nairne since the incident.

      I glanced around as anxiety tightened my chest.

      “Where the fuck is Nairne?” I stood abruptly from the table and scanned the crowd around me like a maniac.

      Everyone chimed in to reassure me with words and waving hands. But between the panic-induced ringing in my ears and the noise ricocheting through the pub, I couldn’t make sense of what anyone was saying to me. I was two seconds away from going thermonuclear on their asses and demanding one person tell me clearly right then and there where she was.

      Then I felt Rory’s heavy hand grip my shoulder firmly.

      “Zed.” He leaned in, speaking right into my ear as he pointed to the front of the room. “There’s your lass.”

      I saw her. Auburn hair, copper under the lights. Green eyes, dark as wet grass. Relief gushed through me on a heavy exhale. I dropped down on the stool and rubbed a hand through my hair.

      “All right, Zeddy?” Lucas asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I just…” I sighed. I’d just processed that Nairne was sitting perched on a chair at the stage up front, tuning a guitar. “What the hell is she doing?”

      “I’d say by the looks of it, holding a guitar, presumably about to play it. It’s open mic during trivia intermission.” Lucas leaned down a bit and stared at me in open assessment. “You sure you’re actually all right, Zed?”

      I watched Nairne bite her lip as she focused on tweaking the tuning pegs, leaning close to hear while she plucked the strings. Without breaking my gaze, I answered Lucas. “Since that night, I don’t…I don’t want her out of my sight. I go crazy, just sheer panic. It’s when I left her, to take a freaking piss, that’s when everything went to hell.” I finally glanced over to him. “I haven’t really gotten over that yet.”

      Lucas sat down in the seat Nairne had vacated. “Had to have been traumatic.”

      I nodded.

      He reached his freakishly long arm across the table for his beer and took it between both hands. “You know it was anomalous, right?” Lucas said softly. “You’re a man of logic, well I’m a man of numbers. And while what you went through was a nightmare, the numbers on traumatic life events say statistically, you two are bound for a completely uninteresting remainder of your lives.”

      “I’d say you’re absolutely right, if between the two of us, Nairne and I didn’t have some of the shittiest luck I’ve known.”

      Lucas smiled wryly. “Perhaps this might be your big break.”

      I picked up my rum and coke and finished it in one swallow. “Yeah.”

      Before Lucas could say anything else, a familiar smoky voice filled the sound system. Nairne leaned over her guitar and spoke into the microphone.

      “Evening, everyone.” She cleared her throat and broke into a shy smile as she tucked her hair behind her ear. My heart clenched at that small gesture of her nerves. What was she doing up there?

      “I’m sitting here, about to sing before a whole lot of strangers, because love makes you do strange things.” Nairne glanced at me, then quickly back down at the guitar. A few people hooted and cheered in agreement from the tables.

      She started picking the strings, a light folk-sounding tune. “It’s my man’s birthday, and while he deserves to be celebrated, lavished with gifts, the thing is, he’s minted, so it’s not like there’s a thing I can give him that he can’t buy himself.” Someone jokingly booed in agreement with Nairne that financial abundance was a crime as the rest of the audience called out appreciatively.

      “But I realized there was a wee something I could give him that couldn’t be bought. A song. It’s one I’ve always loved, about a man who asks his lass to step out into the world and build a life. So, I might’ve changed the words a bit.” Nairne chewed her lip as she continued to pluck. “Because he’s no fair lass. He’s dark and braw.” A few women hooted at her words. “And so, my man who lacks for nothing, here’s a gift I can give, a song from my heart.” She swallowed and leaned over the guitar.

      A lump jammed in my throat, making it damn hard to swallow, let alone breathe, as she changed from her quiet plucking to steady strumming, and sang. I’d heard Nairne hum to herself and sing plenty, but tonight it was warmer, and strong. Words that painted a beautiful scene of Scotland’s rugged topography. The sea and hilly land, heather and rocky coast. But the words she sang over and over were clearest: “Will you come away, my love, to be my own, my rare one.”

      And it gave me the faintest shred of hope that maybe one day I’d be able to get on one knee and ask her the same thing, without it being a total disaster.

      When she finished, everyone in the whole place erupted in applause and cheers. Rory clapped me on the back and leaned in. “She’s clever, that one, changing Tiree for you.” He shook his head in amazement as he hooted loudly for her.

      I stood and walked straight to the front of the stage where Nairne was handing the guitar to the house band’s guitarist and thanking him. When I got to her, I scooped her up and kissed her hard. As she wrapped her arms around my neck, she sighed into my mouth while her tongue tangled with mine. I vaguely sensed the whole place watching us, laughing, clapping, and hooting. But it all faded to a shimmering silence and the beautiful woman who I loved more than I’d ever imagined possible.
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      The drive back to London from Edinburgh was a seven hour straight shot down the M6. We could have flown, paid someone to drive the Ferrari back. But making a road trip of it felt fun, and delightfully ordinary to me. The lowlands in winter were stunning—fog on the moor, and frost turning the grass into fields of spired icicles. Then the Lake District, with its rolling hills and water formations. Once you approached Manchester and farther inland, the scenery of course become industrial, but Zed loved it nonetheless. We drove the day, eating crisps and sweets and listening to music of every genre.

      Until the quotidian bubble of obscurity and normality popped. We pulled up to a beautiful Georgian terraced home glowing in the light of a winter sunset. I’d only seen the façade in digital photos, and in person it looked even more classic and frightfully expensive. As I stared at our home out the window, I tried to hide my ethical war with its opulence.

      Right after we stole away to Prestonpans and I’d told him about the baby, Zed asked if we could buy a place and make it ours. No strings, no pushing me to forever, but somewhere we could live as long as I wanted to live with him, where we could be a family. I preferred to blame my acceptance on hormones and gratitude that Zed hadn’t died from being attacked. But perhaps I was just growing up and moving past my fear of letting down my walls of independence. I hadn’t promised him forever, but he also hadn’t asked for it, either.

      Which was a relief. Because while I knew everyone who looked at us was only waiting for the engagement announcement, I was still reeling from falling for Zed in the first place. From the insanity of our dynamic in Boston to the violence that plagued us when we reunited in London. Now I was five months along to a world-class footballer, and moving into our exorbitant Georgian townhome, when all I’d planned for in life was to be a contented cat lady spinster who slept under the desk in her lab and vanquished diseases.

      I stared up at the house, located in the posh historic London neighborhood of Bloomsbury. The place had to have cost him millions, the thought of which made my stomach sour with the kind of nausea that rivaled my morning sickness. I’d felt similarly the first time he showed me pictures of the place while we had been in Scotland.

      “Nairne.” He sighed, head falling back on the pillows in my bed. “We need somewhere to live. You go to school there, I work there. That’s how much it costs.”

      I swallowed the objections that clawed at my throat when he pulled up photos of the property’s interior in the throes of construction. It looked atrociously involved, and that meant atrociously expensive. “I know that, Zed, but aren’t there more reasonable neighborhoods we could live in?”

      Massaging his brow, Zed turned to face me. “Why are you so uncomfortable with me spending the money I’ve earned?”

      I stared at him, at a loss for words.

      “Nairne, you deserve to live in a home that’s easy to move around in, that’s comfortable and safe, that’s close to your schooling and my work. Don’t you believe that?”

      I nodded.

      Zed smiled and, as always, it felt like the sun slipping out from behind a cloud, warming my soul. “Then let me give it to you, because I can. Because I want us to have a good life.” He leaned in, softly kissing the corners of my mouth, the tip of my nose, my cupid’s bow. “We deserve that.”

      Zed watched me with a guarded expression as he let himself out of the Ferrari, and it broke me from my thoughts. Hands on my belly, I replayed what I’d been telling myself as I gave the situation a good, long think—this was about our child’s life, opportunities, and wellbeing. And if this home was a little expensive, it kept us safe and allowed us to be together as a family. Who was I to demean that? The baby did what felt like a summersault and I laughed to myself.

      “You agree then?” I asked.

      Zed had come around to my side to open the passenger door, and ducked his head in. “Sorry, I missed that.”

      “I was just thinking aloud, and the baby did some acrobatics. I took it to mean he or she agrees.”

      Zed frowned and focused on my lips. “Agrees on what? That their dad is a vile cog in the capitalist machine making London even more prohibitively expensive and elite?”

      I sighed and scratched my nails against his scruff. “No. I’ve come around to the idea.”

      Zed smiled. Then he swept me up and carried me to the door, reminiscent of the bride and groom at the threshold. The door was a shiny black lacquer with fresh brass fixtures. White brick, new dark-paned windows twinkling like cheery stars against the evening sky. It looked like a home. Our home.

      “Go on, Nairne,” Zed whispered.

      He had the key in hand, and I took it, set it in the lock, and turned the doorknob. When we got inside, Zed slowly lowered me onto a bench by the door and jogged out for my crutches and chair in the boot.

      When he came back, I accepted the crutches and took a few steps, glancing around. Zed flicked on the light switch for the foyer and I gasped.

      Stepping farther into the space, I turned slowly, taking everything in before I moved to the next room. “Zed…”

      He followed behind me, hands in his pockets, grinning like mad. “You’re happy with it.”

      I choked on a laugh. “It’s perfect!”

      The space was an organic blend of us. The soft white walls I’d had in each place I’d lived, an abundance of eclectic printed pillows and tartan throws, as well as a few framed posters from my favorite fantasy films mounted in glossy dark frames. Zed’s love of architecture and painting infused the space as well. All the original moulding preserved, hardwood floors gleaming, and a mirror over the mantel of an imposing fireplace, softened with framed pictures of us, cream colored candles, and sprays of dried flowers. Zed’s art and some prints by his favorite artists were mounted expertly throughout the room, reminding me of his place back in Beacon Hill.

      Warm-toned wood side tables, metallic lamps that modernized them. Updated trappings paired smartly with the clean-lined furniture and heavy drapes in soft neutrals of limestone and sand, sea grass, and Dutch blue—all those glorious hues of the ocean. It was all quite sharp, as if it could be in some magazine, yet it felt cozy and personal, the layers of knickknacks, books, and art adding dimension and vitality to a space that could be so formal, with its tall windows and impressive ceilings.

      I turned through the front room into the dining area. The same harmonious blend of old and new, aesthetic and function. An expansive, welcoming midcentury modern table paired with classic, tufted chairs. Another grand fireplace. A long, warm wood sideboard with a bar and a large vase of wildflowers. It felt like home.

      The kitchen made me smile, because there were tiers of worksurfaces amidst the dramatic marbled countertops and crisp white cabinets.

      “I thought it made sense.” Zed spoke against my neck as he slipped his arms around my waist. “You can sit to do prep and cook, or just be nearby and work on your laptop while I cook.”

      I reached a hand back and stroked his cheek. “I can see that. It’s brilliant.”

      I felt his smile against my skin. “Good. Now, let’s go upstairs.” He playfully swatted my arse.

      I was mesmerized by the floor-to-ceiling glass-paned wall at the end of the breakfast nook. It overlooked what seemed to be a tidy back patio, then lawn, complete with sparkling lights, winterized plants, and a place for outdoor furniture. “But I haven’t seen the backyard—”

      “Later.” Zed waved his hand. “Trust me, come on.”

      Our home had four bloody stories and I swallowed nervously when I realized I hadn’t noticed the lift yet. Zed broke into a beaming smile as if he’d read my mind. He turned and gestured to what looked like a closet door conspicuously nestled between the kitchen and the return loop to the foyer.

      He pressed a code, and the door slid back. “Ladies first.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.” Two steps into the lift, I turned around to inspect it, and saw it would easily accommodate my wheelchair and another person or two. I’d be able to move so easily through the house, especially once the baby was here.

      Zed’s warm breath ghosted over my ear and the skin of my neck as he leaned into me from behind. “Every time we stay somewhere with an elevator, I fantasize about the possibilities.”

      I laughed softly, gasping when he tugged me against him. The lift door slid open, jarring us from the moment before he could hitch up my long skirt and have his way any further. I stepped out onto the second floor. A polished wood railing and delicate spindles flanked the hallway, connected to a curving stairwell that led not only down to the foyer but up to the third story. My tour of this floor revealed an extensive office study comprised of two desks and an impressive fireplace, with a door to a small cheery artist’s studio, which I could tell would afford Zed plenty of natural light and ventilation. The back half of the floor was an extensive home gym and two small guest rooms, each with their own bathrooms.

      “For all the friends and family we won’t be able to keep away. Particularly the nonni.” The grandfathers. Zed flipped off the light as we stepped into the lift for the next floor.

      I smiled, picturing Brando and Gianno, being the doting grandparents that I knew they’d be. I loved that they’d have their own rooms and would be able to stay over as often as they liked, even though Brando would be living close by. He and Teo had plans to move close soon. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?”

      Zed stepped right into my space, pressed our chests together, and planted a kiss on my forehead before staring at me. I smiled shyly, overwhelmed by the intimacy our similar height afforded us—staring nearly straight into each other’s eyes.

      “I’ve had a long time to think about it,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The first time you stayed the night at my house back in Beacon Hill, and I woke up somehow before you, my early bird. I watched you sleep…” Zed pressed a leg between mine and pulled me even closer. “I knew I wanted you in every house I’d ever live in.” His piercing eyes roamed my face intensely. “You’re good at math, Nairne. How long ago was that?”

      I bit my lip. “A bit over a year.”

      “Thirteen months.” He took my jaw, kissed me the old way. Rough and passionate. “Thirteen long months.”

      My head fell back as he planted warm open-mouthed kisses along my neck. “So, yeah, I’ve thought of everything, because I’ve had lots of time to dream about it.”

      I leaned into him and felt the baby press into his hard abs. We both broke apart slightly.

      “This one’s starting to get in the way a bit,” I muttered.

      Zed nodded thoughtfully. And for a moment, the weight of this pregnancy, and how unexpected it was, sat heavy between us both. We wanted this baby unequivocally. But had this been our plan to have nappies and nightwakings rather than quiet study nights-in, reading books, hosting friends, and traveling in between semesters and seasons? No.

      Zed’s strong, warm hand pressed over my belly. I saw him smiling curiously at me. “We’ll find a way to make it work, Nairne.”

      I nodded as tears filled my eyes, knowing there were many layers to what he was reassuring me of. “I know,” I whispered.

      Planting a kiss on my forehead, Zed squeezed my forearms gently, then turned me toward the lift. “Speaking of the little troublemaker, onward and upward.”

      The lift door slid shut but didn’t ascend. I turned to Zed. “Why isn’t it moving?”

      Zed smirked with satisfaction. “That, fragolina, is a nice little security measure.” He gestured to the buttons where a small keypad sat and punched in a long series of numbers. “You need a code to take the elevator to our floor.”

      I wrinkled my nose as we jolted upward. “But can’t anyone just walk up the stairs? It’s all a winding staircase with an open rail.”

      We stopped and the door once again slid open. When we got out, I saw that indeed the stairs were still open, exhibiting the original architectural design.

      Zed strode over to the top of the stair landing. Turning back to me, he stepped down a few so he was below me. “You know those dog leashes that zap the pup when they’ve crossed a perimeter, the sensors they use?”

      I nodded, waiting for further explanation.

      “Kind of in that vein, though no one’s getting zapped. There’s a sensor that runs from floor to ceiling.” He illustrated with his hands, along the railing to the front wall. “It’s all the way over to the landing, up to the final story of the house. You need the same code as the elevator, or if you’re you or me, your fingerprint to deactivate it. If you don’t, an alarm goes off, the doors for our room and the baby’s room lock in about thirteen different places, and the police are automatically called.”

      I stared disbelievingly. “You’re winding me up, aren’t you?”

      Zed shook his head slowly. “I’m guessing that means pulling a prank or joking. But I can assure you, I am not.”

      “You’re mental, Zed. You’re a footballer and I’m a nobody. We’re not the bloody royals.”

      Zed laughed but it was a hollow sound. “That is a gross understatement. First off, you’re not a nobody. Second, footballers are royalty. And their fans and enemies can be crazy. You know that, better than anyone, Nairne,” he said gently.

      Chastened, I pushed back against the memory of all we’d gone through with Alexandre. A man who was able to find and follow me due to Zed’s fame and the exposure of my own footballer career. Alexandre had nearly killed Zed. He’d tried to abduct me, then he nearly succeeded in killing me, too.

      Zed was right, much as I hated to admit it.

      He pressed his thumb against the security pad, and it made a small chirping sound before he stepped onto the floor. Reaching for my cheek, he smoothed his hand over my skin. His warm breath and his heady rainstorm scent washed over me. “When I go to bed at night, I want to have peace. When we put the baby in their crib to sleep, I want to have peace.” He set his forehead against mine. “When I leave you for a game next season and I’m gone and you’re here alone with our child, I want to have peace.”

      I sighed, inhaling his exhale, sharing breath and understanding. “You’re right.”

      Zed smiled in relief. Then he turned the handle to our bedroom, and opened the door.
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      “I’ll take that as a yes to do you like it?” Zed wheezed.

      We were sprawled on our massive new bed, gasping for air with half our clothes torn off. My eyes were sealed shut as I still felt the waves of my orgasm and the soft tightening low in my belly that accompanied them.

      I sighed, turning into him, and kissed the firm skin of his chest shining with perspiration. “I love it.”

      Zed groaned as he stretched and smiled contentedly at me. “I’d say we broke the bed in nicely.”

      I laughed. The bed was wide and low, swathed in a dreamy white comforter and luxurious pillows. The windows were covered in soft curtains, and there was an oversized chaise right by the fireplace where I could curl up and read, nap, or nurse. Pictures of us were all over the mantel and dressers—at the shore in Prestonpans, at Henderson’s back in Boston, my graduation day, after one of Zed’s games where he was sweaty and glorious in his kit.

      “I’d say so.” I turned my head on the pillow, watching him. “Are you happy with all this?”

      “Yeah, I am, Nairne.” He glanced up at me, his heated gaze igniting my own fire. “You’re happy, you’re here with me in a home full of everything we need and like.” He shrugged a shoulder. “What more could I want?”

      I was about to say he probably wanted me to stop looking bug-eyed every time someone asked when we were getting hitched and he had to graciously put an arm around me and change the topic.

      Instead, I answered him with a kiss.

      “What’s upstairs?” I glanced upward, curious about what the fourth and final floor of the home was dedicated to. The day he’d had to make a final decision about it, I’d said I didn’t care, because I’d been retching nonstop. I’d just wanted to eat a biscuit and keep it down.

      He pulled me close to him while burrowing into my neck. “It’s just a bare finished space right now. Hardwood floors, white walls,” he answered, his voice muffled as he pressed his nose in my hair and inhaled deeply.

      “You’re always sniffing me,” I teased, wiggling away so I could see him.

      Zed beamed. “I thought it could be the baby’s. When they’re old enough, they can make it their place however they want—paint the walls, have a sandbox, a little drum set—a place where they can just go upstairs and be on their own. Well, maybe with a nanny or one of us when they’re little. I guess you can’t really stash a toddler in an attic to play alone, can you? Kind of sounds like child abuse. I clearly have some reading to do before D-Day.” He laughed and rubbed a hand through his hair.

      “I love that idea.” I glanced at the doorway that led to the baby’s room, happy Zed had honored my request that we have a doorway between our bedroom and the nursery. “I can’t picture what the baby will look like, can you?”

      Zed shook his head. “Not a bit.” He squinted, adjusting his pillow and settling his head to get comfortable. “Maybe when we have your scan tomorrow, find out the gender. I try to though—kind of patching bits of you and me—but it doesn’t come together into anything cohesive in my mind’s eye.” He took my hand in his. “It’s hard to even understand sometimes. Does that make me a shitty dad, that I don’t get it?”

      “Well, if it does, then I’m a shitty mum, because I’ve got them growing inside me and I don’t even understand it. Zed, we weren’t trying to get pregnant, we weren’t dreaming and planning for it. It’s different than people we know like your teammates and their wives. Like Rory and Shona, who were aching for their baby. Ours just…happened.”

      I squeezed his hand, pulled it to my chest and nestled it right between my breasts. “But like you said, we’ll find a way. We’ll love the baby, and we’ll have help and support—so many people who’ll love them and be there for us. It’ll be all right.”

      Zed smiled softly, pulled me into his arms how he always did when he was about to fall asleep at night. “You’re right. It’ll work out. I love you, innamorata. Welcome home.” He barely finished his sentence before I could feel him drifting off.

      “Thank you, Zed,” I whispered, as I kissed his lips. “For everything.”
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      Zed stood in my patient room, arms crossed. I reclined on the exam table and read a book I’d propped on my belly.

      “You need anything?” he asked.

      I peered over the book. “No, thank you, love. I’m fine.”

      He nodded but his jaw was set, and he kept locking and unlocking his knees like he did before kick-off. Nerves. Adrenaline. I could feel the itch to do something radiating off him.

      I snapped my book shut and set it down next to me. “Anything on your mind?”

      His legs stopped their motion. “Nope.”

      “I thought we were a no-secret household now.”

      He sighed, stepped up to me and smoothed back my hair. “Just nervous. I want everything to be okay. And I have zero control over whether or not that’s the case.”

      “Understandable.” I grasped his hand and kissed his palm. “By and large, most pregnancies are completely uneventful, Zed. It’s very likely everything’s fine.”

      We locked eyes because anytime we mentioned probability, we’d always sat squarely on the unluckiest fringe of a bell curve. If something could go wrong with us, it usually did.

      The same thought passed between us and Zed tried to give me a rallying smile. “Yeah.”

      The door opened and in came a tall, middle-aged doctor. Silver hair. Intelligent blue eyes.

      “Nairne?” she asked, hand outstretched.

      I took it. It was cool and dry like all physicians who doused their hands in cold water, soap, and sanitizing gel all day long. “That’s me.”

      “Dr. Gillian Anders. And you’re…?” She turned warmly toward Zed, and it was bloody refreshing she neither assumed he was my husband or the father.

      “The one who got us into this predicament,” he said.

      I laughed and blushed.

      He shook her hand. “Zed Salvatore.”

      She chuckled as she sat down. “I can see you two are going to be fun. Now, let’s see have a look at your baby, shall we?”

      She lifted my shirt, and while she palpated my stomach and felt the baby, Dr. Anders made easy conversation of my medical history and my care the past few months. Zed told her about the physician visits to the house in Scotland. How we’d heard the heartbeat but hadn’t had a scan. She put me at ease even when her face pinched for a moment in concentration like something could be wrong. Then it cleared and she glanced up with a smile.

      “Right. Picture time. You want to know the gender?”

      I’d agreed to it, but secretly, part of me didn’t want to know. Because it was one more detail that made the baby realer. And if something were to happen, perhaps not knowing and picturing a little boy or girl would help. Yet something in me, perhaps a maternal impulse, needed to know, whether or not that knowledge might aid my heartbreak at one point or another.

      “Yes,” I said. Zed squeezed my hand.

      The gel was nearly too hot, and as always, the unevenness of sensation low on my pelvis felt uncomfortable. I watched the monitor sweep down the curve of my belly then abruptly disappear from my perception before sensation came sharply back. I stared past my stomach at my legs, long and so thin compared to what they once were, and swallowed as the impulse to cry thickened my throat. A current of grief began churning inside me.

      “Ah, there they are. Now let’s see.” She wiggled the monitoring device and a grainy, indecipherable picture changed, like she’d woken the baby and now it was squirming.

      “Holy shit,” Zed said. He stepped closer, pointed a long finger at the screen. “Is that his—”

      “Foot, Mr. Salvatore,” she answered wryly. She watched the picture, glancing back and forth between my belly and the shifting image. Her finger double clicked a button. Zoomed in. “The heart’s perfect. There’s the spine. Beautiful.”

      “Two for three in a family isn’t bad,” I quipped.

      Zed looked at me curiously. Stroked my hair. I rarely made self-deprecating comments. But the pain I was feeling pressurized my insides. I had to let off some of it or I’d burst.

      Dr. Anders glanced my way. “When did you say you sustained your spinal injury?”

      “Nearly five years ago.”

      She smiled gently, with no trace of pity but plenty of empathy. “That’s a bit of a mile-marker on the journey, isn’t it?”

      I nodded because if I answered with words, I’d sob them.

      “You’ll be well-healed then. You should have a very healthy birth experience.” She patted my hand and went back to the image.

      Zed squeezed my shoulder, took my hand firmly in his calloused, warm grasp. Seeing the complexity of love and empathic grief he held for me just made me want to cry even more. I threw my eyes to the ceiling and breathed deeply, locking down emotion and barring my tears for a later outburst.

      “There,” she said softly. “Congratulations, you two are welcoming—”

      “A boy,” Zed whispered. He stepped closer, hand holding mine. Pointed to the screen again. “Because that is not a foot.”

      I laughed so hard it knocked the monitor out of Dr. Anders’ grip.

      He knew I’d needed his humor, and I pulled his hand, so he had to come my way. He took my jaw, kissed me deeply. “A boy, Nairne.”

      I shook my head in his grasp. “God help me, I’m surrounded.”

      Dr. Anders laughed. “Two to one isn’t a terrible ratio.”

      “No, she’s not exaggerating. I have a brother. Then there’s my dad. And her dad.”

      “And they’re all insufferably doting and considerate of me.”

      Dr. Anders laughed again as she went back to the picture, clicked on a few more items for the anatomy check. “Well, then you’ll just have to try for a girl next time.”

      Zed and I both froze and stared at each other. One accidental baby was one thing. A household of wee ones was an entirely different consideration.

      “Don’t worry, doc,” Zed said eventually. “If anyone can handle five overbearing albeit well-meaning men at her behest, it would be this woman right here.”

      Dr. Anders smiled. “I don’t doubt it.”
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      “Hey.” Zed squeezed my thigh gently and drove one-handed toward the lab.

      “Hmm?”

      “Talk to me.”

      I glanced out the window. It was bloody freezing, and everyone milled around outside, bundled up in layers. My least favorite time of year—winter. I could never get warm enough thanks to the shot circulation in my lower half.

      “About what?” I asked.

      He sighed and if he’d had a free hand, he would have been pinching the bridge of his nose. I knew it got old to him, pulling information from me like teeth. “You got emotional at the scan. And that’s not a criticism. I just wanted to talk about what you were feeling.”

      I shrugged. “Mixed emotions.” I patted his hand on my thigh and folded my arms, as if wrapping them over my aching heart would keep me from falling to pieces. “I need to go to work, and if I get into it now, I won’t be able to.”

      Zed’s face pinched in concern as he glanced from the road to me. “Then maybe you should take the day off, go home instead. I can reschedule with Lucas and miss a practice. It’s not—”

      “And do what, Zed? Go through a box of tissues and eat my weight in shortbread? I’d rather just get the day done. We both have busy schedules that we’re not clearing.”

      A long, uncomfortable silence followed. His jaw ticked. “Fine.”

      I’d done it. Pushed him far enough away that he’d give me space to not bite his head off. But usually Zed pushed back not long after. I had the rest of the day to gather myself and then brace for impact.

      Tom was waiting outside the lab. Zed threw the car in park and turned to face me. “Go easy today, okay?” He cupped my cheek in his hand as his thumb swept over my lips. “See you at dinner.”

      At his tender touch, his patience with my emotional shutdown, all I wanted to do was melt into his arms and cry. Instead I smiled brightly, then pushed open the door. “Progress doesn’t happen when scientists take it easy, Salvatore.”

      He threw me a look as he opened his own door to get my chair from the boot. When he rounded to my side and snapped the wheels on, I watched the tight set of his jaw, his furrowed brow, and I remembered the first time he’d done it. Outside my flat in Brookline. He’d insinuated himself into my disability from day one like it was as natural as holding hands or learning my favorite color and food. It maddened me how readily he accepted it. I wanted him to have known Old Nairne. Tall and muscular. Dancing wildly. I wanted to be capable of doing to him all the crazy sexual things that I’d done with other less-deserving men. I wanted to race him in a dead-sprint and fucking burn him. And I couldn’t do any of it. Bloody none of it.

      “We’re having a talk when I’m home tonight, fragolina. I’m telling you because you like advance warning about these things.”

      “About what?” Acting like I didn’t get it usually pissed him off more, but I was stubborn, and acknowledging reality felt like having the losing hand.

      He leaned in, took my neck, and kissed me so hard I was gasping for air when he pulled away. “Don’t play stupid with me. You’re a lot of things. Dumb is not one of them.” He waved Tom our way. “Ciao, innamorata.”

      Then he dropped into the car, revved the engine, and peeled out.

      “Everything all right, ma’am?” Tom asked.

      I swiveled my wheels and watched the end of the Ferrari disappear around the bend. “For now. Ask me tomorrow, though, and I might tell you different.”

      Tom raised his eyebrows but kept his face otherwise impassive. He was used to my antics with Zed by now. “Very good, then.”

      “Come on, Tom. Time to take the scientific world by storm.”

      He laughed dryly. “Or in my case, drink coffee and get through another one of your addicting mystery novels. You can’t keep passing those on to me.”

      I swiped us in, and Tom signed the visitor form.

      “Why ever not? You poor man, you have to stand around in a lab all day and watch a pregnant woman double click a mouse.” The whole project coordination position I’d transitioned into wasn’t exactly bringing me joy.

      The lift opened for us right as we approached it. Tom held the door while I wheeled in. “Ah, but you do it so capably.”

      “Very funny. Watch it, Evans.”

      He chuckled to himself. “So, what’s the news?” He gestured kindly toward my stomach and my hands went reflexively to it.

      “Oh.” I cleared my throat as memory ripped open the feelings I’d tucked away and sent them scrambling through my system. “A boy. Perfectly healthy. Due mid-April.”

      He smiled widely. “There now, congratulations. What news!”

      The lift door slid open and spared me trying to speak when my throat was jammed with emotion. I smiled, nodded, and went ahead of him.
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      “No, I’m telling you, that wanker didn’t have the first fucking clue about how to do the procedure. He botched it.” Ava bit viciously into her sandwich and spoke around it. “Totally.”

      Since my work as project coordinator had distanced me from the only other two females in the lab, Ava and Lucy, I’d taken to having more frequent lunches so we could catch up. And despite my initial thoughts that we didn’t have much in common, I’d found myself getting to know them better. Besides the fact that I was still near-robotic when it came to emotions and expressing them, we were quite alike in many ways. Intelligent, hard-working, no-nonsense.

      Well, perhaps, they were a little nonsensical.

      “And I’m sure he still won’t even admit his mistake,” Lucy said.

      Ava nodded vigorously because she’d taken an even bigger bite than last time and there was no way she could talk around that.

      Lucy sighed. “I’m not even surprised. The lot of them are impossibly arrogant. And since none of us have any bloody time to get out and date, they act like the lab’s the perfect solution, as if—poof—I’d want to date them because we share pipettes. It makes me irate. Not the working hours, the entitled men part.”

      “Well, I mind the hours,” Ava said around her straw. “I want Mac’s schedule. But some of us are still toiling in the dungeon. Not all of us got bumped up to the command center.”

      I set my sandwich down and groaned. “Don’t remind me. I miss the trenches. You two act like I like being up there. I didn’t ask to be. It’s just…” I nodded to my stomach. “This fellow here required it.”

      Lucy got all googly-eyed at me. “I’m so jealous. You’re glowing. And your tits are… On. Point.”

      “Lu!” Ava smacked her arm.

      “What?” said Lucy. “They are. And she’s going to marry the hottest male specimen I have ever encountered.”

      “We’re not getting married.”

      “What?” they shouted together.

      I sipped my tea and set it down. “I said, we’re not getting married.”

      “Why the hell not?” Ava hissed. “Are you off your fucking trolley, MacGregor? What could possibly be stopping you?”

      Lucy stared at me like I was indeed off my fucking trolley. “He speaks Italian. He cooks for you and holds doors. He tells you to take care of yourself. He takes care of you. And his body is something God made so every other male would go to the fucking gym already and strive for his beauty.”

      “And you would know this how?” Ava asked.

      “I saw that underpants ad. He has like a fourteen-pack—”

      “Not him,” I said. “It’s a poorly done photoshop, Lu. You should have looked closer.”

      She gaped in disappointment. “No,” she whispered, like I’d told her that her puppy had drowned.

      I nodded. “Truly. You haven’t seen it in a magazine, have you? Just the internet.”

      A frown pinched her delicate features. Large blue eyes. Full pink lips. Lucy was a pocket-sized English rose. “I’m heartbroken.”

      “I’m personally glad to hear it,” Ava said. She took another bite of her sandwich. “It’s classy that he’s not selling his body for advertisements. I think it’s degrading when athletes do it.”

      I shrugged. “I suppose it could be. It’s just not what he wants. Zed wants to be respected for his skill, not his six-pack.”

      “Oh, come on now.” Lucy rolled her eyes. “He’s got more packs than that, doesn’t he? And thighs of steel. And a tight arse—”

      Ava sighed. “Seriously, Lucy, you’re lusting after her future husband. Stop it.”

      I pointedly ignored them both and lifted a finger for the check. “All I’ll say is, you don’t have to be married to be committed to someone. Zed and I love each other. We’re a family already. I don’t need some antiquated institution to validate that.”

      Lucy’s features fell. “But don’t you think it’s beautiful? To look at the man you love and say that you want to face whatever life throws at you, together?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But I can do that without marrying him. Without assimilating to a social construct that has a remarkably high failure rate.”

      Ava frowned at her plate. “But perhaps part of what makes marriage so remarkable is that, despite how often it fails, two people are willing to take the risk. To believe in something despite the odds, because they believe in each other.”

      “That sounds like insanity to me,” I said. “Doing the same thing that’s given most people one outcome and expecting a different result.”

      Lucy glanced at Ava. “I don’t think we’re convincing her.”

      Ava peered at me curiously. “No, I think you’re right. But I have to wonder how Mr. Sexy Salvatore feels about it. To love a woman, not the least who’s pregnant with his child, and know she doesn’t want to marry him.”

      I groaned. “You make it sound awful. Like I’m rejecting him. Zed knows I love him endlessly.”

      “Really?” Ava tilted her head and sucked down the last of her water. “And he knows this because you’re so willing to stick your neck out for him and take a leap of faith in marriage?”

      I knew Zed better than her, and her confidence in his woundedness irked me. “No offense, Ava, but you’re not going to guilt me into this. Zed and I are honest with each other. I don’t subscribe to marriage as the validator of a committed, long-term relationship. If my resistance to it bothered him, he’d tell me.”

      Lucy counted notes from her wallet for the bill and shook her head. “Not on this he won’t. He wants to marry you. He knows you don’t want to marry him. And he’ll keep you however he can, rather than risk driving you away by pushing the point.”

      I froze, check in hand, and stared at her. “I wouldn’t let his asking me about it make it uncomfortable between us. I’d simply explain my position.”

      “Then what?” Lucy asked. “He’d have asked you to marry him. You’d have said no…and you’d live…happily ever after?”

      I swallowed. I’d told myself Zed wouldn’t take it personally. That he’d understand it was my hesitations about an institution and not him. But maybe it was emotionally more complex than that for him, even if it wasn’t to me. Or hadn’t been, at least. Perhaps that’s why he hadn’t brought it up, because after that, it would be painful.

      “Think it over, Mac,” Ava said.

      Lucy nodded. “And trust us on this one.”
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      Snow fell outside the café and I had déjà vu. Maybe it was because Boston snowed like a boss all winter, or it was some weird time-space trick of the universe like Nairne talked about. But either way, I sat at a table by the window, blowing steam off my cappuccino and feeling like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      My phone buzzed and interrupted my thoughts. I caught it as it shimmied across the table with another vibration.

      Nairne.

      I flipped it open, but the call disconnected. Shutting my eyes, I took a deep breath, coaching myself to calm down and not read anything into the call dropping. Anxiety for her came as naturally as breathing. When I opened my eyes, I saw a text.

      Called but meant to text. Just wanted to say I love you.

      I smiled at her message. Saying she loved me was often her way of saying sorry for going robo-woman on me. Which she absolutely had. And I was getting to the bottom of it when I got home that evening. I texted her saying I loved her back, and as I snapped my phone shut, a long shadow cast over my table.

      “Muffin, I’m touched you look so happy to see me.”

      I laughed as I stood and gave Lucas a hard back-smacking hug. “If your ego were any bigger, we wouldn’t fit at this table.”

      We both dropped down, but Lucas quickly surveyed the room, doing a double-take at a group of people that had been watching me while very conspicuously pulling out their phones. I’d been trying to ignore them, but their brazen observation was getting irritating.

      “No,” he muttered, slapping his big hands on the table, and standing back up. “You’re an ant under the magnifying glass here, and that won’t do. Up you get.”

      Draining my coffee, I set down a twenty under my empty cup and tugged my hat low. Then I slipped out of the café behind Lucas. He was a real treat to have around. Outrageously tall, broad shoulders—and a recognizable face. He parted the red sea.

      Lucas strode ahead single-mindedly.

      “What’s the rush?” I asked. He stopped so abruptly I ran squarely into his back. “Jesus, you idiot, you can’t just stop in front of someone.”

      He turned and steadied me by the shoulders as if in apology, then scanned the storefront windows. “I’m trying to remember this little pub I used to dip into around here and no one was ever the wiser for it. But for the life of me, I can’t seem to place it.” He released my shoulders and rubbed his eyes with his finger and thumb.

      “You okay?”

      He shook his head. “Yes. Stop faffing.” On a slow exhale, his breath condensed in the cold air. “I think I’ve got it now.”

      He headed north and I caught up to his loping gate as we crossed the street. “Luc, relax. I’ve got time, don’t you?”

      He smiled tightly. “Such a philosophical question.”

      A cabby gave us a few irritated honks. “What the hell does that mean? Why are you being all cryptic?”

      “Here we are.” He yanked me through a nondescript front door.

      I glanced around at the dingy surroundings. Dark wood, a damp smell in the air, with a lot of glossy wood chairs and tables that looked smudged and worn, but clean enough. Half the tables were taken by a motley retirement age crew, most of whom were dressed sloppily, with books and cards stacked between them, as well as tin mugs full of something frothy.

      I followed Lucas into the bar. “What is this, the geriatric headquarters for the Harry Potter fan club?” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. “Are they drinking butterbeer?”

      “If only. It’s some kind of low alcohol drink. Mead or some such. Though, do you know, the train nearby down to King’s Cross was one of Rowling’s inspirations?” Lucas signaled to the ancient specimen of a man down at the other end of the bar, who was slowly drying mugs.

      “Apparently,” he continued, “she wandered into here, plopped herself down, and wrote straight past closing. Paul here says he almost locked her in, she was so quiet and concentrated. They had a laugh over it, and it became a haunt of hers for a while.”

      Turning back to me, he grinned. “All that said, no, it isn’t any kind of Harry Potter fan club spot. Rather, a nostalgic haunt. And a gnarly old corner of north Bloomsbury that somehow the developers haven’t yet touched. Nobody who gives two flying farts about footie comes here. It’s always been a sanctuary of sorts. I come here and get to be anonymous.”

      I relaxed, feeling slightly less weird about the dingy quietness of the place. It went from feeling grimy and outdated to timeworn and quaint. I sank back into the seat and stretched my arms behind my head.

      “There’s something funny about it.” I sighed as I peered around. “Maybe it’s just feeling like I can actually relax.”

      Lucas nodded. “It’s unreal how odd it becomes to feel unwatched and at ease.”

      It was lunchtime, but neither of us were hungry, so we ordered beers and left it at that. Slumped in our bar chairs, we spun back and forth on them, arms folded as we waited. At one point, I glanced over at Lucas, taking him in. He looked off somehow, maybe thinner. Definitely tired.

      “Anything going on there, princess? You look a little rough around the edges.”

      The bartender set our beers shakily down on the counter and ambled off without a word. “Zeddy, it’s not nice to tell someone they’ve seen better days.” Lucas slid the pale beer his way and took a healthy swig.

      I just stared at him, beer in hand, and waited him out.

      He shrugged. “I’m fine. Just haven’t been sleeping too well.”

      “Anybody responsible for your insomniac condition?” I took a sip of my beer, pleasantly surprised by how cold and tasty it was. “Perhaps a certain crazy-haired French firecracker who still won’t let you jump her bones since you gave her your best panty-melting grin and no-strings-attached line back in Edinburgh?”

      Lucas glared at me. “It’s knickers, and a little context would have been welcome. She is, after all, your future wife’s best bloody mate.” He muttered into his beer, and nearly drained it.

      I swallowed the correction. If Nairne had anything to say about it—and she had plenty say—she’d never take that title. So, I redirected. “What did you do?”

      Lucas obviously had the hots for Elodie. What I didn’t get was why he’d tried his player line. When we were in Boston, he’d said he wasn’t dating seriously because he planned to move back to London after he retired from soccer. And he wasn’t having a repeat of what had happened when he left London for the States. He’d had a bitch of a girlfriend who went to new depths of low to punish him for wanting to temporarily relocate to Boston in the first place.

      Now that Lucas was home, why would he be reticent toward getting into a relationship with a woman he was clearly wild about? He’d been making noises about coming back and settling down, now here he was. Elodie had left soccer herself, was finishing up a prestigious business degree in Paris, and was, according to Nairne, considering moving to London because it was a major commerce hub in Europe. It was practically perfect.

      Lucas just shook his head. “I don’t want to get into it. Leave it, Zed.” His flat emotional suppression was so Nairne. Another person I cared about who was obviously upset about something and telling me to drop it. Freaking Brits with their stiff upper lip. I didn’t appreciate being set outside their emotional pain, especially when I was good at empathizing and, when possible, being of help to the people I cared about.

      I sighed and took a sip of my beer, then half-choked on it when I noticed a replay on the TV. It was me, playing for Arsenal. Nobody was paying any attention to the television—evidence that everyone here was as apathetic toward soccer as Lucas had said. But it was still odd, catching myself on screen. Unlike in the States, soccer games constantly played on British public TVs.

      Lucas scowled at the screen in thought.

      “Oh, bugger it,” he grumbled, slapping his hand down and gesturing for a refill. “I can’t get her out of my fucking head.”

      I sat there, tight lipped, sensing he didn’t really want my advice, but just needed to get it off his chest. He spun his empty beer glass in his hand.

      “I wish I’d known she’d be offended—and fuck you very much for not warning me about that—but on the other hand, even were I to have known, I couldn’t possibly begin to entertain…” He sighed. “Pursuing her is pointless.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Lucas, didn’t you say you wanted to come home, meet a nice lady, and make a couple of ankle biters?”

      Lucas stared off. “That I did, Zed.”

      “And?” I pressed, leaning forward on the bar. “What happened to that?”

      “It became…less appealing of a prospect than it once was.”

      I sat there, contemplating how to push him to clarify, but I got the sense I wouldn’t get anywhere. So, I let the silence hang, nodding my thanks to the bartender as our fresh beers were placed before us. Chugging the last of my first one, I glanced down at my phone and saw Nairne’s text that said she was safely at the lab from lunch and about to be off the grid because that place was a blackhole for reception.

      I smiled at the thought of her dropping onto the sofa when she got home later in the day, determined to pick up the latest publication on genetic mutations in subtropical diseases, then promptly falling asleep with it on her chest. Mouth open, full lips soft and parted in sleep. Her nerdy dark-framed glasses askew on her nose.

      Lucas nodded toward my phone.  “How is she?”

      “Physically, really good.” I took a drink of my fresh beer, then set it down. “Gets tired easily, but other than that, says she feels great.” Lucas watched me intently, seeming eager for more. “Which is a relief since she puked nonstop from months two through four. And she had refused to go to the nearby hospital and blow our hiding place, so we had to have a sneaky home visiting physician.”

      “She’s a tough bird, that one. You’re very lucky, Zed, and you well deserve it.”

      “Thanks.”

      The congratulations hit me bittersweet. Lucas had the notion that frankly most people had when they saw Nairne and me—that we were a picture of passionate, domestic bliss, and there was no doubt that the minute I asked her for her hand, our engagement photos would be splashed across the tabloids.

      He peered at me oddly. “You sound off about it. Skeptical or something?”

      Lucas was torn up over something he wouldn’t talk about. Whatever it was, he didn’t need to be burdened with my own war between honoring Nairne’s feelings about marriage and wanting to convince her that anybody else’s track record had no bearing on how we would do it.

      “You don’t think you deserve a woman who loves you,” he pressed, “who wants to share the rest of her life with you, who’s carrying your son and thinks the sun shines out of your arse?”

      I peered back at him. “Don’t you think you deserve the same?”

      Lucas leaned back as if I’d slapped him. “Touché,” he muttered into his glass. Then he took a long drink of his beer. He wasn’t going to get into why he’d changed his tune, that much was clear. So, I decided to get over myself and tell him the truth of what I was feeling. Maybe it would inspire some sharing from the king of repression.

      “I feel guilty. She’s young, you know?” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Like I kind of hijacked her life. I might be a bit younger than most guys having kids, but I’m twenty-eight. That’s not that young. Nairne’s just twenty-two. A year out of college, where she worked her ass off the whole time. I feel like she deserves a bit more out of her twenties than childbirth, diapers, and a little person that ties her to her first, serious relationship.”

      Even if I wanted her tied to me forever, I wanted her to want marriage. The two of us, until death do us part. Not to feel obligated to it. Not one fucking bit.

      Lucas pulled out of his sulk. “Well, I’ll grant you, particularly in her case, it is a bit of a cramp in the modern lifestyle, to lose your free and wild twenties. But, Zed, come on. You and Nairne were going to end up together regardless. I see the way you two look at each other.”

      I shook my head, and hid my scowl behind a long drink from my beer.

      “What?” he said testily. “You are going to ask her, aren’t you?”

      I stared at the TV. “To do what?”

      “Don’t be thick, Zeddy. To marry you, of course.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not her cup of tea.”

      “Not her bloody cup of tea?” Lucas set his beer down emphatically. “What the hell does that mean? She’s not serious about you? I don’t believe that.”

      “She believes marriage to be an antiquated and failed institution.”

      “Oh, Christ’s sake. Like that, is it?” He sighed. “She’s just scared, Zed.”

      “You think that’s all there is to it?”

      Lucas’ jaw ticked and he glanced up at the TV. “That woman would die for you. She loves you in a way that any man only dreams of being loved. Completely faithfully. Eyes for no one else. She respects you, gives you grief exactly when you need it, and pushes you to be your best self.”

      He set his beer down and spun it slowly on the bar. “Her insecurity’s not with you but within her own self. Think about it. Does Nairne do anything that she’s not utterly positive about? She lives for expertise and precision. Scientific inquiry is her passion because it redeems failures as trial and error. She’s not idiotic. She’s accepted failure’s indelible to human life, but she only likes dabbling in it when she can justify such disappointment as paving the way in the pursuit of perfection.”

      I swallowed and turned in my seat toward him. “That’s what I’ve been telling myself. But it gets hard not to doubt that’s all there is to it sometimes. I’ve tried to just let it be for now. In general, I’m trying to be less pushy…” I cleared my throat. “It’s not getting us anywhere.”

      “Tell her your heart then. Lead by example.”

      Tell her my heart. Watch her sag under the weight of my desperation for marriage. I couldn’t do it.

      I scrubbed my hair. “It’s impossible.”

      “Not impossible, but it probably feels damned close.” Lucas finished his beer and clacked it down on the bar. “You’ll know the right time to make your move. Be patient, and don’t give up on her. I’m sure she’ll come ’round.”

      “I mean I get it, she’s dealing with a lot. Pregnancy threw her PhD track upside down. I’m constantly setting us in the spotlight. None of this has been ideal timing.”

      Lucas sighed wearily. “What in life really is?”

      I was on the brink of pushing him to quit pussyfooting around and just tell me what the fuck was up, but he stood at that exact moment. Sliding his barstool back and dropping a big bill on the table, he waved goodbye to Paul.

      Then he clapped me on the back again and mussed my hair. “Until next time, Zeddy boy.”

      I’d expected him to stay a little longer—Lucas was a talker and he’d keep you for hours in conversation that felt like it had lasted mere minutes—but I saw the tight set of his jaw and how he stuffed his hands in his pockets. He was upset and incredibly uncomfortable with shows of emotion, especially ones he wasn’t willing to explain. I swallowed my demands, and chased them with the last of my beer.

      “You’re stopping by for the day after Christmas, right?” I called over my shoulder.

      “Boxing Day, Zedekiah!” he yelled back, hand clasping the door handle. “Get up to speed, sweetums, you’re on the right side of the pond now. And yes, I’ll bring a vat of gin to observe it.” With a flourish, the door slammed shut, leaving a cold gust of air in the room and a distinctly unsettling feeling in my stomach that something was up with Lucas.
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      As I’d told Ava and Lucy, project coordination wasn’t my joy. I lived for the dirty work in the lab—the direct experimentation and analysis—but the fact was that pregnancy and exposure to attenuated strains of virulent diseases were simply mutually exclusive. At least my work still dealt with vaccine research, just its conclusions rather than its experimentation. It was a compromise for the next few months, and one that I could tolerate.

      Some days were grunt work, doing inventory and emailing. Other days were data entry and writing, which weren’t too bad. At that time, I was working on research summaries, yawning and on my third cup of black tea. Poor baby was going to come out of the womb addicted to PG Tips.

      The office was quiet. My fellow coordinator, a quiet polite fellow named Adam, with whom I’d shaken hands and shared only a handful of brief conversations, was gone for the afternoon. Like me, his wife was expecting and had an appointment he had to take her to. I set down my tea and was about to resume the latest summary I’d been writing when the door to my office swung open.

      Suits. Buzz cuts. Hard jaws and broad shoulders. Some kind of government goons.

      “Nairne MacGregor?”

      I glanced between the two of them. “Yes, that’s me.”

      “Officer Logan Jameson. MI5. I work in conjunction with the National Counter Terrorism Security Office.” He flipped open a badge, allowing me to read his credentials. “Would you be so kind as to come with me?”

      My hands white-knuckled my push rims. I couldn’t imagine they’d gotten past Tom, who was outside the lab area. And since he wasn’t with them, they had to have entered from some other private entrance that the lab gave them access to. Meaning, I had to handle this on my own. “Where?”

      Officer Jameson smiled easily. “Just upstairs. Your director has a conference room we’ll use.”

      “One moment, please.” I threw open my mobile, texted Tom I was going to Prichard’s office, and asked him to wait outside there. That seemed like a reasonably safe measure to take.

      He responded right away. Yes, ma’am.

      I snapped my phone shut, turned toward my computer longingly, watched the cursor blinking in invitation. It would have to wait. And if my gut was right, it was going to be waiting for a while.
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      Director Prichard mumbled something and all but threw open the conference room door before disappearing. He was ancient and he looked tired from fifty years of fighting tooth and nail for funding. The man needed a retirement package and a vacation.

      I followed Jameson in while the other fellow waited outside the room and the door snicked shut behind me. When I spun my wheels around, he leaned his back against the wall. Stared at me intensely. He was built, with clipped blond hair and dark blue eyes. Late thirties, early forties at most.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked. “Water? Coffee? Tea?”

      I stared about, seeing none of those things. “No, thank you, officer.”

      He pushed off the wall, sat on the edge of the table, and smiled down. “Nairne. May I call you Nairne?”

      I’d rather you didn’t.

      I gave him a tight smile.

      Jameson slid a file folder down the polished table, flicked it open, then slapped a paper in front of me. “Sign this please.”

      I scanned the document. A nondisclosure agreement. It was simple. It just said I had to keep my gob closed about it. But that presented a minor issue.

      “I need to be able to speak plainly to my partner.” Zed and I’d had enough secrets for a lifetime. We’d promised absolute honesty to each other from here on out.

      He glanced from my empty ring finger back to my face. “I anticipated that. His background check’s complete, too, and he’s been cleared to know the basics. He’s to come in tomorrow to be briefed, and he’ll have to sign the same thing.”

      That was enough for me. I scrawled my name with a flourish and slid the paper back his way.

      Jameson took it and reached behind him, swapping my NDA for a new document. “What’s this look like to you?”

      Transcriptions of fragmented conversation. I saw confidential research outcomes. Virulent pathogens. Waterborne illness.

      London.

      “Christ,” I muttered. My pulse was thundering, and a cold sweat tickled my chest and neck.

      It didn’t make sense why an MI5 officer was showing me bioterrorist chatter that had to be highly classified for its sensitivity, and why Zed would need to know about this, too.

      “Do you have any idea what this is?” he asked.

      My eyes snapped up to his. They were cool and unreadable. “What do you mean?”

      He smirked. “I mean, what do you make of this?”

      I glanced down at the paper, read further, trying to examine if there was something I was missing. Farther down the page were numbers. Bids to pay for the intel. “I don’t understand what you’re asking me. It’s conversations about obtaining information to bioterrorize London with a waterborne pathogen. Then some back and forth, negotiating the price by someone who has access to this information. What do you mean what do I make of it?”

      His eyes scanned mine and dread tightened my stomach. “Am I under suspicion?”

      “You’ve been thoroughly investigated, Nairne. If you were an accomplice in these plans, you corresponded amidst severe morning sickness that merited numerous home physician visits, and you really upped your price while you sipped water and played trivia in Edinburgh.”

      My hand flew to my throat. “Have I been under surveillance?”

      He didn’t answer me. Instead, he retrieved another paper from his folder. An eight-and-a-half-by-eleven photo that he spun until it faced me. “Recognize him?”

      Light brown hair. Bonnie blue eyes. A little pale. I recognized him all right. Adam, my project co-coordinator. Reserved. Kind. He’d offered to fetch me a cup of tea. He’d helped me when my computer froze and I was about to bash it to pieces rather than take the more technical, less violent approach. But otherwise he kept to himself, worked hard, and always left by six o’ clock.

      “Yes, I do, though we don’t talk much.”

      “You don’t,” Jameson repeated.

      I looked up at him. “We don’t, that’s correct.”

      “Hmm.” He uncrossed and recrossed his legs at the ankles, folded his arms, and stared at me some more. “What would you say if I told you this man’s under suspicion for selling confidential information on virulent diseases for bioterrorist aims?”

      I gaped at him. “I’d be shocked.”

      Jameson’s brow tightened. He lifted the next piece of paper from the folder and flipped it so I could read it. It was a profile. The name I knew, Adam Murphy. Age twenty-six. About what I’d guessed. But the line that jumped out was—

      “Suspected IRA?” I whispered.

      He nodded.

      “Why suspected? And how does a suspected domestic terrorist gain access to a biolab in the first place?”

      Jameson smiled. “You’re a fiery one, aren’t you?”

      I folded my arms and scowled at him. Everything he said, every look of his, dripped with a nauseating mix of condescension and inappropriate interest. “I’m simply asking a question.”

      His eyes moved over my features. “No flags when he applied because his connection to them appears nonexistent. He actually cut himself off from his family. Been estranged from them for over a decade, changed his last name. Met a girl back in Ireland. They fled here and got married.”

      “Who’s IRA then, his family?”

      Jameson nodded. “Yes. And we suspect he’s deep undercover for them. Biding his time.”

      “Is there any evidence of this, or are we dealing with conjecture?”

      “Perhaps you should leave the details to the professionals, sweetheart.”

      Condescending arse.

      “I’m sorry, Officer, I’m confused as to why I’m here. I’ve told you I have no familiarity with your suspect beyond sharing an office, the only way two socially inept scientists do—in silence. What do you want from me?”

      He sat back and grinned. “Your help.”

      “My help? What on earth with?”

      “Gathering evidence against him.”

      I reeled. “I should think that if MI5’s doing its job, you’d manage that just fine without my assistance. Besides, that sounds a lot like incriminating him. Shouldn’t the evidence be ample, or he be presumed innocent until proven guilty?”

      Jameson’s jaw ticked. “I’m not offering further details. Suffice it to say, I have good reason to pursue this lead,” he snapped.

      “Fine, but you can’t ask me to help you when all I know is you’re profiling someone, based on his family of origin, and not one bit based on his adult life,” I snapped back.

      “I’ll provide information as is appropriate, Nairne,” he retorted. “Please don’t tell me how to do my job.”

      “I’m not. But I am telling you I’m not assisting you in incriminating a possibly innocent young man based on suspicion alone.”

      He leaned in. “He’s. Not. Innocent. I don’t give a fuck about whether or not you like my methods. I care about getting to the bottom of it, before we’re all coming down with the black plague from our bloody drinking water.”

      This didn’t seem the time to tell him that Bubonic plague wasn’t a waterborne illness, or that on average there’d been under ten cases per year for the past century that were largely treatable and avoided mortality with antibiotics.

      “You work with him,” he pressed. “Share the same damned office every day. You’re the perfect person to get closer to him and try to build his trust without raising suspicion. On top of the fact that you’re a woman and you’re pregnant. All of those qualities will endear you to him. And you’re both outsiders. You can bond over your Anglophobia.”

      I rolled my eyes. Accusations of anti-English sentiment on the part of Scots and Irish were overblown. We didn’t hate the English, we just wished they’d leave us alone.

      “You’re the one for the job, and that’s that.”

      Why was I a magnet for this nonsense? Drama and conflict. Dangerous, sticky situations. I stared down at my belly and felt the baby kick. Pictured Zed’s face when I told him about this. We’d nearly rowed after the appointment this morning. But this? I shuddered.

      “I can’t.”

      Jameson’s jaw ticked again as he sat back and eyed me for a long minute. “I took you to be a different woman.”

      My eyes flicked up angrily to his. “What the hell are you insinuating?”

      “That you had enough mettle to do the right thing.”

      I laughed harshly. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m pregnant, I can barely walk, and staring into a microscope is my idea of a thrill. I’m not an agent and I have no field experience. I am in no position to offer myself to this.”

      He nodded. “What about the girl who manipulated her sexual predator into a full-blown confession of his assault and an attempted murder of her partner?” He paused. “Who slit his throat?”

      “I’m a woman, not a girl, thank you.” I swallowed thickly. “And that’s private.”

      “No, madam, it is not. It’s a matter of public record, and even if it required top clearances, I’d have access to it.” He smacked his hand on the table. “You’re what I need. You’re not going to have to do anything like what you did a few months back. This will simply be talking to Murphy, following some prompts I give you while we surveil him, then reporting for a private testimony when the time comes.”

      I shook my head. “What I did this autumn was different. He was going…” I fought a shiver and the impulse to fall down the rabbit hole of horrible memories. “He was going to torture us for the rest of our lives if I didn’t do something.”

      Jameson leaned close and I smelled the cigs he smoked and the peppermint he kept in his cheek to mask them. “What the hell do you think this boy could do if he goes unchecked?” He sat back. “You’re worried about that baby of yours, Nairne, if you help me. When foreign terrorists gain information on how to poison the drinking water that kills your unborn child, you might be singing a different tune—”

      “Stop it!” I gripped my push rims so hard my knuckles ached.

      He smiled triumphantly. “Take a few days. I need your yes by Friday.” He swept the papers inside the folder and strode to the door.

      “I didn’t say yes. I’m not promising anything.”

      He paused at the threshold and grinned over his shoulder. “No, but you will. Goodbye, Nairne.”
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      “What was that about, Ms. MacGregor?” Tom asked.

      I glanced to the rearview mirror and met his eyes as he drove us home. “I can’t really talk about it.” But if I did do it, Tom would absolutely need to be brought up to speed. “And, please, please, can you call me Nairne?”

      A long beat of silence. “You sure there’s nothing I can help with…Nairne?”

      I was thrilled with my triumph after all these months. “I can’t believe you actually said it! There, was that so hard?”

      Tom shook his head as a rare smile cracked his stern features. “You could turn even the most intractable person. You’ve broken me of a decade-old habit of how I address my clients.”

      “That’s Scottish persistence for you, Tom.” I winked. “We’re a stubborn lot.”

      He chuckled as he turned the car into the private back drive that was tucked behind the house. “Can I ask you something?” he said.

      “Of course, Tom.”

      “Did…” He sighed. “Blast, how should I say this? I’ll just come out with it. You met with Logan Jameson, didn’t you?”

      Tom had been waiting for me outside Prichard’s office, as I’d asked, and he’d seen Jameson leave ahead of me. But it had been brief, and Jameson had stalked off with his fellow officer while I begged Tom to take me home.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      “Yes.” His jaw ticked. “Was he professional?”

      “Tolerably. He’s a condescending arse, in my opinion, but I’m no delicate flower, and I handled it fine. Why?”

      He seemed to be turning something over. I knew Tom had been Special Forces back in the early years of his career. Perhaps he and Jameson had rubbed shoulders then. “Were you ever in the service together?”

      “We were in basic training at the same time. Then we were on a few operations in the early years. After that, I had no need to keep in touch.”

      “You don’t like him.”

      Tom’s eyes met mine in the mirror again. “Let’s just say I’d like to be with you when you next see him.”

      “Why?”

      He wrenched the car into park. “He’s a little rogue for my taste. His tactics don’t inspire trust.”

      That wasn’t saying much. Tom was as by-the-book as it got. Which, as a general lover of rules and procedure, I respected plenty. But I had that streak in me that delighted in upturning tables and blasting into chaos when life demanded it. It was the basis of so many contributions to modernity. Invention, enterprise, curiosity that explored what if.

      All that meaning, I needed more from Tom to understand what he really distrusted about Officer Jameson. “What are you saying? What tactics?”

      “He’s poor at following orders. Has issues with authority. Wildly arrogant. I personally think there’s a huge gap in accountability and safety within some government organizations, but that’s covert branches for you. Bunch of eccentric loner-types with top clearances and inflated egos.”

      I laughed. “Ah, I see. You have an antipathy for both him and his organization.”

      “I suppose I do. Obviously, I got out of it, so that’ll tell you my opinion.” He turned in his seat and faced me. “Not to mention, some of the blokes I keep in touch with who are still on the government’s quid say he’s had domestic drama around his gambling habit, which was always terrible. He goes on benders. Drinks too much. Bets too much, and his wife got fed up. Some men handle such strenuous circumstances better than others.”

      “Sounds like a mess. But he seems so controlled and straight-laced.”

      Tom nodded. “Precisely. There’s more to him than you think. He looks staid and controlled, but he detonates without warning. Which is why I’d value being there next time, to ensure you’re comfortable. I’m sure I can get whatever clearances necessary to be present for your meetings.”

      “Assuming we have more meetings.”

      “You’ll discuss it with Mr. Salvatore then?”

      I nodded.

      Tom grimaced. “He’s not going to like it. Not one bit.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      We got inside and I sighed in relief because the house was clean and quiet, and that sofa was calling my name. Zed had gone out with Lucas, then was scheduled for an evening’s worth of trainings and appointments. The place was mine to decompress in.

      When I faced problems I couldn’t solve, usually I’d escape into learning about what I could fix. My other coping mechanism was sleeping to shut off my brain. Thus, faced with my unnavigable cartload of an afternoon, I dropped onto the sofa with some light reading on genetic mutations of infectious diseases, and promptly fell asleep. My dreams were apocalyptic and fitful, and as I faced the carnage of bioterrorism realized, a voice whispered that I could have prevented this all, if I’d simply helped as asked.

      I startled awake at the door banging shut, followed by muttered curse words. Adjusting my glasses, I caught Zed entering the room out of the corner of my eye. He was windblown, dark waves mussed, olive skin pink at the cheeks from the cold outside. Smelling like fresh air and a rainstorm, he sank down softly onto the sofa, warm hand gliding familiarly up my legs to my belly.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” he muttered against my temple. Then he kissed it gently. “Sorry, the wind caught the door. I was trying to be quiet. Figured you were napping.”

      I tried to say something, but my words were tangled with fatigue. I garbled something and Zed laughed under his breath. “You don’t say?”

      I blinked, finally fully awake, and stared at him. “What?”

      He grinned, smoothing my hair behind my ear. “You said, no vaccines.”

      That brought my day hurtling to the forefront of my mind. Zed picked up my feet, started rubbing the arches with expert tenderness. I couldn’t feel well at all down there, but the release in muscle tightness that shot up my leg was relieving.

      Those tiger eyes glowed, flecks of gold in sharp contrast to the aquamarine and green hues of each iris. “I’m feeding you a late dinner, then we need to talk.”

      “All right.”

      He focused on my foot as a spasm racked my thigh. It wasn’t quitting and it hurt. He massaged it hard and I groaned. “But while we’re here,” he said, “how’d the rest of your day go?”

      There wasn’t a good time to talk about this, but we were going to row about my emotional shutdown anyway, so might as well have it out.

      “Well…” I stared resolutely at the ceiling, and the ornate plaster medallion around the chandelier. “It was not what I was expecting.”

      Zed’s hands stilled. “How so?”

      Another spasm tightened my quad. I scooted down rather inelegantly so Zed had a better position to stretch my leg.

      “What is it, Nairne?” he asked quietly. He stared at my leg, focused on his task, but I knew it was also his way of trying to be less intense, to give me time to formulate my thoughts.

      “Well—” I cleared my throat. “An MI5 intelligence officer approached me today about somebody in our lab…”

      Zed lowered my leg as it finally calmed down, and crossed his arms across his chest. “Go on.”

      “First off, I had to sign an NDA. And you’ll need to, too.”

      Zed stared at me disbelievingly. “Okay?”

      “They suspect Adam, the fellow project coordinator in the lab, is working undercover to relay confidential bioresearch outcomes. I was shown transcripts of conversations. Negotiations for payment. Bioterrorist chatter.”

      “Jesus.”

      “This fellow, he’s not actually done anything…yet? He’s just an employee of the lab. But his family is IRA, and the potential access and knowledge, if he is actually sympathetic to their cause…” I shuddered. “I find it hard to believe this of him, and yet, bioterrorism is not an idle threat.”

      I peered up from my hands to see Zed’s face looking thunderous. “Why were you told this? What did the officer want with you? What does this have to do with you?”

      “He wanted me to help him—”

      “Not fucking funny,” Zed growled.

      “No.” I sighed. “It’s definitely not funny. And I’m not joking.”

      Zed stared at me in shock. “Why the hell are they coming to you?”

      “They said if I got to know him more, it wouldn’t raise suspicion. The officer I spoke with said he was confident I could handle myself, given what I’d been through with…you know.”

      “You mean when you placed yourself in harm’s way, had to defend yourself by stabbing a man in the throat with your little fucking pocket knife? And almost died? While pregnant?”

      I glared at him. “I didn’t know I was pregnant at the time, and you’re being domineering. Just let me finish.”

      Zed leaned forward, elbows perched on his knees, and the anger in his eyes made my breath falter. “My apologies, please go on. I’d love to hear more about how you’re entertaining espionage while five months knocked up,” he whispered.

      God, I wanted to slap him. I tugged my legs to crisscross, and sat up. “Zed, I haven’t made up my mind. I don’t want to do it, and while I’m skeptical, what if Officer Jameson’s right? What if Adam’s on the cusp of doing something genocidal? I could never forgive myself if there’s something I could have done to prevent it but I was too self-preserving.”

      Zed gaped at me. “Nairne, there has to be someone else. You can’t possibly—”

      “We’re already co-coordinators. He’s comfortable around me. And I’m only considering hearing Officer Jameson out, getting the specifics. If it’s not dangerous, then—”

      “Not dangerous,” Zed seethed. “He’s a suspected bioterrorist. You’re pregnant, an innocent civilian. This is not happening.”

      “I should meet Jameson again, Zed. We both should. I’m not committing to it, but I won’t have peace unless I hear him out. You come with me, and you’ll be able to address your concerns.”

      Zed stared at me, incensed. Then he shot up from the sofa. “Fucking hell,” he muttered.

      I watched his wingspan unfold as he slammed open the pocket doors to the dining room and headed straight to the bar.

      “Zed, if this man is innocent, then he’s no danger to me. And if he’s guilty, then I’m doing the right thing. If he’s a bioterrorist, what he has access to…it would be doomsday catastrophic.” I raised my voice to be heard while he banged around, stomping into the kitchen and proceeding to slam everything he came into contact with in there as well.

      “Can’t you understand that?” I called.

      A string of muttered oaths and further slamming made me wince, but I pushed on.

      “This would be a one-time thing. It’s not like they’re actually trying to recruit me for goodness’ sake—”

      “No,” Zed sneered as he stormed into the room, tumbler brimming with alcohol over ice. “They just want to use a pregnant woman as the linchpin in a high-stakes operation and try to nail a potentially radicalized guy who’s part of an organization that believes that any violent means are justified by their ends.”

      He threw his drink back entirely, then turned on his heel and marched back to the bar.

      “Zed, if it’s not safe, I won’t do it!” I transferred quickly over to my wheelchair, following him.

      Zed whipped around, and for once didn’t step back. I was forced to crane my neck up at him to meet his eyes, and I moved back involuntarily. He shook his head, took another hefty swallow of his refilled glass.

      I sighed. “Zed, you’re understandably wary. But this isn’t like what I did with Alexandre. Yes, I endangered myself with him, but I didn’t know I was pregnant, and the circumstances were very different. This isn’t going to be like that. I want to hear Jameson out further, and consider it. If it’s safe and for a very good cause—”

      “And what’s that?” Zed asked, eyebrows raised.

      “Protecting innocent lives. Our lives. His life,” I said quietly, covering my stomach with my hands.

      “Jesus, Nairne. Low blow.” Zed shook his head, gestured with his tumbler to my stomach. “You say this is for him, but any risk you take, you risk him, too.”

      I stared at him, wide-eyed. “Zed, I won’t do anything that could endanger him. I told you, I’ll only do this if we’re confident it’s safe.”

      Zed glared at me. “How can you possibly promise that? You’re asking me to support you willingly putting yourself in immediate proximity—on a regular basis I might add—to an alleged domestic terrorist.” He threw up his hands, eyes wide. “Do you hear how insane you sound?”

      “Zed, I—” I paused and took a deep, centering breath. “If he’s who MI5 thinks he is, doing any small part I can to stop him is a matter of saving countless lives. It’s worth being near him for that.”

      Zed’s nostrils flared. “You’re delusional. Holy shit, I can’t talk to you.”

      “Please just stop and think about it for a minute!”

      He stood with his back to me, shoulders heaving with each angry breath.

      “I know it’s frightening. I hate that bioterrorism is a real and horrifying threat. I don’t want this world for our child, for anyone. But if I’m the right person in the right place, I could do something about that. It’s the ethical thing to at least consider doing, don’t you see?”

      Zed snorted, threw back the last of his drink and slammed it down on the side table.

      The room rang with a painful, hollow silence. “Won’t you talk to me at least?”

      He spun and faced me, eyes red with unshed tears. Hard with anger. “Like you talk to me? So freely?” He turned away, slowly heading toward the foyer. Then he paused at the threshold. “I’ll sleep in one of the guest beds.”
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      I couldn’t sleep. Sleeping without Nairne felt incomplete. The bed felt uneven and the quiet disconcerting. I’d probably get a few hours of shut-eye eventually, but I wouldn’t be well-rested. Lying in one of the guest beds, I was acutely aware that stewing in anger was getting me nowhere. I needed her, despite my frustrations with her emotional avoidance and her demand that I hear out MI5.

      A demand which would be nonexistent if she’d simply worked in another lab, away from this mess. Why, why, couldn’t we catch a fucking break?

      I’d cooled down enough to concede that if she were really just sitting by the guy, making small talk that the officers were recording, it wasn’t terrible. I just didn’t trust it could be that safe or simple. I had to make sure I could stomach this ridiculous involvement on her part. I was going with her tomorrow and grilling that officer’s ass. But to do that in top form, I needed sleep.

      “Damn it.” I threw back the sheet and tromped upstairs. Smacked my hand on the security pad and stormed into our room.

      She was sitting up in bed and moonlight cast her profile pale blue. The long line of her nose. Full lips. That sea of auburn I was crazy about, spread down to her belly where our baby was probably doing acrobatics and bruising her ribs. The scan had shown him, so tiny and perfect. I’d seen the flickering light that the doctor said was his heart, and felt a pain prick my chest. I loved him, and right then I was scared shitless that my love had grown exponentially for our child and for one single infuriatingly stubborn and walled-off woman.

      She looked over at me. “What is it?”

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I muttered.

      I crawled into bed, punched the pillow behind my back and plopped onto it. The clock on the mantel ticked and Nairne’s gaze left me, retraining on the door ahead of her that led to his nursery.

      “I’ll go tomorrow, all right?” I said. My hand slid over her belly, along her arm, and I grasped her hand. “But I’m not going to promise to be agreeable, or diplomatic.”

      She smiled at me gently, bent and kissed my hair. “Thank you.”
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      “Mr. Salvatore, that’s all I’m asking of her, I promise you.” Officer Jameson stared at me resolutely, hands folded.

      I wasn’t surprised his entire demeanor screamed pissed. I’d held us for a solid hour in the director’s conference room, past the end of their work days, badgering Jameson and his other field operative, Ben Harvey, who’d be in the lab with Nairne. I’d gone over every aspect of it I could think of, ensuring I could at least stomach the concept without wanting to rip out my hair and haul Nairne over my shoulder every time she headed out the door to rendezvous with their suspect.

      “Thank you, Officer Jameson and Harvey,” Nairne said, like it was her meeting and she was wrapping this shit up. “We appreciate your time today.”

      Officer Jameson stood and smiled a little too warmly at her as he stepped forward and sat at the edge of the table. “So, you’ve made your decision. You’ll help us.”

      Nairne glanced over at me. I’d known going in she’d say yes as long as I didn’t have a conniption about the specifics once I got them. I still didn’t like it, but I’d tolerate it, provided her safety was never in question.

      Nairne once said I should have been a lawyer in another life. I could spin an argument on its head, find the hidden caveat in just about any situation. And this was no exception.

      “No surveillance device on her person,” I said. “If he catches on, it makes her a target. Put cameras in the office, anywhere really, except her body.”

      The prick’s jaw clenched. “That doesn’t account for when they might be out of the office together sometimes.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “When the hell would that be?”

      Nairne squeezed my hand. “Lunch perhaps? Meetings.” She glanced up at Jameson. “I agree with Zed, no personal monitoring device on me. Cameras nearby are fine. And for anything he does say beyond that space, you’ll have my sworn oath for testimony.”

      “And me,” said Officer Harvey. “I’d be another voice to corroborate her.”

      As if to persuade Nairne to his point, Jameson leaned forward from the edge of the table, completely in her personal space, and looked down at her in her chair.

      My hand shot to his chest. “Back the fuck up.”

      His eyes locked with mine. My free hand clenched to a fist and I was about to show this prick how Boston boys threw down, but he did as I said, and sat back.

      Nairne and I exchanged a communicative glance, before she broke her gaze. “Do we have an agreement?” she asked. “I’ll spend time with him, hopefully get him to speak frankly with me. Participate in your testimony. Leave the spying to you.”

      How were we here? Again, with Nairne caught in the middle of something untoward and unstable. I wanted to sweep her up and drag her to an island where nothing but sunshine and books and seafood existed. This real life shit was just way too much for me.

      Officer Meathead folded his arms. “Fine.”

      “Excellent,” Nairne chirped, as if we’d just agreed on what tea to order rather than how she was going to aid an investigation into potential bioterrorism. She glanced over to Officer Harvey and smiled kindly at him. “I’ll see you in the office then, Harvey?”

      The guy smiled politely at her, but unlike Officer Creepster, his face was platonic in its warmth. “Yes, I’ll be joining you starting next week, under the pretense of shadowing you to learn the ropes for when you’re gone from the lab for your maternity leave.”

      He shook hands with me. “Good to meet you, Mr. Salvatore. Please be assured, I take my responsibility for her with the utmost seriousness. I hope you can have faith in that, and trust me. I promise I won’t disappoint you. She’s in the best hands.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate that.”

      Jameson’s eyes finally peeled away from Nairne and he looked me squarely in the eye. “Are we quite finished then? No other clauses or caveats to excavate, Mr. Salvatore?”

      He said my name like it was sour on his tongue, which I couldn’t give a fuck less about, but if he stared at Nairne like that one more time, I was going to be landing my ass in a high-security prison after I was through with him.

      I glanced toward Nairne, who nodded.

      “We’re done here, yes,” I said.

      Tom was waiting for us outside the conference room, and the three of us made our way in silence to the car. I made sure Nairne was settled in her seat before I set her chair in the trunk and dropped into my own seat in back. It felt weird to be driven, but Tom had driven Nairne there anyway, and I’d had Rory drop me off at the lab after practice.

      I ran my hands over my face. “I need to punch something.”

      Nairne stared out the car window and sighed heavily.

      “What?” I asked.

      Tom’s eyes were trained resolutely on the road, but I was aware the conversation was turning both personal and tense, and privacy was good for that. I pressed the little button that sent up the divider, while Nairne turned and eyed me with concern.

      “You’re going to give yourself a heart attack if you keep this up, Zed.” She stared at me for a beat longer, then turned back to look out the window.

      I shifted by pulling my leg up onto the seat of the car so I could face her fully. “You really think I have no good reason to be concerned?”

      “I don’t want to fight.” Leaning back against the seat, she shut her eyes. “I’m tired.”

      I bit my tongue about emotional avoidance, but instead took her hand in mine and massaged it. “I don’t want to fight either. But I won’t just back down, like none of this matters to me, and let you plow me over. That’s not who I am. That’s not who we are.”

      Nairne’s face scrunched, eyes still shut. Then she glanced my way, jade green eyes opening slowly. “I don’t expect you to do that, Zed. I’m just…exhausted by it all. I didn’t ask for this, but I can’t turn away from it, either.”

      That was true. And while I wanted her to turn away from it, I also respected those very qualities in her that made it impossible for her to say no to the potential help her participation could give.

      “I know, fragolina.”

      She smiled gently. “You need Teo,” she muttered, eyes once again shut as her head drifted to the side. “I’m sure he’d be up for a few rounds in the ring. Too bad they’re not here yet.”

      “Yeah. First I thought they’d just stay in Italy through Christmas, but when I said you and I were staying in London, Dad had to get all emotional about coming here.”

      “What happened with their visas? You said they had issues?”

      “That’s what Dad said, yeah. Something came up.”

      Nairne smiled, her face peaceful as if she was falling asleep. “I still can’t believe they’re moving to England.”

      “Right down the freaking block,” I grumbled.

      “Don’t even pretend like you’re not thrilled. You’ve been missing them. And it’ll be wonderful to have them here to enjoy the baby, to be a family. Teo will get to finish up his studies, your father gets to teach. It’s brilliant.”

      I glanced out the window, acknowledged the heaviness in my chest that I’d felt without Dad and Teo. “Yeah, I’m happy about it.”

      As we got close to home, her breath evened out and I knew she was asleep. Five minutes later, as we rounded the back of the house, Nairne spoke and scared the shit out of me. “Home already.”

      “How’d you do that?”

      She opened her eyes and smiled at me. “Do what?”

      “How’d you know we were here?”

      “I was only dozing.”

      “But your eyes were shut.”

      Tom opened the door for her, set her wheelchair right outside, and brushed snowflakes off the seat that had just started to fall. “I felt the speed Tom was using, the frequency and direction of his turns.” She frowned as if considering it herself and scooted out of the car. “I can’t explain it otherwise. I just knew we were home.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and threw open my own door. “Maybe you are spy material after all.”

      Nairne laughed, moving quickly to get out of the frigid cold and into the back entrance to the kitchen. “At least you’re starting to find your sense of humor about it,” she called over her shoulder.

      I hustled to catch up with her, as Tom hopped back in the car to park it in the garage for the night. I beat her to the keypad, punching in the code for the house, and leaned past her to push open the door.

      As I reached across her, our eyes locked and my heart stuttered as I took in her beauty. Snowflakes drifted quietly through the air, catching on her long dark lashes, the tip of her freckled nose, and adorned her long mahogany hair like a veil. Her eyes glittered as she smiled.

      I clasped her chin and bent to bring our mouths together. Our lips and tongues met, warm and familiar, but as always, it ignited something deep and unquenchable in me. The simplicity and silence of the moment made it feel eternal, as she reached and grasped my neck, pulling me closer, while my tongue explored and tasted every corner of her sweet mouth. I was about to scoop her up into my arms when the back-door flew wide open, and a familiar, disapproving sound broke the moment.

      “Fratu, Jesus!” Teo grinned widely at me, his arm poised on the door. “All these months I’ve left you two alone to get it out of your system, and you still haven’t learned to get a room already!”

      Stunned, I laughed and grasped him in a hug, knocking the wind right out of my baby brother. “If that’s what you were expecting, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      Nairne moved into the kitchen as I shut the door behind her, beaming at Teo. He bent to hug her soundly.

      Nairne switched to her walker, which was versatile for the kitchen. She’d scoot along and easily stand at the counter, then drop down on the seat attached to the walker when her legs fatigued. God, the things I’d done to her on that contraption. I was eyeing her up, remembering the last time I bent her over it and gave her a screamer, when she interrupted my thoughts by insisting on making dinner.

      Teo and I sat on the other side of the island while the three of us caught up. I watched the two of them bantering, appreciating how they got along. How they’d always gotten along. She threw an olive at his head when he got sassy with her, and something about his arrogant grin stunned me with how much older he looked. Mature and strong. I’d seen a boy off as he left for Genoa, and here sat a man. Such a compelling blend of our parents. Mom’s features, but Dad’s eyes and height.

      He caught me staring at him and threw the olive at me. “What?” he asked.

      I caught it and popped it in my mouth.

      “It’s just good to see you, fratu. You’re a sight for sore eyes. Why are you here early? Dad said you had visa issues.”

      Nairne smiled as she sliced lemons razor thin.

      “We did,” Teo admitted, “but then they got resolved. Rather than let you in on that fact, I convinced Dad we should stay until after Christmas and give you guys some space. But I needed to come early to finalize student paperwork before I start next year. Figured I’d surprise you with a brief visit from your favorite human punching bag before I went back.”

      He put his hands up in mock stance and faked a jab at me. I dodged it and smacked him upside the head.

      “You’ve still got it, Zeddo, I gotta hand it to you. Which is good, because you and I have an early slot in the ring scheduled tomorrow.”

      My eyes widened. “Seriously? Where?”

      We were picky about our gyms. They had to be grimy. Shitty old vinyl, fluorescent lights. Only the scrappiest, dingiest gyms for Boston Italian boys to spar.

      Teo shrugged. “Tom said he knew a good place, and set it up.”

      “Nothing to the head, though, you understand?” Nairne’s voice came out so oddly maternal my head snapped up.

      Teo crunched on the apple he’d started. “Yes, Mama.”

      Nairne raised her eyebrows at him, as she moved down to the other end of the counter, reaching for a spice jar. “Precisely. I am a mama, and I’d like my child’s father to be around with his senses intact. He’s just been cleared for contact sports, but he’s to go slow.” She flipped off the lid, sprinkled some herbs into her hand and macerated them between her long, slim fingers.

      I swallowed as I watched her hands sensuously rub back and forth, fragrant herbs floating through the air until they landed on the chicken sizzling in the pan. When was the last time those hands had touched me? It felt like forever, and the tension that had built up between us in the past twenty-four hours hadn’t helped matters.

      Teo smirked knowingly over at me, shaking his head as he took another huge bite of his apple. “Oh, fratu, you’re in trouble.”

      Nairne reached for the opposite counter and pulled herself up to rinse off her hands at the sink, exposing her gorgeous ass right in front of my face. I dropped my head on my folded arms and shook it back in forth.

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      Teo grinned, then like a weirdo, popped the last of the apple, core and all, in his mouth and chewed resolutely.

      “Just you wait until it’s your turn, Theodore. Just you wait.”
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      Nairne, Teo, and I sat in the breakfast nook of the kitchen, one of my favorite spaces in the house. A table of reclaimed wood, and all three sides of the space were paned glass that let in whatever dismal amount of light the London sky wanted to surrender. You’d think it would be chilly with all that uninsulated surface, but the windows worked like magnifying glasses, capturing the sun’s warmth and beaming it down on us. The tiled floors beneath our socked feet were heated, too.

      Nairne held her precious mug of half-caffeinated coffee right under her nose, steam wafting in front of her sleepy features. She allowed herself one a day, and watching her savor it was part of my morning routine. Her hair was in one of those crazy buns on top of her head, and she wore her nerd glasses. Topped off with my pajama bottoms because her belly had outgrown hers—she was too infuriatingly frugal to buy maternity pajamas—and one of my hoodies. All in all, she was adorably rumpled, and she had no concept of how sexy I found her, disheveled and bare-faced. I stared at her and threw around lines in my head that might coax her upstairs for a morning “nap.”

      Teo dropped into his seat, shook his wet hair like a dog, and snapped me out of it. Nairne was far enough away to avoid the majority of the water droplets at least.

      I shoved him so hard he nearly fell off the bench. “Asshole.”

      Teo just righted himself and grinned. He and Nairne used to be the earliest risers, but now Nairne slept last. So, after my early round in the ring with Teo, in which yours truly kicked his little brother’s ass, Teo had then gone for a run around the city. His freshly showered hair licked up in waves at the top of his head as it dried, and I watched his sharp hazel eyes crinkle as he smiled at Nairne.

      “Nairne, what happened? We used to be early bird buddies.” He cut into the pancakes I’d made, shoved an impressive amount in his mouth at once, and washed it down with scalding hot coffee, not even seeming to either chew or suffer because of it. Then he stole an abandoned strawberry off my plate and popped it in his mouth. “I was bored, so I had to exercise more to pass the time. Now I’m ravenous.” Next a spoonful of whipped cream from the bowl in between us shoved in his mouth. “See what you do to me?”

      Nairne tracked his movements as he stole more food from my plate, and her eyes narrowed at me, a fellow regular food thief. What was there to say? It just looked better on other people’s plates. I couldn’t help it.

      “So, it’s a family trait is it? Stealing people’s food from their hands and mouths. If this one”—she gestured to her stomach, which looked like a basketball stuffed inside my hoodie—“has that same habit, I’m going to spend every day teaching him that mummy’s food is mummy’s, and he’s to leave it well alone.”

      Alooon. Her vowels broadened when she got fired up and I hid my grin behind a sip of coffee. Teo reached for a blueberry from her plate, but with lightning fast reflexes, Nairne dropped a hand from her mug and swatted him away.

      “You should know better than to steal food from a pregnant woman’s plate, dearie.” She savored a sip from her mug and sighed happily. “And to answer your earlier question, I know exactly what happened to my sleeping habits. Growing a human is exhausting.”

      I watched her and felt guilt well inside me. I hated how helpless her pregnancy made me feel, like an idle bystander, while she spent upwards of a year making a person inside her body and having to haul him around all the time.

      Teo smiled softly. “I’m kidding, Nairne. I just missed our morning talks. I was spoiled to have finally found a fellow early riser. Once the baby’s here and sleeping well, I bet you’ll be back to your old schedule.”

      Nairne seemed to perk up at that idea. “I suppose so. It would be nice. I really do love waking in the quiet and watching the sunrise.” She stared out through the glass, into the backyard that was full of deadheaded flowers and dormant plants. “Just one of those many things that have changed.”

      Teo sipped his coffee, and his eyes followed Nairne’s to the hazy sun trying to pierce the grey London sky. Then they met mine. I shook my head. Don’t go there.

      Never one to enjoy extended silences, Teo cleared his throat. “So, are we ready for the big fat Italian reunion in just a few short weeks here?”

      I groaned and threw back a hefty swig of my coffee, wishing it were something stronger. “I could do without our crazy side, but I’m glad Nairne gets to meet hers.” I tugged Nairne against me and kissed her big poof of hair.

      A soft laugh bubbled out of her. “I’m sure your side’s not that bad. And yes, I’m looking forward to it, though we’re going to need to keep it brief. I can’t miss…” She looked up at me uneasily, knowing the lab sleuthing was a touchy subject. “I can’t be away from the lab long.”

      Teo frowned. “How’s that work with the baby?”

      “I moved to a project coordination position. And I take precautions. Everyone has to take a chemical bath before they come near me.” She moved her food around her plate. “I’m exaggerating, but only slightly.”

      “Sounds stressful,” Teo said.

      I barked a laugh and stood to get more coffee. “I wish that was the most stressful thing in life right now, bud.”

      Taking Teo’s mug, I gave Nairne a sympathetic frown, as she eyed the coffee pot wistfully. “Soon, fragolina, you’ll be drowning in caffeine, between a baby and graduate school. Just a couple more months.”

      She pouted adorably, and I bent to suck that bottom lip in my mouth, kissing her hard.

      “Ew, stop.” Teo shuddered. “I’ll get my own coffee. You got a to-go mug? I have to go do my student paperwork anyway.”

      Teo hurriedly scooched off the bench and beelined it out of the kitchen, grumbling to himself about hornballs and getting rooms as he pulled on his jacket.

      “I’d tell you not to rush off,” I said. “But honestly, you probably want to make yourself scarce.”

      Teo scowled at me from the foyer. “When your kids are traumatized by your sexual antics, I’ll be the noble uncle who comes and rescues them, so they don’t have to fight nightmares of hearing their parents going at it like animals.”

      “That’s been the plan all along, man. You’re a built-in babysitter and sex enabler all in one.”

      “Not a minute more, I swear to god, Zed.” He turned back, his head craned around the door as he peered at his wristwatch. “You’ve got two hours. I’ll be back by then and you better be done with this.” He gestured at us with disgust etched in his face. “Or I’m taking a sleeping bag to the new place, capisce?”

      Nairne snorted and took a bite of her pancake as I gave Teo a stern salute. “Capisce.”

      Teo glared between us. “Thank you, Jesus.” And slammed the door.
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      Nairne had physical therapy every week, because like everything she did, she was driven to keep improving. And she’d made incredible progress toward her goal of walking independently. I made a point of trying to get there to pick her up as often as my schedule allowed for it, because Nairne was often high as a kite on adrenaline and endorphins, and I’d get a happy monologue of everything she’d worked through and done. And on the rare occasion that she had a discouraging session, I was there for her, even if it was just sitting quietly with her unspoken feelings.

      Her new physical therapist was a female, thankfully. Back in Boston, it had been Joe or Jack or whatever the fuck his name was, and watching him kneel behind her, hold her hips, and speak soft encouragements to her—none of it worked for me. Call me what you want, insecure, an asshole, I really don’t care. It was a hard fucking limit. No man touched her that way except for me.

      It was water therapy this week. I nodded hello to Tom, who waited dutifully outside the wing before I turned the corner toward the pool. When I did, I heard a wail I knew was hers, and I broke into a dead sprint down the hall. Ripping open the door, I coughed on the chlorine in the air as I scanned the room for her.

      Her PT, Liv, stood back, holding a hand gently between Nairne’s shoulder blades.

      Liv’s eyes met mine. She grimaced as if to reassure me that Nairne was all right and also not all right. Physically okay. Emotionally, not so much. I went to Nairne, and when I crouched down, her head snapped up from where she’d had it buried in her arms. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she wiped her nose furiously like I’d caught her in some embarrassing act rather than a human emotion.

      “Innamorata?”

      She sniffled and told Liv, “I think I need to be done today.”

      Liv nodded. “Let’s get you out.”

      “Actually, Liv,” I said, “we’re going to sit tight for a little.”

      Liv glanced between us, then turned to Nairne. “I can’t leave you unattended.”

      “Which is why I’ll be here,” I said.

      Liv sighed and set her hands on her hips in the water. “You don’t count.”

      “How about you wait outside that door and check in after”—I glanced at my watch—“thirty minutes, when her session would normally end.”

      She set a hand on Nairne’s upper back. “Nairne, how does that work for you?”

      Nairne peered at me curiously and dabbed her nose with the back of her hand. “Fine, I suppose. If I need you, I’ll call.”

      Liv nodded. “All right, but this isn’t becoming a regular thing, okay, Zed?”

      I shucked my jacket and tossed it aside. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Liv’s eyes widened then averted as I gripped the back of my shirt and tugged it off. She scuttled out of the pool. “Right then. I’ll just be going.”

      Nairne watched her therapist power walk the pool deck, yank a towel from the shelf, and slam the door behind her.

      “I think you just scarred Liv.”

      “She’ll survive.” I undid my buckle, lost my shoes, and stepped out of my jeans. I stood in front of her in my usual black boxer briefs.

      Nairne looked up at me and shifted in the water, making tiny waves ripple away from her. “What are you doing?”

      I walked to the deep end. “Going for a swim.”

      I dove in, and it was like bathwater. I swam the length of the pool underwater before I surfaced right behind her.

      Silence but for water lapping softy around us. I stood so close she could feel the heat of my body behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at me.

      Emerald eyes searched mine, and her hair was a sheet of molten copper straight down her back. I slid my fingers along her skin, watched goosebumps surface in their wake. She swallowed. Then I bent slowly, pressed my lips to the edge of her shoulder. Her breath hitched and ghosted warm over my face. Another soft kiss at the base of her neck. She shivered and I watched her nipples harden underneath her suit.

      “When I met you, I seriously doubted I could ever love someone as headstrong and self-contained as you.”

      I slid her hair to one shoulder, traced a figure-eight across her upper back. Her head fell to my collarbone. “Zed,” she whispered.

      My hands swirled beneath the water and grazed her waist. Traced her ribs, then swept softly underneath her breasts and cupped them. They were warm and heavy in my hands. “But I was wrong. I fell in love with you because of those very qualities. Your fierce independence. Your determination and resilience.”

      She arched into my touch, licked her lips.

      “But I have limits to how much you can shut me out, innamorata,” I whispered. My lips traced the shell of her ear and I kissed that tender skin. Hot, slow kisses, my tongue tasting her neck.

      She moaned softly, stuck her ass right against me and ground shamelessly against my cock, which was painfully hard for her.

      I stilled her hips. “You don’t get to pick which parts of yourself that I get. You don’t curate yourself for me. We’re partners. And in a few months, we’ll be parents. And I am not doing this with half of you.”

      Nairne didn’t say a word, just floated in the water as I touched her. She was wearing a simple black two piece that still fit her because the only place she’d gained weight was her round stomach. And her tits. God, those tits.

      “So, this is going to stop, right now, Nairne.” I wrapped an arm around her as my hand slid beneath her top and stroked her breast. My other hand slipped inside her little bikini bottoms and caressed her silky skin. She bucked into me, gasping as I rubbed her clit. “Do you understand me?”

      She bit her lip, and didn’t answer.

      Fuck, the old me would have edged her to the point of insanity by now. And it was time to resurrect that inner animal. Because he got results. I picked up my pace and sunk two fingers inside her. “I said, do you understand me?”

      “Y-yes.” Her hand flew up to my neck to hold on and I felt her clench around my fingers. She got tighter and her breath stuttered. Right when she was there, I pushed her hands onto the pool deck and dropped under the water. Slipped her bottoms down her legs and tugged them off, then knocked her legs wider. Kissed her beautiful cunt right in the water, sucked her clit, then fucked her with my tongue. I felt her chasing her release as she canted her hips into me.

      Before she could come, I surfaced in front of her and grasped her face in my hands. Kissed her, open mouthed and hungry. Her hands dove into my hair. Tugged and scratched. We fought for dominance of the kiss until she finally gave in, sucked my tongue and opened herself wide. I tasted her tears and I kissed them, too.

      She grabbed my hand, tugged it down between her thighs. I’d left her teetering, right on the edge of release. I cupped her cunt, but didn’t make a single move. She groaned and tried to ride my hand.

      “What did I tell you last winter?” I demanded.

      More tears spilled from her eyes. “Your pain doesn’t get to take you away from me.”

      I rubbed her gently, slid my thumb against her clit and watched her head drop back. Her legs gave out and I held her in one arm. She was tired, in so many senses of the word. “Say it.”

      “Say what?” she groaned.

      I took my hand away, and she yanked my hair hard, tried to kiss me again. But I grasped her jaw in one hand. “Everything you’re holding in. Everything you’re keeping from me. I want it out. I can take it, Nairne. You can take it, too.”

      She shook her head in my grasp. “I don’t want to.”

      “Tough shit, innamorata. No lies. No omissions. I’ve been polite. I’ve been patient. I’ve been way too goddamn deferential. That’s not how we work, and you may say I’m a highhanded brute, but here we are because I played nice.”

      She shoved herself away from me and started to slip down in the water. I caught her elbow and hauled her against me. “Fucking say it, Nairne.”

      “I’ll never run after him,” she whispered.

      “More.”

      “I’ll never kick a ball in the yard with you two, pull fancy tricks and impress my little man and his da.” She dropped her head on my shoulder and banged it there over and over. “I’ll never be able to carry my baby on my hip. God, Jesus.” She was sobbing and I held her head, smoothed her hair and tried to keep my own tears silent for her.

      “More.”

      “I want to run and push the pram. I want to swim in the sea like I used to. I want to fuck you like I used to be able to fuck a man. I want to dance wildly and feel sand in my toes.” Her body shook with anger. “And I’ll never be able to. No matter how hard I work, I’ll never get there!” She pulled back and threw a punch to my shoulder.

      “Come on, more.”

      She slugged me again.

      “That’s all you’ve got?”

      “Fuck off. You’re not my fucking shrink.”

      “Not like you have one, and it’s way overdue, by the way. I’m your person. This is what I’m here for. To be in your reality, even when it’s difficult, as you’ve done for me. Seriously though, that punch was weak. You can do better than that.”

      Nairne swung at me again and again, as tears rolled down her face and she threw every foul word at me. She poured out the pain that gripped her, the loss she felt, the frustration that choked her. Eventually her strikes softened to thumps on my chest and I pulled her tighter into my arms. Kissed her hair, held her against me as she cried until she had nothing left.

      “It hurts, Zed.” Another dry sob and she hiccupped against my skin.

      “I know.”

      She groaned, wrapped her arms around my neck. “It hurts so much more than I ever thought it could. As my loss, paralysis is one thing, and I’ve dealt with it, but as my child’s, it’s…” She shook her head, palmed her eyes furiously.

      I pulled back enough to cup her cheek and kiss it tenderly. “You get to feel all of that. Loss, disappointment, grief.” She nodded faintly. “But you need to listen to me right now, Nairne Aileen—your son will never look at you and see inadequacy.”

      She scrunched her eyes shut. “No one can love someone that way,” she whispered.

      “I love you that way. Unconditionally.” I clasped her face fiercely. “Look at me, Nairne.”

      Finally, she opened her eyes.

      I smiled at her beauty, at how completely I knew our child would love her. “Your son will only ever see his mama, and he will love you beyond measure. I’d know. My mom was sick. Her body betrayed her, over and over, but I still never saw her as anything but beautiful, and strong, and absolutely perfect. That is exactly how your son will love you, Nairne, how he will see you—as the giver of his life, and the embodiment of love.”

      I slid an errant hair behind her ear. “Until one day, he meets a woman and falls in love, and then he’ll love you in a whole new way, because he’ll understand that not only did you give him love, but you taught him how to love her well.”

      Her eyes searched mine. “You really believe that?”

      I kissed her. “I know it, innamorata. And one day, you will, too.”
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      Zed was back in the throes of full-time training, gearing up for his impending big return after the new year. Even though countless sports medicine specialists and neurologists, including his own father, had reassured both of us he was perfectly safe to play, I worried about him cracking his head again and never waking up. So naturally, I buried myself in work to cope with my anxiety.

      Zed left bright and early for morning conditioning, and I went to the lab, only to find Officer Harvey waiting outside my door. He was solid, with kind brown eyes and clipped brown hair. Couldn’t be much older than me. I smiled at him.

      “Morning, Harvey.”

      “Morning, Nairne.”

      I entered my code and shoved the door ahead of myself. He caught it and held it open to let me through. I settled in and looked around the office that Adam and I shared, along with an appreciation for silence that made our days highly productive but organically led to very little intelligence gathering. I’d have to push myself to find ways to strike up conversation.

      Harvey dropped his bag at the small desk that was opposite Adam’s and mine. He had a laptop he’d work on and plenty of actual classwork to do, since Harvey was here at the school for a master’s, intending to use it for government service in counter bioterrorism.

      We chatted a bit about footie as we settled in for the day, then turned our backs and got to work. Adam came in not fifteen minutes later, dropped his bag and nodded politely to me.

      “Morning,” he said. “Good weekend?”

      I smiled as I blew on my tea. “Thank you, yes. How about yours?”

      He nodded. “Good. Good.”

      “Adam, this is our shadow, Ben Harvey. He’s learning the project coordination ropes to step in for me when I’m on leave.”

      Adam smiled, offered a hand and shook with Harvey. “Welcome.”

      “Thank you,” Harvey said. “I’ll try to be as unobtrusive as possible.”

      “Nonsense, you’re here to learn,” Adam said. “We tend to keep quiet in here, but when you have any questions, ask. Don’t hesitate.”

      I sipped my tea, watched Adam for a moment, and found it incredibly hard to believe he was anything other than entirely innocent of all this nonsense Jameson was sure he’d done. But looks could be deceiving, and it wasn’t my job to ascribe or deny his guilt. It was simply to open up lines of communication and let that go where it led.

      Adam powered up his computer and glanced my way. “Would you mind sending me the file on our current shigella study?”

      That sent my thoughts on a pendulum swing. Shigella was a violent waterborne disease pathogen and caused dysentery. I set my tea down and squinted at my computer screen, trying not to overthink the fact that he was prodding me for that information, especially since I was responsible for that study’s logistics, not him.

      “What for?” I asked casually.

      Adam glanced over at me as he sipped his coffee thermos and set it down. “I’m curious about its outcomes. I did some work on it a year back or so. Found it fascinating. But you can tell me about it yourself if you want. I just didn’t want to bother you.”

      I spun to face him. “It’s going well so far. I can make some time to chat if you like.”

      He smiled easily. “Thank you, maybe over lunch.” He glanced down at my belly then back up to me. “I imagine you’re hungry often enough. I told you my wife, Maggie, is pregnant, too, and she’s eating more than the houseful I grew up with.”

      I’d known it, but the reminder stung. If he were really who Jameson thought he was, how could he bring a child into a world he was willing to endanger by exposing this kind of intelligence?

      I smiled.  “I do tend to get ravenous, but then I’ve no room once I start to eat, thanks to him.”

      “Ben,” Adam said, “you’ll join us?”

      Harvey glanced between us. “Thank you, yes.”

      I smiled between the two of them. “Lunch it is.”

      Then we all turned toward our screens, silent with our own thoughts, and worked.
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        * * *

      

      Those next two weeks leading up to Christmas, I continued to make a concerted effort to talk with Adam. And it all came out brazenly innocent. That day with Harvey, we’d lunched and talked dysentery. Adam was interested in the success of the trial, and none of the mechanics that someone who actually wanted to use shigella virulently might ask.

      I played up my antipathy for England a bit. Made it obvious I favored Scottish Independence. He’d agreed good-naturedly, but never spoke a bad word. Of course, it could all be a ruse. But if it was, I couldn’t sense it at all. Every day I felt guiltier, like I was somehow complicit in framing someone who was becoming somewhat of a friend.

      Even when I’d asked about family, and Ireland, he’d been mild and reasonable. He’d answered happily about his wife and his mates, about footie, but left politics at a simple statement that he thought Tony Blair was a decent fellow, especially for brokering Northern Ireland’s peace process.

      “So, you’re not sympathetic to the cause?” I asked. Harvey was out of the office, and it seemed the most likely time Adam might divulge something, without an Englishman in our midst. I kept my eyes glued on my screen and sipped my tea, but I felt Adam’s eyes on me. “I’m Scottish. I’d understand if you were.”

      Adam laughed dryly and shook his head. “Nairne, I understand why they’re angry, even the kernel of well-meaning in their vigilantism, but the IRA is horribly violent, and at its root, morally unsound.” He spun his chair my way. “I hope this won’t tarnish your view of me, but I’m very honest about it. That’s my family’s background, and if I never set eyes on them again, knowing what they’ve done, I’ll be fine.”

      I replayed that conversation in my head, wondering if he was just an expert liar, or if he truly was as benign a man as he seemed. My stomach growled loudly, jarring me from my thoughts. Adam chuckled from his end of the desk in our office.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I can’t eat a real meal these days. It’s tiny snacks, and if I get behind, my stomach rebels.”

      “That’s what Maggie says, too. I think you’re about the same—six months or so?”

      “Not quite. I’m due in April.”

      He smiled. “It’s hard for me to gauge other women’s pregnancies based on Maggie. She’s half my height and already toppling she’s so big with my spawn.”

      I laughed. “Poor woman. I’m lucky I’ve a long torso. Makes it slightly roomier for baby. I feel for petite women who are with tall blokes.”

      “Makes two of us,” he said. He double-clicked on a file and put his computer monitor to sleep. “What do you say? Fancy a sandwich?”

      A good opportunity to talk casually, see if he’d open up, as well as free up the office so Harvey could slip in and check Adam’s computer activity.

      “I’d like that, thanks.”

      I bundled into my gigantic, warm stadium jacket that had cost a small fortune. When I’d seen its price online, Zed had given me one of those looks and ordered it before I could object. Now I was rather glad of it, because though the wind bit hard at my cheeks and ears when we got outside, my torso and legs were marvelously warm.

      We wound our way out of the lab and onto the street, where not far down was a quick deli. Slipping inside out of the bitter cold, we settled in and conversation flowed easily. Pregnancy, biomedical oddities, and being a bit of an outsider in England. I ordered the Thai peanut chicken salad on croissant, and Adam asked for the same.

      I pulled up next to an accessible table, threw on the brakes, and reached for my phone before unzipping my massive jacket. I saw a few missed texts from Zed and took a moment to respond to them, reassuring him I was doing well and having a bite of lunch with my usual protection at hand. Tom had sat himself at a table in the place, ordered a coffee like always, and kept an eye on me from behind a paper.

      “Oh, you’re a goner, aren’t ya? You’ve the funniest grin on your face.”

      I snapped my phone shut and smiled up at Adam. “Well, yes.”

      Adam chuckled. “Plans to marry?”

      I shook my head.

      Adam frowned. “Rather forward of me, but might I ask why? You’ll be a family? You’re happy?”

      I sighed. We were supposed to be talking about political sympathies and waterborne illnesses. Not my bloody intractability on marriage. “It strikes me as a useless formality.”

      “Does your man feel that way?”

      I grimaced as I sipped my water. “No.”

      “Hmm.”

      I glanced up at the news overhead. The Civil Partnership Act, granting same-sex couples legal rights same as married heterosexuals had been passed a little over a year prior, but the first civil partnership in the UK had been registered that morning in Belfast, Northern Ireland.

      Adam smiled over his shoulder. “I’m sure that’s giving a whole slew of church ladies a conniption.”

      The two women on the screen looked so happy. They kissed each other deeply and smiled that delirious grin I knew well. Euphoric love. I’d taken my right to marry Zed as a landmine to be avoided, and they’d leaped into it with arms wide open.

      Our order was called and Adam jumped up to retrieve it. We were both hungry and dug into our food. After swallowing a bite, Adam looked up at me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “When I asked about marriage, that was tactless of me. We’re work mates. I shouldn’t be pressing you on your relationship.”

      I chewed and shook my head. “It’s all right. Most everyone has opinions on my choice. I’m used to it by now, and I’m not offended.”

      He nodded as he took another bite of his sandwich. I watched him and noted how similar I actually felt Adam and I were. Family-less. Quiet loners who liked the steady grind of research in the pursuit of progress. Pragmatic to a fault, with no need for many social niceties.

      “May I ask what made you decide to marry?” I set down my sandwich and dusted the crumbs from my fingers. I’d need a minute before I could eat another bite, thanks to the baby shoving his arse under my ribs. “Perhaps it’s projecting, but you strike me as a highly practical man. A formality like marriage doesn’t necessarily seem like something you’d value, either.”

      “Funny thing, that. I didn’t actually see any need for it. I knew I loved Maggie, world without end, and that she loved me likewise. My parents had been married, and still my father was a horrid husband to the wife he pledged to honor and forsake all others for, and all that nonsense.”

      I crossed my arms over my stomach. “What changed your mind then?”

      He sipped his water and set the glass down softly. “I knew Maggie wanted it. That was enough for me.”

      My stomach churned with unease. Had I been terribly selfish this whole while? I’d been taking the angle that Zed and I were in it together, in our progressive identity as above a broken institution. But how plainly Adam had put it, that it was simply a matter of honoring his partner, and what she valued…it gave me pause.

      “But your father, how he failed your mother, how broken their marriage presumably was by it—didn’t that make you doubt marriage itself?”

      “Terrible people do terrible things, Nairne. Just because they’re part of a system doesn’t mean the system itself is terrible.”

      That was a good point that I needed to mull over. And it also offered a bit of a segue. “What about your family? You say they’re corrupt people, but I think you and I can both agree that there are points to sympathize with even in such extreme organizations. Their anger at oppression, their desire for independence. Yet you’ve sworn them off. Is there nothing redeemable in that system either as you say there is in marriage?”

      Adam pursed his lips. “I hadn’t really considered it that way. I don’t think they’re comparable. My family, the IRA—what they do is inhumane. Marriage is tetchy but it doesn’t murder people or spread violence.”

      “But it does hurt. Marriage is a risk.”

      “So is life,” Adam countered. “But we have to live it. You have the choice to face your fears or turn away from them.”

      Was my judgment of marriage really just a front for my fear? Of failing at something so many others had failed at? If it was my fear talking, would being unmarried change my feelings of inadequacy and disappointment if Zed and I were to separate one day? But that wasn’t bloody happening. That man was stuck with me for life.

      So, then what was I hesitating about?

      Adam cleared his throat and sat back. He’d inhaled his food while I’d managed a bite. “I seem to have got your gears turning.”

      “You did,” I admitted. “Do you think perhaps…it’s possible to do something differently from what’s so socially defined? Like, could Zed and I be married and not be like other marriages?”

      “Well, of course. Listen, it’s what you make it. It’s legal rights, really. Having a say in medical care, the tax incentives. But beyond that, it’s whatever you make it to be.”

      “I think I’m worried it’s like hubris. Like shouting to the world, we’re invincible! Come try and wreck us.”

      Adam laughed. “Well, I can see that. But that’s awfully superstitious. And we scientists don’t traffic in superstition.” He leaned in. “We deal with reality. And if the reality is that you love him, I say go for it.”

      I smiled and tried to fight the swarm of butterflies that took wing inside me. “I’ll think on it.”
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      Teo went back to Italy for Christmas after signing his soul over to University of Oxford, where he’d finish the pre-medical degree that he’d started at Harvard, the show-off. It left the house quiet without his near-constant chatter and the squabbles that regularly broke out between him and Zed. I was still wrapping my head around having one child to begin with, but the raucous those two made left me highly suspicious of the idea of having more.

      Zed stood at the counter, chopping onions and dabbing his eyes with the back of his sleeve.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Where’d you get these? They’re killing me.”

      I sat at the island across from him, segmenting oranges. “The market down the street. They seemed fresh.”

      “No shit.” He laughed.

      He finished the onion and slid it into the cast iron pan where it sizzled and popped in olive oil. Then he set the cutting board and knife in the sink, and I watched his muscles flex under his grey thermal. It fit him unfairly well, and it was all his fault, since the man was particular about his wardrobe. I’d never bought him a stitch of clothing. He blamed it on being Italian.

      “You ever see an Italian man who looks like a slob? That’s right, because they don’t exist.”

      I smirked to myself and felt a dull ache grow between my thighs as his round shoulders and arse flexed when he leaned for the soap.

      “Like what you see, MacGregor?”

      I scowled at his back. “You always know when I’m undressing you with my eyes.”

      He peered over his shoulder and hit me with those pale tiger irises, along with a knowing smirk. “I don’t know it. I feel it.”

      When he finished at the sink, he came over to me. His hands slipped around my waist until he got as close as my growing belly allowed.

      “You know what I’m thinking about?” he asked.

      I was a little preoccupied with how his hands had drifted down to fondle my arse. “Hmm?”

      “Where were we this time last year?”

      His childhood home in Beacon Hill. He’d left the dinner table abruptly after his father had heckled him about the life Zed had become entangled in, a world he’d felt no choice but to enter and destroy. Problem was, it had been destroying Zed, too.

      “I remember,” I whispered, “how you looked so forlorn. I watched the snow and felt like you were as desolate inside as the storm around us.”

      He nodded. Kissed me tenderly. “I was.” His hands cupped my cheeks as he smiled. “But then a spitfire came along and blew it all to hell. Brought heat and light and demand. Made me look at my life and want so much more from it.”

      Tears burned my eyes. Sometimes I forgot to look back and feel the immense gratitude I should for how far we’d come, what we’d both survived. The life we’d fought to share.

      “Thank you, innamorata, for this life. For giving me your love. For giving me a baby. It’s all because of you.”

      I clutched his shirt and pulled him to me, kissing him hard. “I didn’t do it alone. It’s always been the two of us, together.”

      He kissed me back, then kissed me deeper. His grip slid to my hair and his breath hitched as I pressed my hands inside his shirt, tracing my fingers along his waist and back.

      “Stove. Hold on.” He pulled away, flicked off the burner, then swept me up in his arms. He set me down gently on the living room rug, then pulled the cushions off the sofa and arranged them into a makeshift mattress right in front of the fire with a blanket. Zed then laid me on it and gently pressed me onto my back.

      “Off with these.” He dragged my clothes away, then threw a log on the fire, making it snap and roar.

      I laughed at his continued multi-tasking of tearing off his own clothes, feeding the fire, kissing my body. Then he dropped beside me, hitched my leg over his waist and touched me. God, did he touch me. His hand slid between my thighs, stroked my seam, rubbed my clit perfectly.

      “I want you,” I whispered. I fisted his cock and stroked it.

      He groaned against my mouth. “Stop, you’ll make me come.”

      “So?” I kissed him. “Then we’ll do it again.”

      He grabbed my wrist, tugged me toward him, until my belly bumped into his. “Right now, I want this.” He gripped my hips and slid me on top of him, switching our positions.

      I righted myself, set my hands on his abs. “I don’t know if I can,” I said quietly.

      He held my waist, lifted me. “Since when has that stopped you? Put my cock in that beautiful cunt, innamorata.”

      Because he was holding me up, I could. I felt him fill me deeper than it seemed he ever had, and I gasped in shock. “Give me a minute.”

      He exhaled slowly, eyes roaming up my body. “Look at you.” His hand drifted up my belly. Softly palmed my breast. His other hand pressed my hip back then pulled me forward.

      My clit rubbed against his pelvis, and I was impossibly full. I tried drifting back then pulling myself forward on my own, and I could.

      I smiled. “I’m fucking you,” I said happily.

      He grinned as he teased my nipple. “That you are.” He bit his lip and groaned when I drew forward again. “And you’re really good at it.”

      The fire painted him with an orange glow, bouncing off bronze skin. I looked at his body. His hard defined pecs, the divots at his shoulder and his biceps. They flexed as he let go of my hips and fisted the blanket. I was undoing him, like he’d undone me so many times.

      “God, fragolina.”

      I leaned forward, shifted his thigh up and smacked his arse. “God’s got nothing to do with it, Salvatore.”

      He laughed and it changed to a moan as I picked up my pace. Since I’d gotten further along, I was quicker to come. I was already throbbing, teetering on the edge of orgasm.

      “Don’t come,” he whispered.

      I moaned. “You know I can’t not.”

      “Try.”

      I scraped my nails down his abs and he threw his head back. “Oh, fuck.”

      I tried so hard. Breathed through my mouth. Tried not to feel the beautiful touch on my clit with each thrust, the spot he hit deep inside me that glowed warm and heavy.

      “I have to…” I gasped. “I have to come, Zed.”

      He pulled me to him, kissed me wildly. “Nairne.” He said my name over and over as he came. Then stilled inside me while I came around him, too.

      I slipped off of him with his help. Laid my head on his shoulder. The heat of the fire warmed my aching back. The ache itself wasn’t unusual. It nearly always ached. But as his hand held my shoulder and pulled me close against him, as his fingers drifted gently over my skin, pain drifted far away.

      His eyes searched my face and he smiled softly. “Do you ever wonder what life would be like if we’d never met?”

      I tensed in his arms. “I don’t particularly care to think about that.”

      His fingers slid down my back and massaged in the middle, which always grew tense. “Why not?”

      “Because I love you, and I never want my life to be without you. Why would I think about a life where you didn’t exist to me?”

      “Hmm.”

      I tilted my head so I could see him better. “Do you think about it?”

      He nodded.

      “Why?”

      He glanced over my shoulder and stared into the fire. “I wouldn’t say I think about it. Maybe fear is a better word. Worry. That’s another one.”

      “I’ll never leave you, Zed.”

      “Innamorata.” His eyes left the fire and roamed my face. “It’s the risk you take loving someone. That you could lose them, or they, you.”

      I squeezed his waist. “We won’t lose each other. It just won’t happen.”

      His hand slipped my hair behind my ear. “Hopefully. But one day we will. One of us will go first.”

      I shook my head. “No. I have plans for this. We’ll just go to sleep one night and not wake up. We’ll be old crones who live in the Outer Hebrides by that point, or maybe some little Italian island and make our family fly to us and visit every Christmas. And then one night we’ll just look at each other and say, I’ll see you on the other side, love.”

      He smiled. “I like it.”

      A tear slipped down my cheek and I wiped it away angrily. “Why are you being all maudlin on Christmas?”

      He shrugged. “Mom died two weeks before Christmas, Nairne. I think my mind just goes to it. And here you are, mother to my child, and sometimes I just get a little freaked out about how fragile life is.”

      I took his face in hand. “Look at me.”

      He did.

      “Nothing will take me from you. I simply won’t let it. I will fight every battle and adversary to make sure of it. I promise.”

      He nodded, kissed me so softly. Then he turned me away from him, held me tight in his arms, and slipped inside me.

      “Buon Natale, innamorata.”

      I sighed as he kissed me again. “Merry Christmas, love.”
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      Genoa. Centuries-old structures stacked like teetering, jewel-toned blocks. Groves of olive trees and cork oaks. The sun burned through the haze, bringing more angles and forms to light. My fingers itched for a paintbrush, a palette of oils that would render those blue-grey shadows and buttery sunbeams. I could smell the sea, hear its roar as Nairne craned her neck out the window and smiled to herself.

      As I’d told her, the city held a similarity to Edinburgh—old buildings that towered and spilled over one another along the coast, the din of a small sea nearby. But here the light broke through the sky and warmed your face, even though it was only late January and the morning air was cool.

      Nairne’s hair whipped wildly around her, and I watched a hand lift to her face. Maybe shielding the sun. Or wiping a tear. “Fragolina? You okay?”

      She turned my way, then leaned back into my outstretched arm, which I wrapped solidly around her.

      “Yes,” she murmured, glancing once again out toward the view. I took a few deep breaths, savored her flowery sea breeze scent that mingled with the ocean air, and kissed her hair.

      The road changed from pavement to bumpy cobblestone as we came up to Dad’s childhood house. It was big without being ostentatious, home to both of my aunts, who lived together with their families. They were neighbors to Gianno’s place, which also overlooked the Ligurian Sea. His house was being updated, still in the last stages of construction. While Gianno and his mom could stay there comfortably enough, it wasn’t prepared for a houseful of guests that included both of our families.

      “Nairne.” Dad cleared his throat from the front seat of the car, and ran his hand through his hair. “I apologize in advance for both Gianno’s side and mine—they are extremely excited to meet you, and they might sort of swarm you. We both talk about you two too much, and they’re ecstatic you wanted come.”

      Teo snorted, absorbed in texting on his phone from the front passenger seat, but obviously still listening. “It’s gonna be a giant stampede of fawning Italian women.”

      Nairne glanced up at me and smiled nervously.

      I squeezed her against me. “I will do everything I can to keep them off you, but if it gets to be too much, just give me the deer-in-headlights look. I’ll trample them all and haul you off on the pretense of needing a nap.”

      She laughed as her head dropped against the seat. “I know you three have only ever known me to be a loner in terms of family, but that’s been by default, not by choice. I’m thrilled with the idea of relatives, even though I’m sure it gets chaotic and can be a little overwhelming. I’ll be sure to pace myself, but I’m looking forward to meeting them all.” She folded her hands over her belly, round and solid now as she neared the third trimester. “And I’m happy for him, that he has all of them, too.”

      Dad beamed at her in the rearview mirror.

      “Good, because you are in for a baptism by familial fire,” Teo said.

      I tossed an empty water bottle at the back of his head. “Stop scaring her. She’s got a positive attitude about it right now. They’re not that bad.”

      Teo landed me with a down-his-nose stare that was startingly reminiscent of Dad. “Unlike me, you haven’t been here since you were a teenager.” He turned back to his phone. “Just you wait and see.”

      Right as he said that, the sensation of bouncing on cobblestone slowed until we came to a stop. Immediately, Zia Maria, who looked so much like Dad—tall and dark-haired, hazel eyes—strode out of the house and down the steps.

      “Oh boy, Zia Maria. Baptism by fire’s right.” I turned toward Nairne. “Okay, just stick close by and let me translate for you if they start to go off in Italian. Their English is all pretty good but once the wine starts flowing, then it all goes to shit real fast.”

      She inhaled slowly like she was nervous. I kissed the tip of her nose and smiled as I threw open the car door. “Don’t worry, you’ll charm the pants right off of them, just like you did me.”

      “I did practically charm your pants off, but otherwise you and I got off to a pretty rocky start, Zed.”

      My cousin Paolo, who was barely half my height, barreled into me and hugged me hard. When I looked over my shoulder and smiled at Nairne, I watched her face brighten with a genuine smile. “Yeah, but look where we landed? Not bad, innamorata. Not bad at all.”

      All of them did almost stampede her with their herd of welcoming hugs and kisses to the cheek. I had to practically shove them off. Eventually we made it inside, where she dropped onto the bench at the long table in the kitchen and leaned against me. The same old vaulted ceilings, and between the warm walls and glazed tiles of the counters, it was still a busy, echoing place, where voices and laughter, the clink of silverware and glasses, melded to a comforting ambient noise.

      Food was immediately shoved in front of us and Nairne twirled a forkful of pesto pasta. Pasta alla genovese, I’d told her. She speared a green bean and a small potato that was tossed into it, and sighed when she took a bite. I couldn’t blame her. My family drove me nuts, but they could fucking cook. Fresh herbs, garlic, pasta, and vegetables cooked perfectly al dente. My study of her was interrupted with a small pour of red wine placed in front of her.

      “Zia Maria,” I said in Italian, “doctors don’t like women to drink in pregnancy. Can you take it away?”

      “Zeddo, caro.” She smiled. “It’s fine, it is good for mama and baby to have a little drink. Help her relax. Stress is worse for il bambino than a little vino, no?” She glanced toward her slew of grown children, my cousins, busy with their own kids as well. “I would know.” She winked and refilled my wine, too.

      Classic Maria. She managed to talk down her nose to you while sounding nice about it. She moved onto something else that needed to be done and I turned toward Nairne.

      “It’s up to you, fragolina. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.”

      She picked it up and took a tiny taste. “I’ll just have a sip or two to be polite.” She set her hand on my thigh and squeezed gently. “It’s all right. I don’t feel uncomfortable about it.”

      “Thanks for being gracious.” I tucked a loose hair behind her ear. “You look beautiful. Glowing and relaxed.” I leaned into her hair and breathed in, then exhaled as I snuck a bite of her earlobe. When I bit again, she jolted, and squeezed her thighs together. “Let’s go take a nap,” I mumbled.

      She laughed softly. “I think you’re more devoted to my naps these days than I am, Zed. Stop,” she hissed, suppressing a laugh as I burrowed further into her hair and kissed behind her ear, along her neck.

      “I mean, those naps do a lot for me, Nairne. I want you to keep up on your rest,” I whispered across her skin.

      “Curious then, that I’m often more tired afterward when you join me for naps.”

      “Ah, young love, che bella,” said Zia Fiorella.

      Unlike Maria and Dad, Fiorella was pint-sized. Dark brown eyes, with wild curls that reminded me of Nairne’s best friend, Elodie. Fiorella dropped a fresh cut loaf of bread down at the table, leaned over and patted Nairne’s hand as she sat down.

      “You are lovely, Nairne.” She said her name how everyone did here. Nairnah. “Zeddo is lucky to have found such a pretty girl.”

      “She’s more than pretty, Fia,” Dad said. “She’s brilliant and has a heart as big as the Ligurian Sea.” Dad refilled his wine and snatched an olive, which he tossed up and landed into his mouth. “She studied biomedical engineering, and she’s researching vaccines for diseases that plague developing countries.” Dad beamed proudly over at her. “After il patatino is born, Nairne will continue graduate school in London.”

      Fiorella smiled at Nairne curiously. “Well…that is very brave.” A burst of shrieks and laughs drew her attention, and she peered around at the chaos of children darting through the vast room. Plates clattered, spoons scraped, arms reached over one another, and voices echoed in overlapping conversations. “These modern women, they do everything—get advanced degrees, travel, run offices, have babies, keep a home.” She waved her hand. “Never could I understand it. After I had Sofia, all I wanted to do was curl up a casa and never leave.”

      Nairne smiled back at her. “The modern woman certainly negotiates a lot. And for some, staying home is a great fit. For many of us in the midst of careers when pregnancy happens, juggling it all is sort of the default when you want to stay in your profession. It’s extremely difficult if you can’t afford help, I’d imagine. We’re very fortunate, though. Zed’s career allows me to take my time with my studies, pay for help around the home, and not have to work beyond the research lab.”

      Fiorella looked like she was trying to understand what Nairne meant but was more humoring her than actually getting it. I glanced down at her belly as I felt a kick nudge my side where she leaned against me.

      Fia reached and patted her stomach. I tensed because I hated other people touching her without permission, and I knew Nairne didn’t like it either. “It’s fine,” she whispered.

      “What will his name be?” Zia Fia asked.

      I took a sip of wine, and glanced over to Nairne. “We’re not saying until he’s born.”

      Fiorella frowned. “Why not? You’ll pick a family name. It’s not like it’s going to be a surprise.”

      “Actually, we picked a name that means something to both of us,” I said. “And that’s contingent on him looking like the name fits him when he’s born.”

      Fia sat back and harrumphed.

      Maria stood next to Dad, and broke the moment. “It’s a very common thing to do these days. Nairne, Gianno just called to say he’d be here soon with Zia Livia.”

      “Oh, good!” she said. Livia was Nairne’s nonna. Gianno’s mom. Nairne had only seen a few recent pictures, but Gianno was a luddite and didn’t know how to send high quality images over email. To Nairne, her grandmother was largely a mystery still.

      Maria scooped up an empty bowl and replaced it with a heaping plate of baked fish. “Now, when are you two getting married?”

      Dad made a noise at Maria, then muttered to her in Italian. Something like, mind your own business, Maria. I told you not to talk about it.

      She raised her eyebrows as he spoke, set the empty bowl down with a clatter and put her hands on her hips. “Not getting married.” She looked at us critically. “You want the baby to be born to unwed parents and place his soul in peril?”

      Oh, hell no.
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      Zed’s face darkened but I spoke before he could. “I mean no disrespect to you when I say this, but my belief is that any god who’d damn an innocent baby to hell for his parents’ action or lack thereof, is no god worth worshipping. I’m quite confident we’re not endangering the baby’s soul one bit. He’ll be loved by parents who are completely committed to him and each other.”

      Zed squeezed my shoulder. Then shot off something in Italian at Maria that made her shake her hand at him and answer back sharply.

      Brando scrubbed his face with his hands. “You always need the last word, Zeddo. Madonna, can I not have family together without bickering for once!”

      Teo sighed and drained his wine glass. Then he leaned my way and whispered, “See what I mean?”

      I grimaced. “I probably didn’t help matters.”

      “Hardly. You’re fitting in with every other woman in this house. Strong-minded and not afraid to say what you’re thinking. You didn’t piss her off. If anything, you just earned her respect.”

      Brando stood and walked toward the large window that overlooked the drive below. “The Mancinis are much better at having a meal without biting each other’s heads off. It’s good you’re going to meet your side of the family tomorrow. Zeddo’s kept you to himself long enough.”

      Zed scowled at his dad, and hugged me close to him.

      Brando grinned at Zed, then turned back to the window. “Ah!” He clapped his hands together, strode toward the door to the car port. “Speaking of the devil!”

      “Tesora!” Gianno’s voice echoed from the entrance and warmed me in a way I hadn’t known in so long. A parent, the voice of love and cherishing. I knew I’d never tire of hearing it.

      My father was tall like me, and the more I saw him, the more I saw myself in him. I stood slowly, and gave him a long hug when he approached.

      “Da,” I whispered against his scruff. I breathed in his warm clean scent and sighed.

      Gianno squeezed me tighter, careful of my belly, and I heard him sigh happily, too.

      I couldn’t say exactly when it happened, but around Christmas, Gianno and I had been chatting on the phone, and as we rang off, I’d said I love you, Da. It had just slipped out. We’d both held our breath for a moment and then Gianno had promptly fallen apart on the phone.

      Since then, calling him Da still felt tender, but came more easily. He was my father, and though we lived far apart and didn’t see each other often, every conversation we had, we learned each other better, connected and bonded over new similarities of disposition and interest. I felt a love for him that I’d always hungered to know as a child, wondering who my father was, why he could only love me from an anonymous distance. Now all that pain was in the distant though not forgotten past. The man before me was more than worthy of my trust, love, and of the title that I now gave him.

      “Nairne, you look amazing, bella!” He held my elbows while I sat down to my seat.

      “Thank you, I feel well.”

      “Good.” Gianno beamed, and hugged Zed next, who’d relinquished me long enough to stand and embrace him.

      “Move, move. Out of my way.” An ancient-sounding voice, firm and smoky, like it had known decades of late nights, good wine, and laughter, temporarily silenced the room. Gianno stepped aside and I was met with the sight of a formidable yet tiny woman. She stood straight with a cane in one hand and her arm wrapped around one of Zed’s cousins. Her hair was cloud white, pinned into a soft bun on top of her head, and her sharp wide-set eyes were emerald green, a mirror of mine. They drifted across my face and settled above my head, searching still.

      Conversation slowly resumed in the kitchen, as Nonna Livia set aside her cane, released her helper’s arm, and sat beside me with surprising agility for a woman well into her eighties. Without warning, her hands clasped mine and slid up my arms. Over my shoulders and straight into my hair, which she tugged softly. Her fingers drew my strands into long ribbons, twirled around her joints, until she spun them through to the ends. She smoothed my hair and slid it behind each shoulder. I gasped softly as the skin of her palms, cool and delicate as flower petals, traced my temples, brushed small hairs away, so that my face was bare before her.

      She scooched closer on the bench toward me, and began to drift her fingertips over my face. They almost tickled, as they flitted from feature to feature, like the faintest drops of rain.

      “Bella, che bella,” she muttered. More Italian left her too quietly and quickly for my ears to discern. Gianno stood behind her, arms crossed with tears in his eyes.

      Having thoroughly searched my face, her hands slid back down my arms and met my fingers, yet this time she left them. As if knowing exactly where my belly was, she braced two tiny hands around it, pressing gently until she found the smooth expanse of his back. Patting it softly with her hand, she sighed, her vacant eyes once again roaming my face. She squinted, as if willing them to see more than her hands had shown her.

      “Finally, we meet. My granddaughter.” She grinned and cupped my cheek. “You are everything my son has described and more. Welcome, Nairne.”

      Before I knew what I was doing, I clasped my hand over hers and leaned in, slowly so as not to surprise her, and embraced her against me while emotion filled my chest. When I lost Nan, I never dreamt of having another maternal figure in my life ever again. Yet here was a woman, whose eyes and smoky voice I’d inherited, whose power and poise was untouched by a disability that complicated her life.

      I breathed deeply with gratitude and squeezed her harder.
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      “Why did you never tell me?” I glanced up at Gianno from my book. He and I lounged on the sofa of his great room, a cheery fire crackling in the hearth. Besides this space on the first floor, only the bedrooms, one bathroom, and the kitchen were completely renovated. Everything else was in flux, mostly to make it more accessible for me whenever I visited. I’d decided to spend the night to have some time with just Gianno, which left Zed grumpy but begrudgingly understanding.

      One of the good many similarities we’d found was our mutual love of reading, particularly discovering new authors and subject matter.

      Gianno lowered the book I’d recommended to him. “Tell you what, tesora?”

      I snapped my book closed and set it on the coffee table. “That Nonna Livia’s blind. You never said anything about it.”

      Gianno blinked slowly, seeming to turn over my question. “I don’t know. When I talked about her to you, it’s not what came to mind.  To me, it’s just always how it’s been, part of who she is. I didn’t tell you her hair color or that her back is a little hunched with old age. I told you things we’ve done. Food she likes to make. Music she taught me.” Gianno studied me. “Does that make sense?”

      “Yes and no. I understand that she’s your mother, so there’s lots more to her in your experience than her being blind. But blindness is a severe disability, Gianno. She’s never seen you? Never been able to run after you or keep her eye on you in a crowd. You don’t think about that the moment you’re prompted to describe her to someone else?”

      Gianno reached for his tea and clasped it between his hands. “Truly, no. How do I say it?” He glanced up at the ceiling in thought before lowering his gaze back to me. “I don’t mean to minimize it. It grieves my heart that Mama has mourned what you describe, but at the same time, that’s the only way I’ve ever known her. She’s strong and smart, incredibly affectionate, and funny. She’s always hugged me and loved me, praised me and supported my career, sat by the radio or television to hear my games.” He took a tentative sip from his steaming mug. “She’s my mama. I told you what’s important to me about her. It was inadvertent that I didn’t mention her blindness, but not an evasion.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to him. On the one hand, that made sense. On the other, as a mother with a disability, all I could think about was how caring for my child was going to be different than if I’d never been injured. Reaching for my own tea, I settled it on my round belly, which was draped with a blanket. I felt the heat from the mug radiate through my hands and warm them, then I sensed the baby shift in my stomach, nearly upsetting my mug. Gianno noticed and chuckled.

      “Dio, it seems all he does is move. Povera bella, you must be bruised from the inside out.”

      I smiled wearily and took a sip. “He is quite the squirmer, but I don’t mind. It helps me know he’s all right in there. I tend to worry if he’s still for too long.” I leaned to set my tea down, and Gianno quickly took it from me, completing the mug’s journey to the table on my behalf.

      I sighed, punched the pillows behind my back, and settled in. “Da, I… Sometimes all I can think about is the ways that I might be insufficient for him once he’s here. I have a hard time believing your mother’s disability seems so peripheral in your memory.”

      “Tesora, there’s so much to a person. I don’t look at her and think of her lack of sight, but rather all the ways she was and still is my greatest supporter as well as challenger, how much she’s always cared for me and been present in my life.”

      I chewed on his words as I bit my lip, and struggled to grasp how it could be that simple.

      “Bene,” he said, slapping his hands on his thighs. “Take Zeddo, for instance—you think the first thing he would tell someone he meets is that you had an injury and you’re paralyzed?”

      I considered that a moment, and shook my head, knowing Zed would tell someone a million other things about me, not out of avoidance, but because my disability neither dominated nor equated to who I was.

      “See?” Gianno smiled. “There is so much to a person, Nairne. Yes, your injury drastically shifted the landscape of your life, but no one’s body defines them. It’s their mind, their soul, their heart, that comprises the truth of who we are. Our bodies are…accessories. Sometimes inconvenient or challenging accessories, but accessories nonetheless.”

      Those words comforted me. It was hard to remember when I felt hampered and limited by my body, but Gianno was right. I was much more than the function and degree of sensation in my legs. The baby shifted again, hitting me hard in the ribs and I winced. Gianno’s face morphed to one of concern and he leaned my way to help. I waved him off.

      “I’m all right. He’s just a wriggler. He likes to keep me guessing about where I’m going to feel his wee foot next.”

      Gianno smiled. “Do you know, when Deirdre was pregnant with Zed, she said the same thing? I came to visit a few times during her pregnancy. Brando and I had our last hurrah before he became a papa and finished his neurosurgical residency. And she said Zed never stopped moving that she was frightened to think what he’d be like once he was out and on the move.”

      I laughed. “I love to hear that. I’m not surprised though. He’s relentless.”

      “One of the many ways you two are well-suited for each other.”

      I let my eyes slide shut as I dropped my head against the sofa’s cushions, and pictured Zed. “You think we’re good for each other?”

      Gianno chuckled. “Well, tesora, it’s a little late for me to say otherwise, isn’t it? You’re welcoming a child together soon.”

      I blinked open my eyes and met his. “But what do you think, really? I want to know.”

      Gianno’s face grew serious. “Zed is…well, he’s like my son. He and Teo are so dear to me. I admire how Brando and Deirdre raised them to be responsible, brave boys. They’re a little arrogant, mind you, but that’s Brando’s influence.” Gianno smirked as I laughed. He was half-teasing. He and Brando had a healthy brotherly animosity to their friendship that infused his teasing of Zed and Teo, too.

      “In seriousness, he is perfect for you. You two would stampede a fainter soul. Fire meets fire. You have passion and love. You’re both loyal-hearted, very intelligent. I believe you two make a  very good match.”

      He sipped his tea and cocked his head. “And I like how love has softened Zeddo a little. I couldn’t believe he actually called, even though I know it was a knock to his pride.”

      My heart pounded. “Called you about what?”

      “Ah. I’ve spoken preemptively. I was thinking he’d have talked with you by now. So, I’m not saying anything more.”

      I felt like I’d been stabbed in the chest. Zed had called my father. He’d planned to ask me. I’d known Zed didn’t share my issues with marriage, but hearing he’d asked my father’s permission, imagining the words he’d used, his warm, low voice saying he wanted to ask me to be his wife… It knocked the air out of my lungs. Had I hurt him, deriding marriage? Dismissing it? And why was my heart pounding in excitement, my belly tightening with nerves as I imagined the words wife spoken in Zed’s voice? How was all my resistance and my practical assessment of the institution crumbling like a sandcastle knocked by one powerful wave of feeling?

      “When exactly, did he ask, Da?”

      He frowned thoughtfully, seeming resigned to tell me. “Oh, well…it was early October. Yes, it was right after you settled in at your place in Scotland. He called to let me know how you were doing since you’d started getting morning sickness at the time, and then he sort of gruffed it out at the end.”

      Months. He’d been carrying this desire to marry me that whole time. And I’d told him it was a pointless formality. Empty and more likely to fail than thrive. And he’d listened to me. Why had he accepted my reluctance? Why hadn’t he, as he did on so many other fronts, fought me tooth and nail to see his perspective, to change from my stubborn extremes to a nuanced response?

      And there was my hypocrisy. I wanted Zed to leave me alone in the room of my intractable viewpoints, yet I ached for him to rip off the door and drag me out.

      He’d asked for my hand. And he was only the next house over, sleeping in his family’s place.

      I sat up, threw off the blanket. “I think I’ll get some fresh air, Da.”

      “In this weather? Absolutely not.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You aren’t the only highhanded man in my life that I have no problem ignoring. I’ll be fine. And I won’t be long. I’ll take the new path down to the water and be back soon.”

      Gianno opened his mouth to disagree, but before he could, I patted his hand. “Promise.”
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      I couldn’t sleep without her. So, I stared at the ceiling, still fuming about what a pain in the ass Zia Maria had been. She’d known what she was doing, testing Nairne and needling me. In response, I’d said something you shouldn’t really say to your elder, particularly the matriarch of the family. But fuck tradition. She’d been disrespectful to the mother of my child and my partner.

      And it stung, because the stupid comments we’d been getting were eclipsing everything good about this season. Nairne and the baby were healthy. I’d healed from a nasty head injury and was healthy, too. We had a safe, comfortable home. A life before us to enjoy, and all anybody could do was give us shit about the fact that we’d chosen not to get married.

      You didn’t choose not to get married. She did. You’re just deferring to her.

      I sighed because that was the truth. And I knew Lucas was probably right. Nairne was scared shitless of wading in the murky water of a turbulent life choice, and she was also an expert at hearing what people told her to do and telling them to fuck off.

      And that attitude? I loved it about her. I also got where she was coming, with her worries about failing in marriage, even if I didn’t agree with it stopping me from trying to be married. I wanted her to be my wife.

      I punched my pillow and turned to my side. Stared at the full moon and pictured how moonlight changed Nairne’s features. How I’d paint her. The faint slivers of blue-white on the edge of her nose. The deep shadow of her lashes.

      My phone buzzed and lit up, and jarred me from my thoughts.

      Nairne.

      I answered before it could buzz again. “What’s the matter? Are you all right?”

      She breathed heavily into the line. “I’m fine. I’m a little stuck, though.”

      I snapped up in bed. “Stuck? Where the hell are you?”

      She laughed. “Down on the shore.”

      “What?” I put the phone on speaker, tossed it on the bed as I tugged on pants and a hoodie. “What the fuck are you doing down there? Tell me you’re safe.”

      “I’m safe,” she said. Her voice sounded tight with nerves.

      “I don’t believe you.” I picked up my phone and brought it to my ear.

      “Look outside then.”

      I ripped back the curtain, threw open the glass doors, and stepped onto the balcony. There she was, down on the shore. Sea breeze whipping her wild, long hair over her shoulders and across her face. Hands in her lap. And her wheels a solid inch sunk into the wet sand.

      “What are you doing, Nairne?” I said into the phone.

      The moon brightened her face and I watched her smile. “Come down and see.” She snapped her phone shut and wedged it between her thighs. I ran out of my room, not bothering with shoes. Through the front door and down the path that led to steep steps to the sand.

      The air was brisk and cut through my clothes. If I was cold, she had to be freezing. I shook my head at her as I approached, and her smile just grew wider.

      Each step closer, I searched her face, but it was a tangled knot of emotions I couldn’t read. It was chilly, and she was shivering, because of her broken thermostat and her intransigence about wearing a fucking proper coat. I wanted to wrap her in a blanket, lay her in front of the fire. Warm her up with my body while I spanked her ass red for her negligence when she was so precious to me.

      “Why are you down here, at the edge of the ocean with nothing but pajamas on? It’s damn cold out, Nairne. And you could have gotten caught in the water, been dragged out.”

      She shrugged at me like I hadn’t just bit her head off. “I’m a decent swimmer still.”

      I set my hands on my hips, confusion and anxiety tightening my stomach. “How’d you even get down here?”

      She pointed to a smooth paved ramp down from Gianno’s edge of the property. “Part of Da’s renovations. He just didn’t know it’s much easier with a special chair for sand.” She shrugged. “It’s a good arm workout at least.”

      “Nairne.” I was impatient with her. She was acting odd and it was cold, and her behavior made no sense. I stepped toward her and she raised her hand to stop me.

      “Wait.” She exhaled shakily. Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment as the wind picked up, plastering her sweater against her belly and her lean arms. And she was shivering, still. Damn it, it was enough.

      “Nairne—”

      “Zedekiah Lazaro Salvatore.” She breathed in slowly, then out. “The very first time I saw you, I was angry. And then I was afraid. Because your effect on me was immediate and terrifyingly powerful. You made my heart pound, my body crackle awake like a spark bursting to a flame once more. You demanded that my mind think wider, to see the world’s contradictions and colors that I’d dulled to a judgmental black and white. My life is impossibly more complex and stunning because of it. Because of you.”

      I stared at her, as my heart thundered in my chest.

      “And when I knew I loved you,” she said softly, “that you’d slipped through every barrier I’d built to protect myself, I realized you’d slipped through because I wanted you to. That despite all my fears and anxieties, my heart knew what it wanted, just like you said. The heart wants what it wants.”

      My throat thickened with emotion. “Nairne—”

      “It wanted you,” she whispered.

      Tears spilled down her cheeks, mirroring my own. Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out a string, which she tugged apart to two thin strands.

      “So, I was wondering, Zed, if you might marry me?”

      I choked back a sob and pinched my eyes.

      “I know I’m stubborn,” she said. “And a right pain in the arse most of the time, but I—” She swallowed thickly. “I love you with every atom of my body, with all of my heart that beats wildly for you. And I’ll never, ever stop.”

      I fell to my knees, pulled her to me. “You’re insane.”

      She laughed. “I know. And I’m also freezing. So, do you think you could answer me, then take my frigid arse inside?”

      I held her face, cupped her cheeks. Those eyes. Emeralds, glowing in faint moonlight. I kissed her, and like every time, it was impossibly perfect, and my body blazed awake. The soft press of her lips. Our tongues slicking against each other’s. I breathed in as she opened her mouth for me, and tangled my hands in her hair. I bit her bottom lip, tasted her jaw, her neck, left one last kiss at the base of her throat. Then I met her eyes and thumbed away her tears.

      “Of course I’ll marry you, innamorata. I’ve wanted to. I’ve always wanted to.”

      She smiled through her tears and bit her lip. “G-good.” Her teeth were chattering at this point, and after I got her in a hot shower, I was giving her a long, slow, delayed-orgasm fuck for stranding herself outside in the dead of winter. “H-here, give me y-your hand.”

      “Later, Nairne. I want you inside now.”

      “No.” She tugged my hand, slipped one of the threads around my ring finger and shakily tied it. She beamed as she stared at my hand, then met my eyes. “Now me.”

      Her hand shook so badly it took me three tries, but I got the thread knotted around her finger, before I kissed her again. Then I stepped behind her, gripped her locked wheels, and hoisted her in front of me. Once I’d carried her off the sand to the ramp, I started pushing her up the smooth pavement.

      “Faster, Zed,” she whispered. “I want to fly.”

      I dug my feet into the ground, pushed off, and sent her soaring up the road. A fearless woman, arms spread wide, and the man lucky enough to love her, following in her wake.
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      Teo’s reaction was the best. Eyes wide as he inadvertently spit his coffee straight across the breakfast table into none other than Zia Maria’s face. I had to feign a coughing fit to hide my laughter.

      Dad glanced in shock between us in the kitchen. “Wait, so now you are getting married?” Dad glared at me disapprovingly as Maria wiped coffee off her face and Teo apologized profusely. “Zeddo? You all right over there?”

      “Fine,” I wheezed. I tried to straighten my face, but I lost it again. I bought myself time by finding a glass and pouring myself some water. When I turned around, I saw Nairne grinning, a beautiful blush warming her ivory skin.

      “Well, yes,” Nairne said. “And I realize this must be a shock, given what I said yesterday. But I promise you, this wasn’t entered into lightly.”

      Dad’s features softened. “That’s lovely news. I’m sure it’s too soon to ask, but do you know when you want to marry?”

      “We thought tomorrow,” Nairne said. “We can just go see the priest, say our vows, and sign a piece of paper.” She clapped her hands together like it was a magic trick. “Voilá!”

      Dad set his coffee down and scrubbed his face. “You are Gianno’s daughter all right.” The rest was muttered in Italian. I patted Dad’s back.

      “Just roll with it, Dad. Elodie’s flying in, Lucas is, too, and that’s it. Otherwise it’s just you guys stuck with us. I’m picking up a suit, Elodie’s bringing something for Nairne, and I’m getting hitched at four o’clock tomorrow.”

      Nairne smiled to herself as she bit her toast and chewed. “I hope we aren’t inconveniencing people. There’s no obligation to do anything, truly. We just want to get married with family and  away from press, with no fuss.”

      Zia Fiorella stood there beaming. “You are not getting married then not having a party. I’ll call Marco, have him deliver some food from the restaurant. We’ll come back after your vows, have dinner, then espresso, dolci, digestivi, and then off you lovebirds go, okay?”

      “Thank you, Zia Fia,” I said. “But you really don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to.” She smiled and patted my cheek. “It’s a special day, Zeddo.”

      Zia Maria stared at Nairne from the breakfast table and smiled primly. “I’m sorry if I offended you yesterday, Nairne. I hope you know what I said came from a place of love.” She took her hand and squeezed. “This news is very welcome. And you are welcome to the family.”

      “Thank you,” Nairne said politely.

      I kind of felt bad then, seeing Maria apologize. She was simply from a different time, and I was probably being harsher toward her than I should be. We’d just never gelled well. She was legalistic and self-righteous, even if, as she said, it came from a place of caring about people. I opened my mouth to say something apologetic to Maria as she sipped her coffee, but she set her cup down and kept talking.

      “Now I can sleep well,” she said, “knowing my great nephew’s soul isn’t in danger of burning in the fires of hell.”

      Never mind. She deserved that coffee to the face, and more.

      Dad rolled his eyes. “Madonna Mia.”
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      I was closing in on three decades of life. Didn’t sound like much, but when I looked back on everything I’d weathered, I didn’t wonder why I was world weary. For so long, my life had been rigid with obligation, countless tasks and traps that threatened to expose my way of answering the call to corrupt duty within my moral compass. I’d fought the constant uphill battle against violence and greed that was as old as humankind. And I’d barely escaped it with my life and values intact.

      Through that time, I’d met Nairne, and the challenge and fire she’d leveled at me made all my life’s other obstacles pale in importance and significance. I’d been held at knife-point, gun-point, detained under suspicion. I’d stood with a ball at my feet and a team’s entire season resting on my shoulders, the eyes of the press, the screams of expectations and jeers. My adult life’s duties relied on my ability to perform under pressure.

      And ten minutes before I was supposed to get married, I was a fucking mess.

      I had no doubts about Nairne. Just a profound sense of responsibility tightening my chest. How could I ever measure up to what she deserved? How could I promise to protect her, to pledge that we wouldn’t fail? That I wouldn’t hurt her? I was human. Overbearing and possessive. Insanely fearful of what could happen to her and the baby in the wilderness of life beyond our home’s four walls. Letting her out the door each morning while she smiled cheerily and flew off to the lab was physically painful. I loved her so much my skin burned, my bones ached. And now I was asking her to marry me, yoking her to my imperfection until death did us part.

      Holy. Shit.

      “Coraggio, eh, Zed?” Dad handed me a small flask of grappa, which I took with a grateful nod and threw back.

      It burned my throat and temporarily rerouted my thoughts to the searing heat. “Thanks.”

      “What’s the matter, pet?” Lucas hiked up his slacks as he dropped onto a chair across from me. He still looked a little worn down, but his smile was genuine, and his energy seemed better. I hadn’t gotten any closer to discovering what was burdening him, but I’d accepted that getting Lucas to open up was going to be a marathon, not a sprint.

      Knowing I got nauseated when I was nervous, Dad cracked open the window to let in some fresh air. Don’t ask me how, but Gianno had managed to find a bagpiper in Liguria with eighteen hours’ notice. Its haunting sound wafted in with the cool breeze, reminding me of the woman I was about to marry. Another wave of nausea hit, and I dropped my head between my knees.

      “Fuck me.”

      Lucas stretched out in his chair and looked me over. “I’d rather leave that to your bride, if it’s all the same, Zeddy.” Lucas wouldn’t quit that nickname no matter how many times I’d nailed him in the nuts for using it.

      “Zeddy?” Teo laughed. “I like that.” He started humming “Danny Boy” to the words “Zeddy Boy.”

      I snapped up and glared at him. “You’re an unhelpful ass.”

      “Boys, enough.” Dad gave Teo a nudge with his elbow. “Teo, be nice, eh? Your brother needs your support and calming presence, not heckling.”

      Teo rolled his eyes but smiled. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he gave me a once over. “Truthfully, fratu, you like shit. How about another?” He nodded toward the makeshift bar of contraband. The parish priest would definitely not approve.

      Dad muttered under his breath and stared at the ceiling, looking like he was having a conversation with the Big Guy upstairs about his two exacerbating sons.

      “Nah.” I waved him off, sat tall and took a deep breath. “I’m fine. I just—no offense—want to get this over with. I want her, without all you other people breathing down our necks.”

      Dad gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I was nervous, too, the day I married your mama,” he said quietly. “But it turned out beautifully. Relax, mimmo. You’ll be all right.” He turned and adjusted his tie in the mirror. I watched him lift his chin and shift the knot at the base of his throat. “It’s funny, you know? You can play in front of fifty thousand people and not blink, but the thought of standing among one hundred of your closest friends and family and promising yourself to the love of your life that you’ve been dying to marry has you in hysterics.”

      Before I could respond, Elodie popped her face inside the doorway. All four of us whipped our heads around as she smiled and glanced among us approvingly. And if I had to say it, we looked pretty good. My trim black three-piece Armani. White shirt, black silk tie. Lucas, classically English in a navy two-piece, posh with his argyle tie and polka dot pocket square. Dad in deep olive Italian wool that made his eyes look almost as green as Nairne’s, and Teo, badass in a grey two-piece and black tie, tats peeking past his collar and cuffs.

      Nairne had told Elodie to wear whatever she wanted. I told Lucas and my brother I didn’t give a shit what they wore either. They’d stand with us at the altar, as our primary support, but Nairne and I didn’t want our friends and family looking how we wanted, but how best reflected them.

      “My, what a handsome crew.” Elodie drummed her fingers along the doorframe. Then she fixed her eyes on me warmly. “She’s ready when you are.”

      “Oh, Jesus.” I folded my head between my knees again.

      “Is he all right?” she whispered.

      All three men scrambled to reassure her, talking over one another, and shooing Elodie out.

      “Right then.” Lucas hoisted me by the arm and clapped me bracingly on the back. “I had to do this with Ollie, too.” Ollie was his brother-in-law, who Lucas had eventually stopped torturing after he had to concede Oliver was sickeningly good to his sister, Sarah. “Time to show your mettle and await your bride.”

      Lucas strode us down the back hallway, my elbow still firmly in his grip, while Dad and Teo trailed close behind. Talking quietly, they made final adjustments—twisting cufflinks and smoothing their suits.

      “I’m gonna fuck it up, Lucas. I want her more than anything, but I’m not good enough for her.”

      “Of course, you’re not. No man ever is. We’re a horrible bunch. But you aspire to deserve her. That’s exactly what you’re about to promise Nairne—to strive every day to become the man you believe worthy of her. Not to mention, you’re completely unwilling for anyone else to have her—”

      “Fuck no,” I snapped.

      “Exactly. You know you’ll fall short. But you want to marry her because you’ll do it less terribly than the rest. Because you adore her and she’s mad for you. So, stop beating yourself up, take a deep breath, and trust that you’re both here because it’s precisely where you’re supposed to be.”

      We stopped right beyond the side door that led to where I’d wait for her. I rounded on him. He was right. I loved Nairne so much, I held myself to an impossible expectation for what she should have. But the point of marrying was for us to affirm that we loved each other in spite of our inadequacies. To commit to spending our lives loving each other better, for as long as we had. “That means a lot, Lucas. Thanks.”

      He grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. “’Course.”

      The bagpipe music faded to silence and a guitar started to pluck delicately, echoing in the space. Like right before kick-off, doubts faded, no more second-guessing my belonging to the moment. Confidence and a sense of purpose flooded my system. I was exactly where I was supposed to be, prepared to give it everything. My best—exactly what I planned to give Nairne for the rest of my life.

      I stood tall, shook out my limbs, and cracked my neck side to side. Then with a deep breath in and out, I pulled open the door.

      Game time.
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        * * *

      

      I stood to the left of the priest, amidst creaking pews, shifting suits and dresses, the cry of small children, and the hushed whisper of excited voices swirling annoyingly around my awareness like a buzz of gnats.

      Where was she?

      An old family friend and the priest we’d asked to marry us, Father Pietro leaned my way, as if reading my mind. “Not to worry, my son. She’ll be here.”

      I nodded, eyes glued to the door at the back of the church. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of my younger cousins, Violetta, scurry down the side aisle and whisper to the guitarist. He leaned to the side of his stool, and as he listened to her, his hands slowed from their quiet strumming and began Bach’s Prelude for Cello in D Major. The heavy wooden doors wrenched open at the back of the church.

      Air left my lungs and my knees threatened to give out. Blood pounded in my ears, nearly blocking the music that echoed against the stone walls and stained glass. Nairne’s beauty nearly blinded me, as she glittered in the shadowed doorway like a star dazzling the night sky.

      I could tell you that I noticed her ivory gown soft against her skin, glowing like a pearl. Lace sleeves sculpted to her balletic arms. The sway of her dress’s silk pleats draped over her stomach. That I saw a queen of a woman before me, tall and steady, regal in her step. Auburn hair swept into an intricate knot at the base of her neck. The swell of her breasts rising and falling with each breath, bringing with them a solitary Scottish pearl on a chain of gold so delicate, it could be a trick of the light.

      But all I saw were the emerald eyes of the woman I loved, sparkling through the maddening barrier of a veil. They were crinkled with unshed tears and happiness, and once they met mine, there was no breaking our gaze. I smiled at her and when she smiled back, it felt like my heart was on fire. It should be impossible to love someone as much as I loved her.

      My hands itched, my body ached for her, and as she came closer, the music built, wild and hammering like my heart. I swallowed thickly, blinked through tears and watched Nairne take another step closer. She beamed, then winked, like she’d been ready for this all along, while I, the prepared one, fell apart. God, I needed her. She was so temptingly close, and I stepped resolutely forward.

      The priest barely caught my shoulder, halting me with his touch and an understanding smile. “Just another moment. Patience.”

      The guy clearly didn’t know me well.

      She took her final step with Gianno, one arm resting inside her father’s while the other clutched her crutch so tight her knuckles were white. My eyes finally consumed every detail of her appearance while her gaze never left me, not even to acknowledge the priest. Relief loosened the tightness that had built in my chest, and I stepped toward her whether or not I was supposed to.

      My hand grasped her waist and I knew she felt the heat of it seeping through the silk of her dress. She smiled as I held her weight entirely and she shifted the crutch to the other side. Gianno leaned in, patted my cheek.

      “Now I can truly call you son. Congratulations.” Then he kissed Nairne tenderly on her temple. “I love you, tesora.”

      Gianno stepped back while Lucas and Teo stood from their seats and took their places behind me. Elodie joined Nairne, trading her bouquet for her other crutch, then we both turned to face Father Pietro, as he spoke in Italian and English. I stole a look at her profile. Full rosy lips, the slight upturn of her nose, dark lashes, and high cheekbones. God, she was beautiful. Staring at her, I had to fight the urge to rip off her veil and kiss that mesmerizing mouth.

      I’d zoned out, transfixed by her, and Father Pietro cleared his throat meaningfully. “Now you’re actually supposed to be looking at her.” He smiled as the congregation laughed. “Turn and face each other as you recite your vows.”

      “Hallo,” she whispered as her eyes drank me in.

      I smiled at her like a tongue-tied idiot.

      Her brow crinkled. “You all right?”

      “No,” I mouthed, grinning as my eyes roamed her face in awe.

      She bit her lip.

      “Whenever you two want to begin?” Father Pietro said.

      Nairne swallowed nervously. “You first,” she whispered.

      She’d said last night that she wanted to go first. “Why?”

      “I proposed,” she hissed. “You could at least go first with the vows.”

      “Oh, okay. Like I wasn’t dying to do it, but somebody was all anti-marriage until forty-eight hours ago—”

      Father Pietro leaned in. “You two do realize you’re arguing at the altar in front of everyone.”

      I pressed Nairne against me. “We’re getting this over with,” I whispered. “And then you are overdue for a good, slow fu—”

      Her lips silenced mine to a chorus of gasps and happy murmurs. I grinned as her mouth quirked with trying not to laugh while she pulled away. “I don’t know if many people would say it’s very promising that we’re rowing while we get married, but I’d say it’s a good sign that we’re consistent.”

      Pulling her close, I kissed her back. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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      “I think this is the third time he’s kicked me in the gut since we started dancing.” Zed’s words fell soft against my ear. I shivered and laughed. Rested my head on his shoulder as we swayed.

      A string quartet and the guitarist from the church played a cover of “Into the Mystic” and the music floated quietly in the air as we danced in the center of the long pergola-covered patio. Family and friends lounged on chairs and sofas, next to tables littered with candles and little cookies, espresso cups, and delicate glasses emptied of their liquor. Standing heat lamps, small open pit fires, and soft blankets took the edge off the crisp air. It was an unseasonably warm January day, even for Italy. People milled in and out of the house, to eat and warm up, but the dancing and music was outside.

      “You don’t have a gut to kick,” I said.

      Zed tugged my ear between his teeth with a soft growl, interrupting me and making my knees buckle. He’d anticipated this, and held me firmly against him, as we continued our slow circles.

      “You know what I mean. He’s got a strong foot, and an issue with me being too close to you. I think he’s getting territorial—”

      “Wonder where he gets that?”

      Zed sighed and ignored the implication. “If he’s like this already, he’s going to be the biggest boob hog and cock block, isn’t he?”

      I shook my head and smiled. “Think of everything that’s already tried to keep us apart. If we can survive that, we can survive a baby. Nothing keeps us from each other, Zed.” I lifted a hand to stroke his cheek. Zed turned his mouth and kissed my palm. “Besides, he’s probably just responding to your proximity, hearing your voice. I’d imagine he can feel the heat of your body pressed against me.”

      Zed grinned and slid one hand along my waist until it rested at the top of my arse. “I do pack some heat,” he muttered suggestively, and his hand slipped lower.

      “Zedekiah, people are watching you.” I raised an eyebrow, tried to give him a stern face, but ended up just beaming at him as he shook his head defiantly, eyes roaming my face with love.

      “So? You’re mine, I’m yours. They don’t like it, they can leave. Or better yet, we’ll leave. We are going to leave pretty soon.”

      “What, for our bedroom upstairs?”

      He balked. “You crazy? We’re marathon sexing tonight and I am not doing that with my aunts and Dad around. We have a place a few minutes’ drive away. That’s where you and I are headed.”

      “You said you don’t care about others hearing.”

      “I don’t but you do, even if you do have a little exhibitionist streak in you. You’ll be all quiet and restrained and that is not happening tonight.” He sighed happily. “I’ve got so many things planned.”

      I blushed. “Do you now?”

      “Oh, yes.” He kissed me as the song finished.

      Voices hooted and heckled us to kiss more as our dance ended, and we did, Zed making an absolute show of ravishing me, with a chorus of louder calls and claps. The string quartet made a seamless transition into some traditional folk music and the energy picked up as people joined in and started singing along.

      “You amorous Italians.” Lucas pushed off the column he’d been leaning against nearby. “May I?” he asked me, pointedly ignoring Zed.

      I suppressed a laugh when Zed sighed. “Yes, if she’s okay with your paws being on her.” I nodded with a smile and transferred my balance over to Lucas’ arms. Zed tugged my cream shawl up my shoulders and squeezed them softly before reluctantly releasing me. Lucas smirked at him, and we started to sway. The folk music had a fast beat but Lucas, unfazed by that, easily found a slow rhythm that kept to the tune and moved gently enough for me. After a comfortable silence as we circled, he opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted as Zed loomed back in between us, Elodie in his arms.

      “Just keep your hands north of the equator, and not too long. She should get her feet up soon. Got it, peaches?”

      Lucas rolled his eyes and smiled down at me. “How do you put up with him?” He leaned in to fake-whisper, loud enough for Zed to hear. “So domineering.”

      I laughed.

      “You’re radiant, Mac.”

      “Thank you, Lucas. You’re quite handsome yourself. You cut a dashing figure in that suit.”

      Lucas grinned good-naturedly at me, breaking his gaze to glance over at Elodie and Zed. They chatted easily, Elodie throwing her head back in laughter, her thick wild curls bouncing out of her up-do as Zed chuckled. Pain flashed in Lucas’ eyes, before he blinked it away.

      I stared up at him, one of the few men I actually had to crane my neck to see when I stood. “What is it you want with her?”

      Lucas’ jaw tightened. “Nothing.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it.”

      This time when he smiled, it was a mask for immense sadness. I recognized it as a face I wore when I carried my grief just beneath the surface. “I’ll rephrase,” he said. “I want lots of things with her. I just have nothing to offer, so it would be entirely unfair of me to ask her for anything.”

      I let his words sink in as we swayed to the music. “Why would you say that, Lucas? Why are you speaking so darkly?”

      He sighed. “We shouldn’t talk about this. It’s your wedding, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Why do you think you have nothing for her?” I pressed.

      I caught El’s eyes, which blazed in warning. I knew that look—do not meddle. I shrugged at her and grinned, satisfied to see her face pinch in frustration before Zed spun her away and I returned my focus to Lucas. Still, I felt Elodie’s eyes burning in the back of my head as I spoke quietly. “What if I told you she fancies you.”

      Lucas’ eyes searched mine. “I’d say you’re mistaken. We get on well. As friends, nothing more.”

      “Friends? That’s all, really?”

      His mouth twitched and he nodded. “Yes. That’s all.”

      “Elodie is very dear to me, and if you truly believe you have nothing beyond friendship to offer, you need to stop looking at her like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re wild about her. Every time we’re together, you find ways to touch her, be near her. You tease and smile at her. You pay her attention you give no one else. You’re incredibly attentive to her.”

      He sighed again. “I’m trying. Believe it or not, that’s my effort to tone it down.”

      I gaped at his admission, about to ask him what the hell was stopping him, but Zed cut in.

      “Oookay, show’s over folks. Hand her over.”

      I took Zed’s arms and he pulled me proprietarily against his chest. I smiled gently at Lucas, regretting our unfinished talk, and the sadness that lurked in his eyes.

      “Congratulations, you two.” He kissed my cheek, clapped Zed on the back. “Now you’ll excuse me, I need the world’s longest wee.”

      Zed followed my gaze as Lucas pointedly headed in the opposite direction from Elodie. What on earth was he doing?

      “Nairne,” Zed mumbled against my cheek warningly. “Are you matchmaking?”

      “’Course not.”

      “Uh-huh.” He shook his head at me, but his gaze drifted away for a minute as someone called to him. I was lost in resting my head on his shoulder, and a wave of exhaustion washed over me suddenly. I heard Zed mumble something in the affirmative and then he craned down to catch my eye. “You just hit your wall, didn’t you?”

      I sighed happily and nodded.

      “Good,” he whispered, kissing my temple. “Because we’re out of here, innamorata.”
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      I spent days in a haze of happiness. I’d gotten married. It was a quiet, peaceful ceremony in Italy. A night of dancing under starlight and laughing with people I loved. Zed had carried me over the threshold, made love to me all night long, until the morning birds sang me to sleep.

      Needless to say, reentry into real life was a rough landing. But we hit the ground running, or rolling, rather. Me back at the lab, Zed fully immersed into preparing for his return match.

      Which brought us to Saturday, where I’d made a point of being exactly where I was expected—in excellent seats at Emirates Stadium, prepared to watch Zed blow everyone’s expectations right out of the water.

      The roar of fans in the stadium was deafening, and I breathed through the intense upsurge of memory and nostalgia. So many times, I’d been on a field like that, tall and fit, dangerously accurate and hungry to score. Instead it was Zed, and I swore he talked so little of his career unless I prodded, because he knew the grief I carried. In his own way, he carried it, too.

      Zed’s eyes glowed as he grinned from his place on the pitch. I smiled back and felt my heart clench at the sweetness of him holding hands with one of the little children they had walked out with the starting line-up. The young boy was adorable—smoothed-down brown hair, sparkling grey eyes, knobby kneed, and looking happy but nervous. Zed leaned down to the boy and said something to him about me, gesturing my way. The little boy’s ears turned pink. He smiled broadly and nodded as he stared up at Zed.

      I waved hello to the little boy and he waved back, then blushed a deep petunia red.

      Good luck, I mouthed to Zed. He grinned at me once more, then returned his attention to the announcers as they began the formalities. Christ, he was a sight. Tall, powerfully built. Those pale tiger eyes bright against his olive skin. The anthems were sung, players dispersed, and I watched Zed jog to the top.

      Lucas leaned in and spoke close enough so I could hear him. “I never envied the pressure put on a striker.”

      I smiled, as I kept my eyes on Zed. “It’s pressure, yes, but it’s your element. We strikers are cocky people.” I bit my lip, trying to catch the words that had slipped by. Talking of it, like it was still me, Nairne the formidable forward. I swallowed the lump of emotion in my throat and sniffled.

      Lucas frowned. “Oh, Mac, come now, don’t cry on me. I can’t take it.”

      “Sorry. Memories.” I didn’t want to elaborate. I’d burst into tears if I did.

      Lucas squeezed my hand briefly. “It’s part of who you are. Always will be. Even if it’s changed.”

      I nodded and smiled at him. The whistle blew, and drew my attention back to Zed, who sent the ball efficiently back to their center midfielder. I watched him sprint toward the top and move laterally, knowing where he needed to be to get the ball.

      God, I could almost feel it, the burst of energy in my legs when that ball met my boot, and everything fell into place. I swallowed tears and dabbed my nose. Zed’s offense passed it around a bit, but Harrison sent Zed a shitty ball that the defense intercepted. Zed shot like a bolt of lightning down the field, challenged then ripped it off one of Manchester United’s midfielders, and flicked it over to Rory. Rory sent a gorgeous through ball to Harrison, who heeled it back to Zed.

      In one touch Zed cracked the ball from deep in the field and sent it careening into the upper ninety of the goal. It rippled along the edge of the net and the stadium erupted in raucous celebration. I couldn’t stand quickly out of my seat, but I threw up my hands and cheered.

      Lucas scowled and remained seated with me. “Cheer up, mate,” I said. “United’s got plenty of time.”  I mussed his hair and laughed.

      “They’re rubbish these days.”

      “Not if you were in goal, there. Between you and Elodie, I can hardly stand these early retirements. Your club could use sharp hands and eyes like yours.”

      Lucas stared out to the field. “Those days are over for me.”

      I elbowed him. “Lucas, you’ve been maudlin. First the wedding. Now here. What’s really going on?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, it’s nothing. I uh—I need the loo. Will you be all right? Your fellow Tom’s nearby?”

      I peered over my shoulder, where Tom stood, quiet and observant. “I’m fine, Lucas. Are you?”

      He smiled tightly as he stood. “’Course, Mac. Back soon.”

      I watched him go, say something in Tom’s ear. I was flummoxed by his abrupt departure. When I turned back to face the pitch, my heart leapt. Jameson sat in Lucas’ seat, arms folded as he stared at the green.

      “I needed to speak with you in private.”

      My breath was still fast from the shock, and I stared around disbelievingly. “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but there are approximately fifty thousand other people here. It’s about as public as you can get.”

      Jameson sighed. “You need to change your tactic. I’ve been watching the footage, and it’s about as exciting as my granny hosting tea. You’ve got to dig harder into talk of biohazards, research application, more about political sympathies.” Jameson ran a hand through his hair and scowled. “Chatter’s picked up that a drop’s going to be made. We’ll be watching closely.”

      I turned and stared at him. “Have you not considered that I’ve got nothing from him because he’s got nothing to say? That he’s just an innocent bloke with unfortunate family circumstances? And what’s Harvey found? Is Adam uploading or downloading anything? When he’s not in the lab, is he meeting anyone suspect?”

      Jameson’s jaw ticked. “No. But it’s likely he’s taking every precaution leading up to the drop. You do your part, which is to get evidence of his questionable character. All right, sweetheart?”

      His tone was unacceptable, but before I could tell him as much, Tom’s shadow fell over us, as his hands white knuckled the back of Jameson’s seat.

      “Logan, do we have a problem?”

      Jameson glared at Tom for a moment until recognition dawned. “Bloody hell, Evans. It was you. You’re her security?”

      Tom nodded. “That I am. And you’re aggravating my client.”

      Jameson’s features tensed. “Makes sense you’d end up in this posh line of work. Some of us are still serving our country, and if it takes a little rough handling, then so be it.”

      Tom leaned in and Jameson sprang up. Their chests were nearly touching as Tom spoke right into his face. “Insult me. Imply I’m inadequate. I don’t give a fuck. But there’ll be no rough handling of her. She’s doing more than enough for you. Let the surveillance do the talking and stop pressuring her.”

      Jameson opened his mouth to speak but then clamped it shut as if thinking better of it. His eyes slid over to me and he smiled tightly. “I’ll be in touch. Kindly lay off the idle chit chat and focus on relevant matters to his culpability.”

      I rested an elbow on the vacant seat and leaned closer. “Right, I’ll be sure to ask him when he’s planning his next little virulent disease report raid instead of building his trust.”

      Tom laughed and didn’t even try to hide it.

      Jameson glared at me. “Your impudence is the last thing I need.”

      I shrugged. “You told me what to do. Build his trust, offer conversation that invites transparency about his sympathies and agenda. I’m doing that. Take some advice from a scientist, whose approach is the same of an impartial judicial system—remove any and all expectation of a certain outcome from this inquiry. I’m doing everything I can. If you don’t like the results, that’s not my fault or his. It’s simply the facts presenting themselves to you. If it’s not him, then you can move on to actually finding who has been doing this.”

      Jameson’s jaw ticked and Tom’s hand went to his chest. “Let her watch her husband’s bloody match, Logan. Pester her another time.”

      “You can be sure I will,” Jameson muttered. He shoved Tom off and left.

      Tom sat in the empty seat with a groan and scrubbed his face. “My apologies that he slipped by. I was talking with Mr. Edwards, and then I noticed he’d sat down. I did have an eye on you, but I would have preferred to keep him out entirely.”

      “It’s all right, Tom. We handled him fine.”

      I found Zed on the field, watched him nutmeg his defender then zip the ball to Harrison. Harrison cut deep into the corner and sent it high into the air. Zed flicked it with his head, and I gasped in nerves. Gripped the arm rests and bit my lip so hard I tasted blood.

      The ball spun far left past the keeper into the net, and Zed turned with a wide and triumphant smile on his face. Harrison tackled him, Rory roughed his hair, and I sighed in relief.

      “I don’t like the idea of seeing Jameson any more than I have to, but he’s not the worst kind of trouble I’ve handled. As you know personally by now, Tom, trouble and I are old friends.”
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      I had Van Morrison on. His voice always chilled me out, so I had him playing quietly in the surround sound speakers installed throughout the house. I took a long draw from the straw of my protein shake while I lazed around the kitchen, gathering ingredients for dinner that I planned to make. One of Nairne’s favorites, seafood risotto.

      When I squatted down to pull out a pan, my knees cracked. Soccer wasn’t as physically aggressive as American football, but especially as a striker, I took knocks, and I ran so much. I’d been beating the shit out of my body and pushing it to its limit year-round, for over a decade. When Lucas announced his retirement, he joked that he had to stop before he needed knee replacements. I identified with that statement.

      “Jesus.” I groaned, stood up gingerly and straightened my legs. Practice had been a bitch—weight training, ladder sprints, and so many goddamn drills. And while I definitely had a good five years left in me, how I felt then was drastically different than how nineteen-year-old Zed used to feel after a practice like today’s.

      While I rummaged around the fridge for the fish stock and garlic, my phone dinged, and I whipped around. Nairne.

      Computer needed a reboot. Need to restart and input summaries before I’m home. Tom’s still here. All well. Don’t worry. Love you.

      I snorted, shaking my head. Silly woman, telling me not to worry.

      “Yeah, not possible,” I said to myself. I was mid-typing, asking her if Officer Jameson, the overfriendly government meathead, had been bothering her, when the doorbell rang. I wasn’t expecting anybody.

      “The fuck?”

      I walked from the kitchen into the foyer, and checked the screen that showed who was outside the door. Before I could get there, the door clicked open and in tumbled exactly five men I had not expected to see.

      And they all looked really good.

      Steve and Harrison were in matching three-piece suits, and shit, their collars were up, hiding Steve’s tattoo, which meant hell if I knew who was who. Rory wore a kilt, button up, and suit jacket. Lucas looked dapper in a navy two-piece after a day in the office of his family’s financial advisory firm. Teo worked his dark Italian wool, a dress shirt with open buttons, tattoos on display, and the key to my house swinging on his finger.

      I stood there in my sweats and glared at them.

      “What the hell are you guys doing here?”

      Wright Twin Number One set his hands on my shoulders. “You sir, are about to experience the end of life as you know it.”

      “Fatherhood,” Rory added, “is a great responsibility. And while it’s a joy, your life will never be the same again.”

      I groaned. “Jesus, guys.”

      “Nappies. Vomit.” Wright Twin Number Two threw an arm around me. “Months of abstinence.”

      Months?

      “Woah,” I said. I turned toward Rory. “Tell me it’s not true.”

      Rory grimaced. “Depends.”

      “Fuck.”

      Lucas pushed the door shut behind them and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Point is, Zeddy, you need a night to be an irresponsible fuckwit one last time.”

      “And we’re here, fratu, to make that happen.” Teo grinned and lobbed his flask at me. “Go get prettied up, Zed. Time for your last hurrah.”

      I flipped open the lid of the flask and took a drink that burned the whole way down. “I can tell you already, I know I’m going to regret this.”
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      Regret was not an adequate enough word for what I was going to be feeling tomorrow. The place was stuffed with money, high-class hookers, and more state-of-the-art lighting, music and booze than seemed possible to collect into one place. The latter of which was already turning my blood alcohol level to an unfamiliarly high percentage.

      Harrison or Steve—who the fuck cared, really?—slapped another shot down in front of me and thankfully sloshed half its contents onto the table. The other twin stared at me in fascination.

      “That’s really all there is to it?” he asked.

      I threw the shot back and gritted my teeth as it burned its way down. “That’s all there is to laundering money. Set up a business that could, in theory, make that amount of money, but doesn’t, run that amount of dirty money through, claim it on your taxes, and boom, clean money.”

      Rory was currently doing a self-created sword dance, complete with two pool sticks crossed on the dance floor to make four quadrants. Dude was dripping with sweat, but the band had mocked up some kind of fast Scottish tune and he wasn’t letting up.

      Lucas marveled at Rory while listening to us. “Zeddy, do you think it necessarily wise to teach the Weasleys the finer points of establishing a front and laundering money?”

      The twins waved their hands in unison. “We’re too drunk to remember, Lukey,” said the one I was almost sure was Steve

      “We’re just curious is all,” said Harrison-By-Default.

      Teo came back with poker chips and a devious glint in his eye.

      “Oh, fuck no, Theodore. I am not gambling.”

      Teo pouted. “For old time’s sake, fratu. You’re really good! Win me some money.” Like he needed it.

      The twins leaned in. “Zed’s a good poker player?” one of them asked.

      Teo glanced between the twins and Lucas. “Um, yeah. He hasn’t wiped your savings clean yet?”

      Lucas glared at me. “He said he has a problem, that it’s not safe for him to play. That’s the only reason he’s been excused from weekly poker night since the bastard moved here.”

      I sank into my seat. “I do have a problem, and it’s not safe. I beat everybody. Then they want to kill me.”

      Teo threw a pointer finger in my direction. “Fair point, but you’re not gambling with crooks whose finances are so precarious they’d rather slit your throat than pay up. So, I think the stakes are less extreme now.”

      I glanced among the tables, watched chips being tossed. Heard that clink of ceramic hitting ceramic, the snap of cards being shuffled and dealt. Shit, it was tempting. To just destroy a couple of arrogant pricks who were used to running a table. You always did risk pissing someone off. This was definitely a swanky place, though. Anybody who was here shouldn’t get too crazy if I cleaned them out.

      “All right, one game. Then I’m going home to do what I’d originally planned for this night—getting in my wife’s pants.”

      Rory stumbled over and fell into his chair, lifted his kilt to wipe his face and gave us all a show that burned my retinas.

      “Jesus, Maclean, a little warning,” I snapped.

      “Or just wear some bloody pants,” Lucas offered.

      “Get in her pants now, Zed.” Rory gasped, stole my water, and chugged it. “Because I’m telling you, when a baby comes, that’s the only coming that happens. At least for a while.”

      The thought of not having the kind of free and uninhibited, passionate, best-fucking-of-my-life sex with Nairne anymore sent a pang of sadness and anxiety shooting across my sternum.

      I sighed and decided a little distraction maybe wasn’t the worst thing after all. “Fine, let’s make some guys cry, clean the place out, and then I’m going home to enjoy my love life before it goes to shit.”

      Teo crowed in triumph, swept up the goods for the game, and went to a table.

      I followed, and nodded to the dealer. “This table’s open? If so, we’ll all buy in.”

      “Absolutely, sir.”

      I sat down. “Just one game though, all right?”

      Lucas grinned as he dropped next to me. “Famous last words, right there.”

      A dancer who smelled like a perfume frighteningly reminiscent of Nella wrapped her arm around my neck and whispered in my ear. “I’m telling you because you’re gorgeous and you’re fresh meat.” She licked her lips as her eyes flicked from me to a guy sitting at my two o’clock. “Just be careful. He wins big some nights, but when he loses it…” She pulled back and grimaced at me. “It isn’t pretty.”

      “Thanks.” I pressed a wad of cash in her hand and politely stood her up and away from me. Then I turned my attention to the table. Something about him did feel off. He looked familiar, too. I couldn’t get a clear read of his features, since he was wearing sunglasses with a hat pulled low on his forehead, and an expression that betrayed nothing. So, I chalked it up to drunkenness and adrenaline.

      Cards dealt. Nods exchanged. Everybody bought in, but after the flop, Rory and Teo folded.

      I was sitting pretty with two high clubs, and after the flop, another club that gave me a three-card run. I called because I’d always played it that way. No hints as to what I’d gained. Sunglasses and another guy to his right called, and the turn gave me another club that had me four in a row.

      Sunglasses bet an unholy amount of money, sliding a column of chips into place. “Raise.”

      The other guy threw down his cards. “Fold,” he grumbled. Harrison and Steve folded, too, scraped back their chairs and stood up.

      I could feel the guys behind me, their tension. It was a lot of money, but not that much money to me. When was the next time I’d bet this kind of cash? Probably never. It was a last hurrah. But I also wasn’t idiotic. I was only going to stay in if I had a decent chance of winning.

      I looked at the community cards and ran the permutations through my head. Two kings were out. He could have three kings, but not four, because I had the king of clubs. Possibly a full house then. If I got a straight flush from the river—the chances weren’t high, but they were possible—I’d beat him. If I got any club on the river, then I had a flush, and I’d win against three kings, though not a full house. My gut said he didn’t have that, though. Something in me said the dude had smelled money on me and was trying to hose the newbie.

      Big mistake. I slid my chips forward. “Call.”

      The guys did a good job of not giving anything away. I had a wall of them behind and they all stood, hands over mouths, arms folded. My face was impassive, after years of lying through my teeth, talking myself out of scrapes, and brokering deals with criminals. I had adrenaline that only came with this kind of risk, and it was intoxicating. I’d paid for the river, and then I was gonna pay to see what Sunglasses had, unless he folded, and I knew already he wasn’t going to.

      The dealer laid down the last card and I was a lucky bastard because I got the bottom club to complete my run, which to my advantage didn’t yell for attention the way an ace would have. Nine through king of clubs. I had a straight flush.

      Sunglasses lifted his cards discreetly like he actually needed a reminder of what he had. He snapped them down, and slid the entirety of his pot forward. “All in.”

      “Christ,” Lucas muttered. The dealer glared at him and Lucas lifted his hands in apology.

      “Call,” I said.

      Sunglasses smiled, the asshole. Laid down three kings, two high-off cards—ace, queen. Three kings only. Not a full house.

      I tossed down the straight flush and watched his face tighten behind his shades. When he pushed away from the table and stalked off, I finally connected his gruff voice and that arrogant gait.

      Officer Government Meathead. I’d just cleaned out none other than Logan Jameson.

      What was a high up government agent doing, gambling this kind of money away? The guys were all over me, alcohol was poured. Then I was dragged out of the place and into a limo for our next stop, and more distractions took over. But as the night went on, it nagged at my brain, that somehow this wasn’t the turn of events I’d wanted.
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      Zed was still out, as I’d expected. I’d been in on the plan and completely approved. My lab ladies, Ava and Lucy, had come over. We’d ordered carry-out, watched Goblet of Fire, and talked over it the whole time. They were both wicked smart and attractive, and I still thought they’d be good matches for the Wright twins, even if only for some fun rather than anything serious. I just had to figure out how to get everyone in one place.

      I saw them off, got myself into bed, and as it was with advanced pregnancy, lay there exhausted and unable to get comfortable or fall asleep.

      By the time the clock read three in the morning, Zed used the security pad, the bedroom unlocked, and he strolled in, looking a lot more sober than I’d expected. The bed dipped as he fell onto it and crawled over me.

      “Why did I go out again?” He kissed my neck, tasted my skin. “I could have been here, wrapped around you, inside you.”

      I slid my fingers through his hair and caught a whiff of liquor and cigars. “Because being out with your mates is fun, and you’re too well-behaved these days.”

      He laughed against my throat and kissed it again. I watched him tug off his clothes piece by piece, felt my breath quicken as he slid back the sheet, drifted his hand along the inside of my thigh. My head fell back against the pillow as he sank two fingers inside me and roughed my clit with his thumb.

      “I’m well-behaved?” His teeth sunk into my neck and I gasped.

      I gripped his cock and tugged. “Not in here, you aren’t.”

      “Fuck.” He groaned, rocking into my hand as his eyes wandered over my body. “You are so sexy. Full of my baby, these gorgeous tits, and this delicious ass.” He reached around, smacked my arse sharply then rubbed his hand soothingly over it as I leaned into his caress. “So beautiful, Nairne.”

      I sighed, and our lips and tongues collided in a fierce exchange. He plunged his tongue over and over and I moaned against his mouth, knowing that was exactly how he was going to drive into me soon.

      Deftly, he moved in behind me, leaned us against the headboard. Then, oh so slowly Zed cupped my arse, lifted me so I could guide him home, and filled me completely. We both sighed as he drew me back with him, rolling his hips. My legs fell open, on either side of his, and his hands enjoyed their free rein of my front, cupping and teasing my breasts. One hand slid down to rub my aching clit.

      I moaned, clasped his neck, and pushed my breast further into his grasp. His lips trailed hot, open mouthed kisses along my neck and shoulder, and I felt myself gasping for air as Zed’s cock stroked deep inside me.

      My eye caught the door that opened to the vacant nursery and panic shot through me. How much longer did we have, just us? This one-of-a-kind connection of our bodies and feelings? Would sex feel good after I’d had the baby? Would Zed be attracted to my changed body?

      His hand cracked against my arse. “Pay attention.”

      I groaned. “How’d you know?”

      He shook his head, rolled his hips with breathtaking patience. “I just do. I can feel when you’re far off.” I glanced back, saw his face scrunched in concentration. His hand continued its glorious tease of my clit and I felt myself climbing higher and higher. “I’d ask if I’m losing my touch, but I know I’m not. You’re worried about something.”

      I groaned again because he was an expert fuck even while he was questioning me. “Worried about the changes coming.”

      He kissed me, held my face to him. “What did you say? Nothing can keep us from each other, Nairne. We’ll figure it out. We’ll be all right.”

      Zed grew harder in me, and I knew we were both close as I began sliding my hips down onto his cock, meeting his every thrust.

      “Promise?” I panted. My nipples tightened and my core began to clench. My clit throbbed desperately as I approached my release and heard Zed’s breath grow ragged.

      “Promise,” he muttered against my skin. His hand took my face, turned it back to him so he could kiss me wildly. That grip holding my chin, his tongue plunging into every corner, sent an orgasm ripping through my body. Zed’s movement stilled as he came deep inside me, as we poured our cries into each other’s mouths.

      He kissed me sweetly as my orgasm faded. I didn’t know how long we lay there, connected. But gradually we detached only to entangle ourselves once again in each other’s arms, and drift into a dreamless, heavy sleep.
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      Sitting was uncomfortable. Standing was uncomfortable. Existing while the baby kicked my ribs and made anything more than two ounces of food or drink at a time impossible, was uncomfortable.

      Adam sat back in his seat and scrubbed his face. He glanced at me from his computer. “Care for a walk? I’m zoning out.”

      Harvey was nowhere to be seen, but Adam and I had gone places without him before. “Sure.”

      “I have to use the loo first,” he said. “Meet you outside?”

      I nodded, and spent the next few minutes throwing on my spring jacket. I met him outside the doors, and we walked over to the vast green space across the road, slowly for my sake. I used my arm crutches and enjoyed the relief walking gave my sore arse and hips. Children played chase, and caregivers chatted over tea. Professional-types walked to and from, basking in the early spring sun.

      I paused to answer a message from Zed, lest I earn his ire. His worry increased incrementally with my pregnancy, and not answering a text was a capital offense at this point.

      Adam patted his pockets. “Bollocks, I forgot my mobile in the lab. Went to the loo and never snatched it.”

      I glanced up. “Do you want to go back? I know Maggie’s due soon. You don’t want to be out of touch.”

      He bit his lip. “I mean, she still has a month or so. And I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      He didn’t know Tom was nearby, watching. “I’ll be fine, really. Go on.”

      Debating, he glanced between me and the lab. “Honestly, it’s fine. We won’t be longer than ten, will we?”

      “Goodness, no, but truly, go on—”

      “No, let’s walk already.”

      “All right, suit yourself.” I shrugged, pocketed my mobile and gripped my crutch tighter.

      “How’s married life?” he asked.

      I grinned. “Come to throw it in my face, have you?”

      That made him laugh. “Not in the least. I’m happy for you, that’s all.”

      “The wedding was surprisingly pleasant. All this family I hadn’t known. Zed’s relatives. Mild weather. And I don’t feel any different. Except I’ve got his name hyphenated onto mine, which I rather like more than I thought I would.”

      Adam smiled. “It’s funny that, how not-different you feel. But Maggie and I’ve just made our life together, slowly, so it seems right that it was gradual. Now I look at it, I see how much we’ve changed since settling here and marrying.”

      “Where is your family, both of you?”

      “As I told you, I don’t speak with mine.” He scooped up a ball and tossed it back to the flock of children that had lost it. “Maggie was orphaned. We’re sort of all each other has. Makes you close.” He stared off as the wind caught his hair and something about its wavy texture reminded me of Zed.

      “Do you miss them? Even though they’re wretched?”

      Adam glanced over at me, then away again. “As a boy, I loved my older brothers. Looked up to them.” He stared at his feet while he walked. “You’ll probably think terribly of me after this…”

      “I doubt it. I’m married to a man with a pretty complicated history with criminality, and I’m no saint myself.” I swallowed thickly, remembering the sound my knife made as it hit Alexandre’s trachea. A shudder shot through me. “You’re safe with me.”

      Adam nodded, eyes still trained on his feet. “As I’ve said, they’re IRA. And I was expected to follow in their footsteps…”

      The notion conjured Zed for me. I remembered the story of his induction into the family business. How he said he’d panicked as he pledged his fidelity, knowing he didn’t want to do it, but seeing no way other than to step in his father’s place and trust he could eventually subvert the mafia’s worst agendas.

      “For a time,” Adam continued, “I thought I could still be in the family without condoning what they did. But one night, I went with them down to the docks, and this boat…” He shook his head. “A hundred near-starved, brutalized girls.”

      I gasped. “Sex trafficking?”

      “I turned, ran around the corner, and retched my dinner right up. When I came back, I knew I had to leave, that I couldn’t do this.” He sighed as he ran a hand through his hair. “Then I saw her. Maggie.” A smile lit his whole face. “These curls, so fair they looked white in the starlight. And her eyes were bluer than the sea. I loved her, right then, and I was all of fifteen.”

      He bent and ripped a dandelion from the grass, then shot it into the wind. “I stole her away that night, took my meager savings, bartered my way onto a boat to England, took any odd job I could. Then I got into university here and secured an undergraduate work internship. From there, we’ve cobbled together our savings and made our way.”

      His similarities to Zed, and even me, were astonishing. And perhaps they biased me toward him, but I felt sure in that moment, it wasn’t Adam who’d done this. There was something infinitely more complex going on, and a hard-working, kind young man who’d saved a sex slave and worked to give them a life from absolutely nothing was not looking to bioterrorize Europe. It just didn’t add up.

      “She’s lucky to have found you, Adam. You saved her life.”

      He smiled at me and shook his head. “Quite the opposite. Maggie re-ordered my world. I saw her, I wanted her, and everything else—the possibility of staying with my family, tolerating their evil—evaporated.” He squinted at the sun. “No, if anyone was saved that day, it was me.”

      We finished our loop around the green and approached the road to cross back to the lab. “Do you ever wish you could do something to change your family, and have them in your life?”

      Slowly, we crossed the road. “No. If I saw them again, I’d turn my back on them. They’re vile and unrepentant. They’re dead to me.”

      Jameson said Adam was undercover for them. But I knew a man who held a bone-deep antipathy for his own flesh and blood precisely because they were just like Adam’s family. I was married to him. And I heard the same ringing conviction in Adam’s voice. If and when my time for testimony came, I planned to say exactly that. If they had some hard evidence against Adam I didn’t know, fine. All I could do was report what I’d seen and heard of him, none of which incriminated him, whether Jameson liked it or not.

      When we got back into the lab, I sipped seltzer with a straw and finished an inventory order while Adam wrapped up a monthly report. The lab had emptied for lunch, and I had my earphones on. I was tired, and a little punk rock was needed to keep me awake.

      I caught peripheral motion out of the corner of my eye, glanced up from my screen to Adam.

      “Nairne?” he mouthed.

      I ripped off my earphones. “Hmm?”

      His face was ashen, and I turned to see what he was staring at. Jameson and another man who was not my lab security. Why wasn’t Harvey here still?

      “Adam Murphy?” Jameson said, like the bastard didn’t know him.

      Adam swallowed, glanced between the two of them. “That’s me, yes.”

      Jameson threw open his badge and ignored me. “We’d like to take you in for some questions.”

      Adam blanched further. “What for?”

      The other officer stepped forward, yanked Adam upright, and sent his stool skittering away. “We’ll discuss it at headquarters. Come this way, or I can use force to detain you for resisting arrest.”

      “Arrest?” I stared between Jameson and the other officer. Jameson glared down at me. Then he threw open the door as the officer dragged Adam out.

      “Nairne, call Maggie. Tell her I’ll be all right!”

      Tears flooded my eyes. Had Jameson found something I didn’t know? Had Harvey? I couldn’t wrap my head around Adam’s guilt.

      “I will, Adam, I promise!” I called.

      Tom came barreling in, squatted down. “You’re okay?” His hands took my shoulders. “Nairne, breathe. You’re hyperventilating.”

      “They took him, they…they…took him.”

      Tom’s jaw clenched. “Let’s get you home. Then we’ll talk.”

      “No. I have to…” I searched madly for Adam’s phone, smacking papers aside, completely careless with work that I was normally fastidious about. I found his mobile buried under his lunch bag and tried to find Maggie’s number in his phone. My hands shook so badly, I dropped it twice on the floor. The first time I bent to pick it up, Tom cursed when I nearly toppled forward. After the second time, he scooped it up for me and pressed the buttons I told him to.

      “Hello?” Her voice was soft, tinged with an accent I couldn’t place.

      I exhaled shakily. “Maggie, this is Nairne MacGregor, I’m a coworker of Adam’s—”

      “Is he all right?” Her inhale was loud and ragged over the phone.

      “Yes, Maggie, but he’s been arrested for something I don’t believe he’s done. I’m going to do everything I can to help him. Sit tight and I’ll be in touch, I promise.”

      I went back and forth with her, trying to reassure her, and promising I’d call as soon as I got word. As I rang off, Harvey came bounding in, looking wildly around. “It just happened, an hour ago. Massive breach on a slew of biolab servers.”

      My stomach dropped. “That’s why they took him?”

      “Bastard did it in real time, too. Patched his way in, did a massive download, and sent it encrypted right off to three other host networks. We’re still trying to trace the recipients.”

      “But it happened here? In this office?”

      He shook his head. “Remote hack. The man’s insanely good, but he’s got bollocks the size of Big Ben. The amount of data he took…  It’s mind-blowing.”

      “Wait, so you’re saying you think it’s Adam then?”

      Harvey frowned. “I mean, he left for the loo right as it happened, didn’t he? That’s what came over the feed. Presumably, he slipped into the lavatory, used his phone and some kind of software device.”

      An idea blossomed in my mind. “When did you say this happened?”

      A long pause. Harvey scratched his chin. “Not an hour ago.”

      “Adam and I were actually walking outside by then.” Adrenaline flooded my system. “He’d left his mobile, and unless, when they search him now, he has anything on his person, it can’t be him. I can account for every moment from that walk until they arrested him.”

      Harvey blanched. “I should take you with me, set this straight.”

      I was about to agree with him when a band of unfamiliar pain radiated low in my back, unlike any of the discomfort I’d known before. In that region of my body, I thought I’d felt it all.

      I cleared my throat. “Sure. Let me just pack up my things.”

      Tom stared at me curiously. “Quite all right there?”

      He had a wife. Two grown children. He knew exactly what he was looking at, and what I was in total denial about.

      “Fine, thanks.” I sat tall and rolled back my shoulders. “A little ache in my back, nothing new.”

      He frowned at me, fingers on his mobile, like he was about to call Zed and tattle on me. I turned my attention to my computer, logged out. Focused on getting out of the building and noting how the discomfort spaced out in frequency as we drove to headquarters.

      I couldn’t be in labor, not yet. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready one bit.
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      The pain in my back occurred at a steady pace but was far apart. So, I ignored it as I sat across the table and stared at a woman in a severe suit with an even more severe expression. Her blue eyes shot left-right at an alarming pace as she read through my file and the testimony I’d written.

      “Where did you say you were?”

      “Russel Square Gardens,” I answered.

      She nodded toward someone who slipped out of the room. “Your testimony and alibi for Murphy checks out. Once we confirm video and finish screening your mobile device, you’ll both be free to go.”

      “Both?” I asked. Was I under suspicion? Another pain shot around my tailbone and I bit my cheek.

      “Mm-hmm.” She flipped the file shut. “Can’t be too careful.”

      I sat there, uncomfortable in every sense of the word. A thorough check of Adam’s person had revealed what I hoped—he’d had nothing on him, no way to complete the hack.

      The fellow officer reentered the room and whispered in her ear. She glanced at me and nodded.

      “You’re free to go, Ms. MacGregor.”

      “And Mr. Murphy?”

      She smiled as she stood. “Him, too. Which is good for you two. And hard on me.” She tugged the door open. “Back to the drawing board.”
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      The pain didn’t leave, and once home, I quickly realized I had to do something or I was going to lose my mind. I chopped vegetables madly, cubed chicken, rolled out dough. Tom stood outside on a call.

      Then the backdoor opened and shut, and Zed entered ahead of Tom. Tom punched in the alarm code to reactivate it, and Zed wrapped me in his arms and hugged me fiercely, kissing my hair. When he pulled away, I searched his features for concern rather than relief but saw none, meaning Tom had kept his observations of my discomfort to himself, like a good man. And thankfully, I hadn’t felt that uncomfortable tug of pain in nearly ten minutes, so I had hope my early labor was dwindling to a false alarm.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “It was just some questions, Zed. I’m all right.”

      Zed eyed me critically. “You look shaken up.”

      I shrugged. “It was a bit of a day. But I’m incredibly glad Adam’s been exonerated.”

      Tom spun his mobile on the counter. “I don’t understand why Logan went after the boy so hard to begin with. It doesn’t feel right. I just got off the phone with Sawyer.”

      “Who?” I asked. “Oh, the woman who questioned me?”

      “Exactly so,” Tom said. “I told her I think she needs to do some digging in her own backyard.”

      Zed kissed my temple then went to empty his pockets and tug off his jacket. “What, look into Jameson’s motives for going after Adam? You think there’s something off behind that?”

      Tom nodded. “The boy’s profile was weak at best for this. So he’s related to a few radicals, what of it? He’s been estranged from them for over a decade, has no criminal record, no extremist ties. No history of suspicious meetings, calls, transactions. I’ll grant Logan the boy’s highly frameable. But why would he frame Murphy? What’s in it for him?”

      “Like you, I can see the suspicion,” I said. “But you’re right, Jameson’s been heavy-handed with it this whole time. I just assumed that’s because he had intel I naturally wasn’t privy to. But you’re saying Director Sawyer confirmed there’s no such thing—”

      “Which has her irate,” Tom said. “She says Logan’s been telling her that this boy’s just expert at deep undercover, but his character is clearly in question.”

      “Which he was counting on me for,” I said. “And when I wasn’t delivering, that’s why he got angry.”

      “So why does Officer Meathead need Adam to be guilty?” Zed sat at the island and nabbed a raw carrot I’d chopped. “Did he need a big win or something? His career in a bad spot?”

      Tom shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      Zed drummed his fingers on the table. “What about money? Does he get a nice bonus if he nails a guy on a big operation like this?”

      “Why do you ask?” Tom asked.

      “Because unless he’s loaded, he might be strapped for cash. I cleaned him out pretty good last week.”

      Tom froze. “What did you say?”

      Zed glanced between us as he crunched his carrot. “He was at one of the stupidly expensive places the guys took me to. We drank way too much, my brother roped me into a high-stakes poker match, and I wiped the table with Jameson. Granted, I didn’t know it was him until the end, but he went all in and lost…” Zed swallowed his carrot and thought about it. “Easily thirty grand.”

      “Christ,” I muttered. “Since when do you gamble like that?” I lobbed another carrot at him, which he caught and popped into his mouth.

      “Since early days in Boston. I don’t do it anymore, because it almost got me drawn and quartered a couple times. Stingy mafiosos do not like losing Texas Hold ‘Em to a twenty-one-year-old who can do game theory in his head.”

      Tom leaned his hands on the counter. “Logan was a gambler back in basic, too. Always tried roping people into a game. Say he’s in debt, and somehow framing Adam is financially rewarding.”

      I scraped the remaining vegetables into the pan, stirring as they hissed and steamed along with the chicken. To be a true Scottish pie, it should have been ground gamey meat, but Zed had to watch his fat intake during the season, so chicken it was.

      “Right, then. How does it pay to frame an innocent man?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t,” said Tom. “But it keeps the suspicion off Logan, if he’s the one selling research intelligence to bioterrorists…”

      I glanced up. “But Harvey said it was an incredibly advanced hack. Jameson would need to be capable of that.”

      Tom scrubbed his face. “Bloody hell, how have I been so thick! Logan’s got the disposition of a boar, but he’s no idiot. He did IT on our operations. It’s his specialty, led him to counterintelligence. He hacked hackers, ripped back intelligence, and crucified them. That’s how he caught his big break, climbed his way up so young. He could do it, easily.”

      Zed frowned. “So, you’re saying—”

      “It’s very possible Logan did this,” Tom said. “He’s hard up for money. Down on his luck. Selling research intelligence to bioterrorists is worth millions. The only way to cover his actions is if he planned to use this investigation to target someone else. Framing Murphy would at least keep the heat off of him and give the government what they needed to close the case.”

      Zed’s jaw was set. “And Nairne just blew that for him, having Adam’s alibi.”

      I swallowed. “Well, it’s not like they’re bearing down on him. I didn’t point the finger at him and charge him guilty.”

      Tom sighed. “No, but I did. I just told Sawyer on the phone to go looking into Jameson’s stuff. It won’t be hard to at least suspect him once she gets a whiff of his finances. Then pokes around, tracking his correspondence and any discrepancies in his reported whereabouts and activity.”

      Tom glanced at the door. “I’ve got to call Sawyer back.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Demand she send a few blokes down here for extra security. For now, we sit tight and thank Mr. Salvatore for his end-times-withstanding security measures he had installed in this place.”

      Zed ran both hands through his hair. “I’d still prefer a firearm right now. If you’ve got a spare, I won’t say no to it.”

      Tom grimaced. “Wish I did. I’m surprised you don’t have one.”

      Zed shook his head. “Like a fucking idiot, I told myself those days were over. That I’d never touch one again.”

      Anxiety pinched my throat. “So, we just wait here.”

      “Precisely,” said Tom.

      “Bloody hell.” I busied myself. I set the rolled dough into the pie dish. Poured the sautéed veg and chicken into the lined pie dish, then the gravy, and finally draped the other pastry around the top.

      Tom was on his phone, Zed too, ensuring nobody came by the place. When calls weren’t being placed, we sat there in silence, the clock ticking, until I pulled out a browned pie, cut and served it piping hot. Then more silence as we ate nervously. Well, I tried to at least. I felt queasy as a dull pain radiated low again, this time in my belly. Damn it, they were back. Another one shot around my back and I had to bite my cheek like earlier.

      Zed frowned and looked about to ask me if I was all right when the front door sensor went off. Tom sprinted to the screen, swore under his breath. “It’s him.”

      Zed shot up, glanced at the door, then to me. “Go up to the third floor, and set the security.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. He expected me to leave him alone? “No, I’m staying with you.”

      He leaned over the table and grasped my arm. “The hell you are. Get upstairs. We’ll deal with him.”

      “What if he’s violent?” I hissed.

      Zed’s eyes widened. “That would be why I’m telling you to get the fuck upstairs. You’re my wife. My pregnant wife. I’ll be fine. You, not so much. Now get your ass in that elevator, fragolina, or I’ll put it there.”

      Tom backtracked into the kitchen. “Your lights are off in front, he could assume you’re not home.” He dimmed our kitchen lights. “Let’s see if he leaves.”

      A dull thud against the front door jarred our attention. Zed let go of my arm. “Why the hell aren’t Sawyer’s guys here yet?”

      Tom sighed. “They were due within the hour, she said.”

      “Goddammit, why don’t I have a gun?” Zed scrubbed his face. “Nairne get in the fucking elevator, please.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Zed. I—”

      There was really nothing more unsettling than watching a door open that shouldn’t. How the bolt snapped back, and the handle turned. Apparently, Logan Jameson was as good at hacking as Tom said. He’d MacGyvered his way through our highly complex security system software.

      Zed slapped the lights off in the kitchen and bathed the room in darkness. His body slipped in front of mine, silent and stealthy. Then he tugged my arms, knowing it would make my legs buckle. I grabbed his waist, and sank to the floor, remarkably quiet. Now I was hidden by the kitchen island and maddeningly blind to what was going on. I caught the shadow of Tom pulling his gun from his holster before he stepped toward the hallway and out of my sight.

      From the front of the house, it was straight through the foyer into one entrance of the kitchen. Jameson’s footsteps were slow and quiet as they advanced that way. Until they stopped. I heard his gun cock and felt my blood run cold.

      “You’re either a lucky bastard, or you’re damn good at cards.” Jameson’s voice had a dangerous edge to it.

      “Drop the gun, Logan,” said Tom in a clipped voice.

      Were they in a standoff? Was Jameson’s gun trained on Zed? Tears welled in my eyes and I tried to breathe silently, tucked against Zed’s legs. He stood perfectly still.

      “Haven’t played in years,” Zed said evenly. “I got lucky. That money doesn’t mean anything to me. If you want it, I’ll transfer it to you.”

      Jameson laughed. “Kind of you to offer, but I’ve better deals coming, years in the making. Government just doesn’t pay what they should. Decades of my life, slaving away for them, and the compensation’s paltry. You nearly die in the field, your marriage goes to waste, all because you’re breaking your bollocks for the fucking ‘good of god and country’ and what does it get you?”

      Sounds of movement made me tense. He was bloody off his trolley rambling about unfair pay, justifying traitorous behavior, and blaming his divorce on his job. I’d always been uneasy around Jameson, but now I was petrified of him. Because when someone was deranged, there was no reasoning with them. And when there was no reasoning with someone, their irrationality made them totally unpredictable. Here the three of us were, but for Tom and his gun, cornered by Jameson’s insanity.

      “So, I asked myself,” he continued, “why should I be so faithful to my country, when it ruined my life? All this lucrative information right at my fingertips, and a one-time drop of it would set me for life.”

      Jameson sniffed and Zed’s body tensed against me. “Your wife was supposed to have made it much easier. Then your little show over cards cleaned me out enough that I had to move up my timetable to get paid. And I was pretty confident, even with needing to expedite the deal, I was in the clear. Until Evans here placed that call and got Sawyer sniffing my trail. Tidy little trio you make. You should go into counterintelligence.” I heard his steps shift. Tom’s, too.

      “Logan,” Tom said, “I don’t want to blow your brains out, but I will. Lower your weapon.”

      A wave of pain radiated from my back to my stomach, and I had to bite my hand to stifle a groan. My heart was pounding. Zed or Tom was at gunpoint. I might be going into labor, and I felt like I was going to be sick with terror.

      Jameson laughed, and I heard his body shift again. Zed’s legs tensed. Who was the gun on now?

      “I’m going to kill you first, then him, then her.” A heavy pause. “Yes, I know she’s here. Hiding, aren’t you, sweetheart? Don’t worry. We’ll have a little fun before I blow your brains out, too.”

      Zed’s legs ripped from my grasp, and there was a crash of bodies colliding. I heard the war for dominance over the gun, until it fired, and I screamed. I scrambled onto all fours, crawled around the corner of the island and gasped in relief to see, as far as I could tell, that the gun hadn’t struck Zed or Tom. Zed smashed Jameson against the island and knocked the gun loose from his grip. Tom slapped it away and swung at Jameson, sending him careening to the floor. His head lolled to the side.

      Zed spun and kneeled down to me, panting. “Are you okay?”

      Tom threw open his phone. “Calling authorities now.”

      I kissed Zed’s face, smelled his hair, pulled him to me, so blissfully grateful he was all right. Then I felt another radiating pain shoot around my back and stomach.

      “Nairne?”

      I hissed and let go of Zed, feeling like I needed to rock on all fours as the pain continued. Zed’s hand rested low on my back and froze. “What’s wrong?”

      “Yes, this is Tom Evans, PI. I have detained Officer Logan Jameson. He’s—”

      Another shot rang in the air. Zed flew off me and lunged back toward Jameson, smacked a second gun out of his grip that Jameson must have kept hidden on his person. I watched the violence in Zed’s features as he slammed his fist into Jameson’s face. His nose crunched and blood spurted, sprayed onto Zed’s face and clothes. He raised his hand again and gave him a blow to the temple.

      Satisfied Zed was safe, I glanced toward Tom just to see him fall forward onto the counter.

      “Tom?”

      His eyes met mine, unfocused, before they rolled back in his head, and he fell to the ground.
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      Tom was critical but stable. Nairne had been in early labor. Her OB, Dr. Anders, blamed it on the stress of the situation, landing me with a highly disapproving glare as if I’d been the one courting disaster. Not that Nairne had been looking for it, but I’d really had to bite my tongue so as not to explain that I was not the adventuring, thrill-seeking one of this duo. Not anymore, at least—I’d gladly left that behind in Boston.

      They gave her some IV meds to quiet the contractions, then let her go after a few hours of no new blips on the little monitor.

      “It’s all my fault, Zed.” Nairne cried in my arms. I held her tightly against me in bed, rubbing my hand methodically up and down her side.

      “Fragolina, it’s not. It’s not your fault. You did the right thing, Nairne. And Tom did his job. Bravely, and expertly.”

      She let out a jagged exhale. “He has to pull through, Zed, or I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “Hush, I know,” I muttered against her temple. I kissed her softly and squeezed her. “Doctors said it looked good for him. He made it through surgery successfully. He’s a fit guy. Eats like a rabbit, like you.”

      Nairne laughed between her tears. “I hope so. God, I hope so.”

      She sighed, and soon I felt her body heavy with sleep. Knowing she was finally resting, I scooched us down, so she was cradled in the crook of my arm, flat against the pillows. Her full belly pressed against my side and I ran my hand over the smooth skin, feeling our baby boy do his usual nighttime summersaults that had been waking her up so often. The baby and her usual night spasms made her even more exhausted than normal.

      I kissed her lips. “I love you,” I whispered.

      I didn’t say it enough. Didn’t tell her often enough. When that asshole had walked in, trained his gun at me, I’d felt her delicate body hidden behind me as I stood, defenseless. And I felt the full weight of her vulnerability, of my helplessness to ensure her safety.

      All he had to do was knock a bullet between my eyes and she would have been his for the torturing. I’d let my guard down, gone soft and stupid, and she could have been raped and murdered. Brutalized by him.

      How narrowly we’d escaped that today was nothing short of traumatic. The walls I’d raised around my feelings started to crumble, and I fought it as best I could. If I fixated too long on what was almost irrevocably taken from me, I didn’t trust myself not to lose it while I held her.

      The last time I’d felt anything close to this, Teo and I had been little, six and eleven, respectively. We’d ridden our bikes and were playing down by the Charles River, jumping off overlooks down to the water below, daring each other to try further distances and stupid moves. We got to an overlook near the Hatch Shell and I’d swung my legs over, dropped, and landed square on my ass into shallow water with a hard rock beneath it.

      I was older than him. Five fucking years older, I should have known better than to let him try such a leap, and follow me, but I did, and he fell awkwardly, slamming his head into the side of the rock just where I’d landed, and knocked himself out. I’d sprung up so fast out of the water, scrambled madly to get to him, and slipped as I did. When I fell, I landed hard on my shoulder, feeling a white-hot pain rip across my collarbone. I’d ignored it though, as I hurtled myself toward Teo, threw him over my shoulder, and awkwardly biked us back to the house.

      Dad had been furious, ripping Teo out of my arms and immediately assessing him as I’d stood there staring in shock. He’d cursed me out so bad, a string of Italian oaths so colorful I would have laughed if I hadn’t been worried that I’d killed my baby brother over some stupid daredevilry. After his initial pass through, Dad had been satisfied Teo would be all right, but he’d insisted on taking him over to the hospital for some scans and imaging to make sure everything was okay.

      All afternoon, I’d walked around like a lost puppy, fighting the burning pain that started in my heart and radiated out to my shoulder where I’d fallen. I refused to let myself feel it though, going so far as to step out through the mudroom and start chopping more wood from the pile, reveling in the torturous pain that ripped through me with every swing.

      “Zedekiah?”

      Mom was the only one who was allowed to call me that. I liked her calling me that. Until Nairne, of course. I’d grunted in acknowledgement, not stopping my self-flagellation as I hoisted the axe over my head repeatedly.

      “Dearest, stop. You’re hurt.”

      I’d shook my head as tears burned behind my eyes. “No, I’m not,” I grumbled.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Zed. Don’t punish yourself.” She slowly approached me until I had to pause my penance because I might accidentally hit her with wood shards or the axe itself.

      “It’s all right to cry.” She’d reached for me and rested her hand ever so gently right over my collarbone, which I knew without a doubt I’d cracked on my fall. Ghosting her fingers back and forth over the spot, she’d seared me with her eyes, mirrors of mine. “Let it go, sweetheart. Let yourself feel. There are times in every person’s life where we have to fall apart. You can’t fight it. If you let yourself come apart, then you can put yourself back together and heal. But if you never do, you’ll never grow to become someone stronger than the pain you’ve faced.”

      Nairne’s fingers slid across my chest and, as they so often did in sleep, her hand clasped soundly over the very same place my mother had touched and healed so many years ago. Feeling my son move energetically between us, letting my eyes wander Nairne’s peaceful body as she breathed slow and steady, I did as Mom said, and let myself finally fall apart.
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      Baby cribs were the devil. I slammed my hand into a slat that wouldn’t quite slip into place and barely resisted taking a hammer to the whole thing. You could say we’d left nursery preparation to the last minute. But between us—pragmatists though we were—Nairne and I came from some of the most superstitious backgrounds you could name. You didn’t prepare for a baby and risk jinxing its well-being. So, here we were. Not far out from thirty-six-and-a-half weeks pregnant, with a nursery in shambles.

      Nairne laughed from her spot on the floor, where she leaned against the wall, flipping through instructions. “How can two over-average intelligent people be so completely incapable of assembling a cot?”

      I lay on my back and tugged a wrench hard to secure a bolt in the next slat. “Speak for yourself. I’m not the genius in this place.”

      She was watching me. I could always feel it. My biceps flexed, along with every other tendon and muscle in my arms, as I compulsively tightened the bolts, and I had a hunch she was enjoying the gun show. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her biting her lip and grinning.

      “Pregnancy brain is a real thing,” she said. “I took an IQ test yesterday just out of curiosity, and I’m definitively less intelligent than I was before him.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I asked around the screwdriver wedged between my teeth. “What are you now? A mere one-forty?”

      She snorted, shifted to get comfortable, and pushed against where his foot tended to stick beneath her ribcage. “Close. I’m down to one-thirty now.” She grimaced, patted her round belly, stared down at what now looked like a beach ball hiding beneath one of my old Harvard shirts. She wore it both for comfort and for cost savings, saying maternity clothes were “ridiculous, not to mention hideous for the most part, and exorbitantly overpriced.”

      She’d worn everything of her own up until the point that she couldn’t tug her clothes down over her tummy. Then she’d caved, bought enough office-attire tops and slacks for the lab, and otherwise settled on raiding my drawer for shirts and sweats.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Down to one-thirty,” I muttered. When I noticed her expression, I paused the assembly process and nodded her way. “All right there?”

      Her eyes were locked on where my shirt had ridden up and left my abs exposed.

      “Fine.” She smiled. “Just admiring the view.”

      I smirked, turning back to the task at hand. “Well, we aim to please, Mrs. MacGregor-Salvatore.”

      Nairne crawled my way, then dropped down and stretched next to me, breathing heavily.

      I smiled at her, turning to tuck a stray hair behind her ear. She nestled into the crook of my arm and sighed. Then her hand drifted down my stomach, under my jeans. She stroked my cock and a groan left me.

      “Nairne.”

      She glanced up at me. “Hmm?”

      “I haven’t finished the crib.”

      Her lips were warm against my neck. “Finish it later.”

      I turned my head and kissed her hard. “You wanted to get all this done today. If we start now, that is not going to happen.”

      She kept kissing my lips, working my cock, until I was panting into her mouth while I rocked into her grasp. “Then I propose we adjourn for the day, Mr. Salvatore,” she whispered.

      I’d been a lot gentler with Nairne throughout her pregnancy, more than she preferred. Her joints were loose, her body was more vulnerable. I just couldn’t be rough with her how she liked. But sometimes, I was still frantic, because she ignited a need inside me that burned like wildfire.

      I ripped off my shirt, shucked my jeans. Tugged down her leggings and slipped off the Harvard shirt. Milky skin. Full breasts and dark nipples. A thatch of auburn I kissed as I breathed her in. Her hands fisted my hair when I tasted her.

      She gasped. “Christ Jesus.”

      “Zed. Always Zed.” I swirled my tongue around her clit, as my fingers slid inside her and rubbed her g-spot.

      She laughed but it turned to a moan. She was soaking wet, warm and sweet. I slowed down, because she came fast since pregnancy and I wanted to do this forever.

      “Zed, wait.” Her fingers tightened in my hair.

      I tipped my head so I could see around her taut belly. “Mm?”

      “I want to taste you, too.”

      I glanced down at my hand. My thumb teasing her swollen clit, fingers gently coaxing her inside. “I’m not even close to being done here.”

      She shook her head. “I’m aware of that. Get over here.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time we’d sixty-nined. I’d just been so focused on making her feel good as she got farther along. Being tender, worshipping her. Advanced pregnancy was gorgeous on Nairne, but she looked exhausted, too. She needed a loving touch, not my cock down her throat. Apparently Nairne had other ideas, though.

      “I’m dying for you, Zed. Please.”

      I groaned, crawled up her body and kissed her, our tongues warm and tangled. Until she spanked my ass, hard. I pulled away, eyes narrowed at her. “Are you rushing me, innamorata?”

      She grinned. “Perhaps. Now get on with it.”

      I kissed her once more as she kneaded my ass with her hands and I fought the impulse to easily slip inside her, lift her hips, and take her. Instead, I rotated to position us, gently helping her turn on her side. Nairne set her head on my thigh and pumped my cock. I moaned, pulled her leg over my shoulder and licked her, clit to seam.

      “Oh,” she gasped.

      I was about to say something snarky, but she pulled me into her mouth, hot and deep. I felt her throat as she hummed around me and it sent me spiraling. Tasting her like she was my last meal, I speared her with my tongue, teased her clit with my fingers. It was bliss, feeling her suck me expertly, tugging my balls, as she tilted her hips and began tightening around my fingers.

      Her orgasm was long and beautiful. I felt her pulse against my lips and hand, heard her quiet cries around my cock.

      Those sounds, the sweet taste of her, sent sparks up my legs, need throbbing from the base of my spine to my cock. “Nairne, let off. I’m gonna come.”

      Her head shook as she held me in her mouth.

      I couldn’t pull out now, even if I wanted. “Fuck.” I poured into her, thrusting into her, completely undone. We both fell onto our backs, panting for air as long minutes went by.

      When I could see straight and move my legs, I turned upright to face her and pulled her toward me.

      “Roll this way, baby beluga. You’re not supposed to be on your back long.”

      Nairne thwacked me hard in the stomach, and sent a surprised oof whistling out of me. She worked her way up to sitting and grinned. “You should know better by now than to expect I’d take that lying down.”

      I laughed as I stood and swept her into my arms like my bride, which she’d always be, and kicked open the door to our room. “You’re all baby and you know it. As un-whale-like as they come.” I glanced at her full belly as we entered the bathroom. “What do you think we have, at least another week?”

      “Another two weeks at least, I’d say.” She sighed, rested her head on my shoulder.

      I gestured toward the large soaker tub calling our names. “Bath?”

      “Yes, please.” She lifted her head and met my eyes. “But only if you’ll join me.”

      “Like you even have to ask.” I pressed the door closed behind us, shutting the outside world away, leaving us in a haven of peace and ease. Finally.
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      I slid into bed, working the pillow I always used between my knees, and adjusted my legs so they were comfortable.

      “Really, Nairne, you can’t sleep somewhere else?” Elodie mumbled. Her eyes were still shut but a grin gave her away.

      I shoved her shoulder, and we both burst into quiet laughter. She was in my bed, because Zed was in Germany for a Champion’s League away leg, to his utter chagrin. I’d made him go, telling him he couldn’t blow Arsenal’s chances. He’d conceded, provided Elodie came and stayed with me. I’d told him he was absurd, and he’d told me I was lucky he was leaving at all.

      I was only thirty-eight weeks, and no labor pains in sight. I thought it was all a bit overblown, but with Zed gone and Elodie here, it was the perfect occasion to bed share for old time’s sake. When traveling for our team back in the day, Elodie and I had always had to share rooms and often beds. To cut corners, the league frequently put as many players in one room as possible.

      “And you’re such a noisy sleeper.” She sighed.

      “I sleep like the dead and make no trouble, while you snore like a freight train. It’s that aristocratic nose of yours.” I bopped it, and she gasped as her eyes flew open.

      “You know I’m insecure about my nose, you wench! Oooh, I should tickle you till you piss yourself.”

      It was my turn to gasp. “That was once, Elodie, and it’s only because there’s was a bloody wait line to use the lavvy!”

      Elodie grinned smugly. “Excuses, excuses.”

      I shifted again. “You shouldn’t even be here. This whole premise is ridiculous. I can pass two days and nights alone, even though with Marc on duty, I’m never actually alone.”

      She moved to her side, tucked her hands under her cheek and faced me. “I think it’s romantic how concerned Zed is for you.” She shook her head, and exhaled heavily. “If you went into labor, you’d have someone to take you to the hospital. But if it were just Marc, it wouldn’t be very comforting. Zed’s just trying to make sure you feel safe while he’s gone—physically and emotionally.”

      I tugged a corkscrew curl of hers. “You’re right, as usual. Doesn’t mean I like it.”

      She laughed. “I still pinch myself sometimes that you’re married. I thought you’d die an old crotchety maid, for all your talk of marriage to your work, and no relationship being worth it. And here you are, glowing with pregnancy, and married to your perfect match.”

      Words evaded me but Elodie understood my feelings, as her sapphire eyes scanned my face. “Life is a funny thing, Nairne. I am proud of you, my friend, for finding such a beautiful path. You are happy, and healthy, challenged yet satisfied. You’ve done well by yourself. Your maman would be proud, I think. And that dashing man you call Da clearly believes you hang the moon.”

      “El, stop calling my da dashing, would you?” I shuddered involuntarily. “It makes my stomach sour.”

      She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Nairne, but he is horribly handsome. And this coming from the woman who called her father-in-law a silver fox the first time she met him.”

      I shoved her. “I was delirious with narcotics!”

      Elodie giggled and shoved me back. It meant more than I could say that nothing had changed for us between my life before and after injury. She still pushed me in every sense of the word, ribbed me relentlessly, and let nothing by. She loved and saw me. The person, as Gianno had said in Genoa, whose life was so much more than the function of her body.

      We both yawned and I began to feel my eyelids droop.

      “Goodnight, Nairne. Get lots of beauty rest….you certainly need it.” She sniggered. Before Elodie could finish, I pinched her nose and earned a whining shriek from her.

      She laughed, then I had another laughing jag, until we both finally settled down. When our faces sobered as we stared at each other, a niggling question came to my mind.

      “What’s between you and Lucas, Elodie?”

      A storm of emotions flitted over her face before she turned to stare at the ceiling. “What an odd question.”

      I shrugged. “He popped into my head. I’ve been busy but meaning to ask you. So,” I prodded. “What do you think of him?”

      She bit her lip. “I think he’s intelligent. Witty and nice to be around. Handsome enough, I suppose. He’s a friend.”

      I’d seen how she looked at him at the park this past summer. At trivia in Edinburgh. The other handful of times we’d thrown them into our mix of friends. She didn’t look at other friends like that. “Nothing beyond friendship?”

      Her shoulder lifted in a classically French shrug. “You two keep throwing us in each other’s paths, it’s sort of difficult not to feel a little close to him by now.”

      I peered at her, adjusting my head on the pillow and trying to find my way past her evasion. “That’s not really an answer.”

      Elodie’s mouth quirked but quickly dropped. “I know.”

      Elodie was tired of the game. One night and names forgotten. She was burned out and a little desperate to settle in and have a steady relationship. And when I saw them together, I could swear Lucas was made for her. He was enough of a wry tease to make her laugh, a sharp mind that could keep up with her. And Elodie needed tenderness. Lucas had that noble, gentlemanly side to him. He’d been casual about women in the States, but Zed had said his eyes were set for settling down, now that he was home. Yes, I liked the idea of Lucas for her very much.

      And Lucas might entice her to move here, as she was considering. If they got serious, perhaps it would convince Elodie to stop entertaining her parents’ idiotic demands that she work for their business in France. She hated wealth management but loved the visionary side of business. Her passion was female entrepreneurship, diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Not managing stuffy millionaires’ growing millions.

      I poked her shoulder. “Out with it. Do you fancy him?”

      Elodie sighed and lifted her head to punch her pillow. “I’m tired and there’s nothing more to say, Nairne.” Dropping her head, she shut her eyes, ending the conversation. “Go to sleep, you stubborn Scot. It’s late.”

      I sighed myself, shifting my body to try in vain to get comfortable again. Turning back to Elodie, I took her hand in mine, kissed it and tucked it under my chin.

      “Goodnight, you right pain in the arse,” I muttered. Like always, she fell asleep quickly, lips pursed, breaths slow and quiet. And soon, I followed her.
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      “Christ Jesus, give me patience,” I snapped. Getting dressed when your legs weren’t terribly cooperative was hard to begin with, but doing that when you were thirty-nine weeks pregnant and you looked like you swallowed a watermelon? As Zed would say, it ain’t easy, folks.

      I lay panting on the bed, my long stubborn legs dangling off the edge.

      “My baby beluga, beached on the bed.” Zed smiled saucily, knowing I found it funny and I also wanted to punch his bollocks for it.

      “Ha-ha,” I grumbled. “Now, come help me up so I can get my leggings on.”

      Zed frowned, since I hadn’t joked back with him. “Fragolina, what’s wrong? You’re normally all about the teasing.” He strode over to me, his suit halfway on, looking dashing. That was about to be all for naught.

      I avoided eye contact with him, folding my arms atop my belly. As Zed slipped his hands inside mine, expecting to lift me to sitting, I used my not insignificant upper body strength, took advantage of the element of surprise, and yanked him down onto the bed next to me. And I went straight for his deathly tickle spot, right at his hips.

      “Jesus, woman, stop!” He clamped down while laughing madly, trying to shove his elbows into my hands to get them off. “Seriously, stop it, Nairne! I can’t control myself when someone tickles me.” Staring at me with desperate eyes, he tried to scooch away but I dug my fingers in harder. “I’m gonna hurt you on accident!” he yelled between fits of insuppressible laughter.

      Satisfied I’d exacted enough revenge, I released his hips, and fell back, gasping as a sharp pain lanced across my lower abdomen. “Oooh,” I hissed, dropping on my back.

      “Fuck, Nairne?” Zed flew up and leaned over me, his hands resting gently on my lower belly. “You okay? Innamorata?”

      I pinched my eyes and mouth, willing the stinging sensation to leave, but finding myself unable to take a good deep breath to speak. Instead, I nodded vigorously.

      “Nairne, you’re scaring me. I need you to talk to me. Say something.”

      The pain stopped abruptly, and I had instant relief. My eyes fell open and located Zed, his handsome face laced with concern mere inches away from mine.

      “I’m all right,” I said quietly, the rush of anxiety-producing hormones fading along with the discomfort I’d just felt.

      “Thank fuck.” He exhaled, his forehead dropping to mine. Then, he sat up. “That was not smart, there missy. You have to be careful. I know I joked with you, but you’re pregnant, Nairne. Like a lotta pregnant. You can’t be hauling me around.”

      I groaned at the lecture. “I’m fine, just tweaked something while I was turning.” I grabbed his bicep to haul myself upright and squeezed it appreciatively. “It’s all your fault, you know, lifting those weights. You used to be light as a feather,” I quipped.

      Zed just stared at me, unamused. “I want to take you to the doctor and get it checked out.”

      “Zed, I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt at all. It’s just loose ligaments. It’s common late in pregnancy.”

      Zed opened his mouth to disagree, but I plowed right through. “I promise if I feel any tiny twinge of discomfort, I’ll have Marc take me straightaway.” I scanned him and saw I’d made him a rumpled mess. “You need to change, though. I completely wrinkled you. You can’t look like that for your press conference.”

      He glanced down at his wrecked shirt and suit and landed me with a less than enthused cock of his eyebrow. “Gee, I wonder how I got like this.”

      “Oh, quit your havering and go put on one of your many other fancy shirts and suits.”

      Zed popped off the bed and strode into his walk-in closet. “I hear the derision in that tone, and I don’t appreciate it. I’m Italian, fragolina. Obsession with suits is in my DNA. You can’t judge me for that.”

      Deciding to try once again to get my leggings up, I hooked my arm under my knees and pulled my legs onto the bed. Then I began to slide them successfully up my calves and thighs. “No man has any right to own twenty, I repeat, twenty custom suits.” I rolled side to side, getting my leggings up the last part of the way, huffing, and puffing like I’d just done my elliptical exercises. Except all I did was put on my bloody leggings. Advanced pregnancy was not good for the ego.

      Zed strode out, looking sickeningly gorgeous in a dark grey suit that had just a hint of a sheen to it. White shirt contrasting his olive skin, and the tie he wore brought out the cool green and ice blue shades in his eyes. His dark wavy hair had properly grown into its slightly messy, perfectly tuggable length again, and I sighed happily as I took him in. He threw his shoe up onto the footboard to retie the lace, oblivious to how gorgeous he looked.

      Finally, he picked his head up to check on me but froze, seeing how I was staring at him. “Nairne, you can’t look at me like that. I just got myself all suited up again, and I have no control when you give me sexy eyes.”

      I laughed, rolled to my side, and pushed myself up. “All right, I’m done.” I grabbed what I derisively referred to as my granny walker and hoisted myself up. I had all kinds of props for getting here and there, but this was the one I often used in our bedroom as well as the kitchen. It was easier at this stage of pregnancy than the crutches, and my arse was sick of sitting.

      I used to feel about as geriatric and unsexy as possible when I used it, but Zed had changed that back in Boston. One night, I’d used it to walk to the bathroom, naked as the day I was born, because I’d gotten into bed only to realize I’d forgotten to brush my teeth. Zed had followed me right in, mumbling about flaunting my nakedness in front of him. Then he’d proceeded to fuck me gloriously from behind while I was bent over the sink and kneeling on the seat of the walker. Since then, I couldn’t say I had a negative relationship with it.

      I moved toward the lift, pressed the button, and enjoyed the quiet whooshing sound that accompanied the car flying up to our level. Zed was soon behind me, shoving his phone into his breast pocket and tightening his tie.

      “Now you’re just taunting me,” he said. “You know I have a weakness for bending you over this thing and giving you a few screamers.”

      I smacked his chest and stepped into the lift when the door dinged open.

      “Behave yourself. I have to get going, too.”

      Zed ground to a halt on the threshold of the lift. “Where in the fresh hell do you think you are going? You’re full term. You’re supposed to stay home, feet propped up, binge watch Harry Potter, and eat all the food I made you that you were craving last night.”

      “Zed.” I plopped down on my walker’s little seat and stretched out a hand to him. “Please?”

      Grumbling to himself, he stepped the rest of the way in and the door slid closed behind him.

      “I’m just meeting Adam. I want to talk to him.”

      Zed blinked at me rapidly like he was short-circuiting. Adam had been released, Jameson charged with espionage. So, Zed knew my seeing Adam was safe, even if the whole situation was still a little tense. I needed to have that cleared up before I had the baby. I didn’t know exactly what my urgency was, but I needed my affairs in order before this monumental shift in my life.

      Zed muttered to himself in Italian, arms folded, and looked like Brando to a T. The door slid open and he stepped forward to hold it while I made my way out. Even when Zed was frustrated with me, he was still considerate. Shuffling around, he made sure I had my bag and wallet, and brought my wheelchair from where I’d left it in the living room. Once I was seated in my chair, I struggled to bend far enough to tug on my trainers, cursing under my breath as I caught myself from nearly toppling forward. Zed bent down quickly, his breathtaking scent assailing me—rainstorm and earthy manly Zed. He slowly slipped my trainers on and tied the laces.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. I still didn’t love this level of help, and Zed knew it. But I also knew it was part of how we loved each other. We helped each other in different, compatible ways.

      Zed’s hands stayed poised at my feet, his eyes searing mine as they roamed my face. “Please,” he whispered, sounding pained. “Please just be careful, Nairne. No risks, okay? Just some tea and cookies, then come home.”

      I nodded fervently. “I promise, Zed. Please don’t worry. Marc will have his eyes on me. I’ll be back by mid-afternoon, in time for our little cookout. Promise.”

      Zed’s eyes darted anxiously between mine, like an epic war was waging inside him. He took my face in his hands and kissed me roughly, while his tongue slid inside my mouth and claimed every corner. Gently releasing me, he kissed my forehead as he stood. Then he threw open the door and headed straight to the Ferrari idling out front.

      Marc’s head popped into view around the cracked doorframe. “All right there, ma’am?”

      I smiled, hands tracing my swollen lips that Zed had just marked. I wheeled through the foyer and down the sidewalk to the boring safe car I had to ride in. “Thank you, yes, Marc. Now, let’s go get this baby the lavender lemon biscuit he’s craving.”

      The drive was quick and sunny, and something inside me lightened, like I could breathe easier, even as I headed toward a nerve-racking conversation.

      When I got there, Adam stood and hugged me gently. The waitress came and took our order. Maggie had had the baby, and he showed me pictures of their little girl, Emilia, as he told me about her birth, which had gone beautifully and without incident.

      Tea and scones served, Adam’s bright blue eyes, vivid as the sky above the sea, scoured me. “You look upset.”

      I sighed, spun my teacup, and glanced up at him. “Well, because I am. I’m nervous. Please hear me out, what I’m about to say.”

      He nodded quietly, and interlaced his hands. “All right.”

      “Shortly after I began the project coordinator position, MI5 surveilled us, and asked me to try to get you to confide in me, see if you’d say or do anything incriminating. They asked me to be willing to testify. I want you to know that while I was always skeptical of your guilt, I did agree to it.”

      Adam glanced down at his scone and ripped a piece off, tapped it against the plate. “I don’t blame you.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      He peered up at me, popped the scone in his mouth. Chewed then swallowed. “If I look at my situation from the outside, I can see the suspicion. And as you said, you weren’t trying to incriminate me. You were just trying to do what you thought was right.”

      “Do you forgive me, then?”

      He laughed. “Nairne, there’s nothing to forgive.” His hand rested on mine, patted it gently. “Thank you for your honesty, and for believing me innocent.”

      His mouth quirked as he sipped his tea and set it down. “Though I am rather curious why you didn’t jump to the worst possible conclusion. Even I can see how bad I look from the outside. Virtual loner, dubious family ties, in a highly suspicious environment.”

      I folded my arms over my stomach, felt my baby kick. “I’m acquainted with fellows who look like the worst kind of trouble on the surface, but who end up being quite a different story, once you get to know them. Experience has taught me that judging anyone by their appearance, by the first look at their circumstance, will only lead to misunderstanding and lost opportunity to truly know them.”

      Adam smiled. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The baby kicked again. A life that was only possible because two people had looked at each other and known that beneath their combustive initial reaction, there was an alchemy that was timeless and unbreakable. A belonging, a bond, a love that didn’t change with circumstance. It just was.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    







            Zed

          

        

      

    

    
      One of these days my wife was going to stop underestimating me. Most of the time, Nairne demonstrated a healthy respect for my intellect, my emotional capacity, my ability to see straight through her bullshit. But sometimes, when she was desperate enough to convince herself she was fooling me, she really went with it.

      I came home from the press conference and found her scrubbing out the sink. Which she never did.

      Ever.

      I was the one with a neurotic need for a clean sink, so I took care of that OCD behavior. She didn’t seem to know I was in the room when I heard her suck in a sharp breath and watched her body go rigid. I promptly began to count, and got to about thirty seconds before I sensed her relaxing.

      Then I greeted her. Kissed her neck, held my hand around her stomach, and felt how low the baby was in her pelvis. He’d dropped. Another sign.

      I looked at the counter and noticed the almighty cookathon Nairne had done since she’d gotten home. Meat pies, veggie skewers, crudités, a fruit salad. An amazing smelling stew and fresh bread. We were having the twins, her lab ladies, Lucas and Elodie, and Rory and Shona over for dinner and for some backyard shenanigans. Because apparently, saving the world from infectious diseases and bioterrorists while thirty-nine weeks pregnant wasn’t enough for Nairne. She needed to matchmake on the side.

      “How’d your coffee with Adam go?”

      She craned her neck, rinsed some more veggies, and turned carefully to the workspace. “It was tea. And he was very understanding. It was…lovely. Feels good to have cleared the air.”

      “Good.” I stole a celery stick and crunched on it. “How are you feeling?”

      She smiled tightly and took a deep breath. “Fine. Now can you go light the grill?”

      Sneaky woman, sending me off. I watched her once I stepped outside through the wall of glass, and got the grill going. Sure enough, a few minutes later, she leaned into the counter, bowed her head. I watched her cheeks fill with air then blow out. About six minutes since the last one.

      When I came in, Nairne had settled herself in the breakfast nook, quietly sipping tea and working on a crossword. Her face had a serenity to it I hadn’t seen in a while, maybe ever. I picked up one of her little meat pies, poured myself a glass of water, and sat down across from her. Stared at her almost constantly while I ate.

      She snorted quietly, laughed to herself as she wrote in an answer, and I smiled reflexively at her happiness.

      My phone buzzed on the table and I reached for it. Lucas asked if we needed anything before he left. I replied that Nairne had cooked an entire restaurant’s worth of food and we wouldn’t need anything for a month. As I sent off the message, I sensed Nairne’s body going still as her breath hitched ever so slightly. I glanced up from my phone, watched her, and mentally counted. She stared resolutely at the crossword, tapping the pen manically. At about the thirty second mark, her shoulders dropped, and she sighed quietly.

      I reached for my water and threw the remainder of it back as I stood up. “You okay? Need anything?”

      She smiled at me, that dreamy, calm look in her eyes, and shook her head. “I’m fine, Zed, thank you.”

      I walked over to the sink and rinsed off my plate, before pulling open the door of the dishwasher. “You seem kind of tired. You sure you want to have everyone over still?”

      Nairne twisted her lips to the side, probably deciding if she actually wanted to have guests here while she was in labor. And of course, it would be an excellent time for her to fess up that she was in labor, and having regular contractions, but did she?

      No.

      Shrugging, she turned back to her crossword, tapped the pen frantically again. I was farther away from her, so it was harder to read her body, but I’d bet my suit collection she was having another one. If the contractions were strong enough, it was hard to talk during one. I’d read that in one of the many books I’d secured—I didn’t want to be totally clueless when the time came for birth and fatherhood.

      “Nairne?” I raised my eyebrows to express I was waiting for her response.

      She opened her mouth but promptly closed it again, still tapping the pen and I caught her eyes pinching with discomfort.

      “You okay?” I set the plate in the dishwasher, and shoved it closed with my hip.

      Her face relaxed, and she sat back on the bench, then turned away and looked out the window. “Yes, I’m all right. I just, uh, need the lavvy.” She scooched right over to her wheelchair and moved quickly toward the elevator like a speed demon. “Company is fine,” she called over her shoulder. “Just give them fair warning that I’m a whale-sized woman who only fits in her husband’s athletic ware and has zero regard for her personal appearance right now, that’s all I ask.”

      As the elevator ascended to our floor with its soft whooshing noise, I picked up my phone, texting Dad, Teo, and Gianno.

      Baby’s coming, ragazzi.
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        * * *

      

      The elephant in the room. A well-known metaphorical phrase. And no, it was not a shitty pregnancy joke. I might have teasingly referred to my wife as an adorable baby whale, only to her face mind you, but I had a soul. Elephant would be crossing the line. That said, while the sexy-ass love of my life was most certainly the most attractive, beautiful pregnant woman I’d ever seen, the fact that she was indisputably in labor and refused to say a word about it, was a big fat uncomfortable elephant.

      None of us wanted to say anything. But Jesus, Nairne, you really thought we were that dumb? When she stopped talking mid-sentence or broke eye contact and grabbed the nearest pillow and squeezed it to death, we were bound to pick up on it.

      Thankfully, our house was like a zoo at the time, which dispelled the tension in a way. Harrison and Steve were arguing about lawn bowling rules, oblivious to the two lab ladies Nairne had invited to hopefully set them up with. Isla, Rory and Shona’s girl, was screaming like a banshee and dancing to Teletubbies, which had taken over the living room television. Rory was three whiskeys in, lying on the floor next to Isla, “watching” her, while Shona sat out back with the ladies and watched the twins fight.

      Lucas was as gentlemanly as ever, and took over the grill while I kept an eye on Nairne and played host. Elodie seemed to struggle more, because those two were like blood, and I could tell it was killing her to see Nairne was in pain. And I was busy trying to hold conversations with people while simultaneously counting contractions in my head. I was prepared to call this shit for what it was if my obstinate wife held off so long that I’d have to worry about her crowning in my goddamn car.

      “Oi, Weasleys!” Nairne yelled.

      Harrison and Steve turned toward her and smiled.

      “Yes, Jo?” Steve crooned.

      I rolled my eyes. “Here we go.”

      “Jolene, Jolene, Jolene, Joleeeeeeene,” Harrison sang. He put his arm around her and sang the song about a woman with incomparable beauty and Nairne’s features. “Flaming locks of auburn hair and ivory skin and eyes of emerald green.” He was a shameless flirt with her, and I almost slapped him upside the head, except it was making Nairne laugh, which meant she wasn’t hurting right then.

      She shoved him off when he was done. “This is Ava and Lucy. They’re very accomplished young women, and unlike me, they’re single. You should get to know them.”

      The twins’ eyes widened—what had been clear to everyone else finally clicked for them. Harrison dropped down in a seat next to Lucy and smiled his panty-dropping grin. “Well, hello there…”

      Steve tried a line that got some repartee from Ava.

      And Lucas came out with glasses of something that looked surprisingly delicious, with little fucking umbrellas sticking out of them.

      “Virgin, protein-infused piña coladas,” he announced proudly, handing them around.

      Elodie wrinkled her nose. “Virgin? Protein-infused? Merde, Lucas.”

      The twins grimaced. “What about the rum?” Steve asked.

      Lucas chucked a flask at Steve’s head. “I anticipated that critique. Dump some alcohol in yours, Weasley.”

      I snorted, still hung up on the umbrellas. “Where the hell did you get these?”

      Lucas plopped down in a lawn chair. His giant wingspan afforded him the ability to easily reach over and bop me on the nose. “A gentleman is always prepared.”

      I took a tentative sip and found it actually tasted pretty damn good. Nairne smiled politely and took a small pull from her straw. Her eyes lit up and she sucked half the thing down. “Lucas, it’s amazing! What’s in it?”

      Elodie swirled hers around, grumbling to herself and taking periodic sips. “Not enough alcohol for this day,” I caught her saying, but Lucas was responding to Nairne, so she missed it.

      “Simple, really.” He beamed. “Ice, fresh pineapple, orange and lime juice, coconut milk, and vanilla protein powder.”

      Nairne slurped hers down completely and sat back in satisfaction, glass poised on her belly. “That was delicious. I feel like everything’s tasted either bland or nauseating the past few days. This was delightfully refreshing, thank you.”

      Looking like the queen had just bestowed him with knighthood, Lucas reclined, slurping his own tiki drink with a smug smile on his face. “So glad, Mac.”

      Nairne dropped her head back and squeezed the glass so hard her hands went white. Shona frowned nervously at her, and I was prepared for Nairne to rain shards of crystal all over us. But soon enough, her hand relaxed and she sat up.

      “Would you mind terribly making me another?” she asked Lucas.

      He jumped up, clapped his hands together. “I’d love nothing more, pet.” Then he quickly swept up our glasses, including Elodie’s, which she hadn’t come close to finishing, right out of her mouth.

      “I wasn’t done!”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “You’re nursing it like it pains you. I thought I’d put you out of your misery.”

      Elodie scowled. “You tossed a flask at the men to make theirs palatable, but to the women? Nooo. Women can get day-drunk too, Lucas!” she yelled indignantly.

      Lucas sighed and turned to face her at the threshold to the kitchen. “The twins are incorrigible lushes. I figured the rest of us could manage to keep sobriety with Nairne. You know, observe the niceties of polite society and refrain from drinking in front of the expectant, and before five o’clock.” With a flourish, he disappeared inside.

      Nairne laughed, shook her head, and called his way, “She’s French, Lucas. They put alcohol in everything and start at breakfast!”

      Elodie huffed, picked up Nairne’s feet, and massaged them thoroughly. “Peau de Zob,” she said.

      “I know that one!” Lucas hollered, from inside. “And if I didn’t think the top of my wank was so wildly handsome, I’d be thoroughly offended.”

      Elodie turned beet red as Nairne just shook her head. “You daftie,” Nairne said. “He speaks French. Didn’t you know that?”

      “What?” Elodie screamed. Her rage was temporarily tempered by a careful extrication of herself from under Nairne’s legs. Then she sprinted into the house, and from the sound of it, bodily collided with Lucas.

      “Mayday! Mayday!” he yelled. “Oh, Christ! Get off me, woman. I’m operating kitchen machinery. Have you no respect for food safety?”

      More thumps and curses proceeded, and I grinned as I watched Nairne holding her stomach, this time in joy not pain.

      “Oh, my god. They’re going to kill each other.” She sighed happily before her features suddenly pinched. Her hands fisted the blanket she was wearing tight against her stomach and she sank into the chaise lounge.

      I was getting really fucking sick of this, but it was Nairne’s body, and if it made her feel best, I wanted to respect that. I just wished she’d let me comfort her. She exhaled slowly, stared up at the sky as I stared at her wishing I had Jedi mind powers to just make her say it already.

      Elodie returned, straightening out her crazy curls as much as possible, before she dropped back down next to Nairne. She did a double-take when she saw her in obvious discomfort, then glanced over to me.

      I shrugged, effectively saying fuck if I know. It’s her call.

      “Ma belle?” she asked softly. “Tout va bien?”

      Nairne picked her head up slowly, while I held my breath, hopeful she was finally going to say it. Flicking her eyes between us, she squirmed around in her seat a bit, then just smiled. “Oui. Porquoi?”

      Elodie and I both rolled our eyes as Lucas came back with the world’s largest virgin protein-infused piña colada, breaking the weight of the moment.

      “Lucas,” I said. “I think that’s a vase you used.”

      He shrugged, handing the mammoth glass to a beaming Nairne, who didn’t even seem bothered by its grotesque size. Already she was pulling a giant swirly straw into her mouth.

      “Anything for Mac.”

      I’d like to say the fact that she continued to grimace, hush up, or blank out every five to six minutes over the next few hours led my stubborn wife to finally communicate her condition. But no, it took us until after the Wright twins had successfully wrangled Nairne’s lab ladies out for a wild night and Rory and Shona had left to put Isla to bed.

      In the end, it was Elodie, Lucas, and Scrabble that pushed her over the edge.

      “That is most definitely a word,” Lucas contended.

      Elodie shook her curls vehemently, refusing to write down his score.

      “No.” She leaned forward, practically growling. “It’s not.”

      My gaze darted back and forth as they continued their verbal foreplay, all the while keeping an eye trained on Nairne, who dropped back and quieted now about every four to five minutes.

      “Xiphoid is absolutely a word, darling.” Lucas grinned. “Trust me, I’d know.

      Steam practically poured out of Elodie’s ears. “And why is that?” she snapped, staring at him like she wished she could melt him with her eyes.

      He leaned in, his long pointer finger dragging along the length of his word. “It means shaped like a sword.”

      Elodie rolled her eyes. “Impossible. You’re absolutely impossible, I—”

      A low, animalistic groan brought the argument to a grinding halt. We all turned to Nairne whose eyes squeezed shut as she leaned forward. Her hand pressed across the table as if trying to buy herself purchase, until she made contact with the Scrabble instructions.

      We watched in fascination as her fingers slid the paper inside her grasp and immediately crumpled it into a microscopic ball, the sound of violently crunched paper the only noise in our living room. You could hear a gnat sneeze as we wait for her obvious discomfort to end.

      Finally, she sat back in her seat, breathed quietly through her nose, and stared me dead in the eye. “I need to go to the hospital.”
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      Nairne and I both would have been more than happy to never set foot in a hospital for the rest of our lives. For her, it was a visceral trigger after numerous surgeries and episodes following her injury. For me, it was the many memories of watching my mom ill and in pain, a maze of machines and portals sending harsh medicine into her body. But the private birthing suite was as un-hospital-like as you could get. Homey furniture, a birthing tub, space for Nairne to walk— assisted by me, if she wanted. Currently, she was rolling on the birthing ball, and I kissed her temple, smoothing away hair that was already starting to soak with perspiration.

      “You’re doing great, innamorata. I’m so proud of you.”

      After the contraction ended she sank into me and cried. I ran my hands frantically along her sides underneath the gown, bare hands against bare skin, hoping I could soothe her even a little. But she just cried harder until she was gulping for air.

      “Nairne, you’re killing me. Let’s get the anesthesiologist, okay?”

      She shook her head fervently against my neck. “No.”

      When I’d originally brought up pain management months ago, she’d been vehemently against it.

      “I’ve had enough epidurals and numbness for a lifetime,” she’d said.

      I’d argued anesthesia might make birth a lot more manageable and relaxing.

      She’d just looked at me like I had three heads. “I’ll be pushing your spawn out my woman-parts, Zed. I can’t say I think that’s going to be relaxing, no matter how numb I am.”

      “You’re so fucking stubborn, Nairne. You’re hurting, and there’s nothing wrong with pain relief.”

      “No,” she grunted as another contraction came over her. They were coming really close.

      This disconcerting thought fresh in my mind, I was relieved to hear the shuffle of footsteps and the familiar voice of Nairne’s maternal-fetal medicine obstetrician, Dr. Anders. She was perfect for Nairne—smart as a whip, no-nonsense, affirming, respectful of her wishes, and extremely confident. Most importantly, she had additional training specializing in high-risk pregnancies.

      “Nairne.” Her kind voice warmed the space and I forced a smile her way as Nairne’s hands found my hair, gripping it violently.

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      Nairne groaned loudly, her voice directed right in my ear. By the time it was over, my ear was ringing but the feeling of Nairne sagging in relief in my arms made the temporary deafness completely worth it.

      “Nairne,” Dr. Anders tried again, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’d like to ask if we can help you lie back so I can check your progress.” She paused but all she got from Nairne was a quiet whimper.

      “I know it’s very painful right now,” she said. “And the thought of moving is probably repulsive.”

      Nairne nodded in agreement.

      Dr. Anders smiled sympathetically at me. “Thing is, it seems your contractions are coming quite close, so it’s best if we check you sooner rather than later. I promise I’m very efficient at this, and Zed can stay with you the whole while.”

      “Come on, innamorata, you can do it. I’ll help you stand, then it’s just two steps back and you’re on the bed.” I waited for her to answer but soon sensed another contraction, since this time Nairne sank her teeth right into my trapezius.

      “Fuuuuuck,” I hissed, staring up at the ceiling and rubbing between her shoulders.

      Dr. Anders watched the clock and timed the contraction. As soon as it was done, Nairne grumbled reluctant agreement to be checked. I hoisted her up, earning a string of curses that were definitely neither English, nor for the faint of heart.

      “Standing can intensify the contractions but it also helps them be more efficient,” Dr. Anders quipped while I helped Nairne slowly lower to the bed and lift her legs.

      Nairne’s palms pressed into her eyes. “How bloody fascinating. I didn’t get that sense at all when it felt like I went from having my stomach being sawed in half to feeling like a rabid animal was clawing it open.”

      Dr. Anders snapped her gloves on, unfazed.

      “Indeed. Slight pressure, Nairne,” she cooed. I focused my eyes on Nairne, smoothing her hair back and kissing her forehead as she grimaced. Knowing a contraction was probably right around the corner, Dr. Anders made quick work of it, removing her hand and the glove before standing up.

      “Well, congratulations, dear. For a first-time mum, you’ve made incredibly rapid progress. Eight centimeters.”

      We both stared at Dr. Anders in shock.

      “W-what? No, I was going to labor in the tub and-and-and relax and ease into it,” Nairne babbled, stopping abruptly when another contraction hit her like a truck. Her eyes slammed shut and another horribly strangled noise of pain left her.

      “Oh, fucking, godforsaken, bloody hell, I can’t lie like this. It hurts so much worse, move me NOWWWWW!” Nairne bellowed, writhing on the bed.

      Dr. Anders was calm as ever. “Zed, help me turn Nairne to her side.” We rotated her while she called us every nasty name under the sun, then sighed in relief as the contraction abated and I stuck a pillow between her knees.

      Dr. Anders leaned my way and spoke quietly. “I’m pretty sure the baby is coming in the next half hour, so sit tight and I’m going to alert the delivery team.”

      She left without another word and giving me no time to ask the ten million questions zooming through my head. I turned back toward Nairne, who looked suddenly very nauseated.

      “I’m gonna retch, Zed,” she whispered.

      I grabbed a small dish on the other side of the room, just in time for Nairne to unload every scrap of that godforsaken protein piña colada Lucas had made her earlier.

      My stomach roiled, and I quickly set the dish down, shocked I hadn’t emptied my own stomach by that point.

      “Oh, Christ, I feel better.” She sighed and dropped back. “But I think I’m off piña coladas for life.” She laughed faintly.

      Relief washed over me that for the first time since she’d fossilized gameboard instructions with a single squeeze of her laboring fist, she was feeling okay enough to joke about something. All too soon, though, another contraction hit, and she curled toward me, this time dragging her nails along my forearm, leaving a streak of blood that I couldn’t give a shit about, as long as it brought her relief.

      When it was finally done, Nairne cried quietly, cupping my neck and dragging me almost on top of her on the bed. “Hold me.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, massaged her tailbone with the heel of my hand, hard steady circles, right where her pain often was. “Oh, god, Zed, yes,” she moaned.

      “Watch it.” I kissed her softly on the lips before leaning back over her for the best leverage to massage her tailbone. “That’s the kind of noise that got us here in the first place.”

      She laughed while her hand squeezed my arm fiercely. As another contraction came, she moaned, cursing under her breath while I kept pressing hard on her back. Her legs started spasming, so I stepped down to the edge of the bed and did the stretches that always helped, bicycling and lengthening them as they tightened involuntarily.

      Nairne panted, gasping for air, as the contraction faded. She looked exhausted and sweaty and so fucking beautiful.

      I flexed her foot and pulled her heel toward me, smoothing my hand along her leg as I felt the muscles fighting release. “You’re so beautiful right now. Doing all this work while I sit on my ass. You’re giving us a baby, Nairne.”

      Tears dropped out of the corners of her eyes but no contraction came chasing after the last one this time. She seemed to get a longer break than she’d had in a while, and her legs relaxed. I set them down, moved to her side of the bed, and offered her a sip of water.

      She smiled at me and her eyes drifted shut for a minute. “I feel like I can breathe finally.”

      I set her water on the side table, smoothed her hair back. “Good.”

      “Oh, god.” All of a sudden, she curled up, propping herself on her elbows and gasping for air. “I have to push, Zed. I have to push right now.”

      “W-what? No, No, Nairne.” I glanced around frantically at the empty fucking room. “No one’s here yet, you can’t push.”

      Her face was quickly turning red, scrunched in concentration. I couldn’t even tell you what made me do it, but I glanced between her legs. A dark shock of hair growing bigger by the second.

      “Holy fuck. Nairne, I’ll be right back.” I sprinted to the door and yelled for help.

      As soon as I saw someone recognize the panic in my face and run my way, I turned back into the room only to see Nairne, her arm hooked around her knee, which she’d pulled against her chest, and our baby’s head slowly making its way into this world.

      What followed was sheer fucking pandemonium as medical people soared in, all frantically tugging on blue gowns and dropping into place. The doc landed in her seat just as his head came out completely with the most insane noise I’d ever heard leave Nairne’s mouth. I rushed up to her side, took her hand in mine and kissed her head while she gasped for air. A nurse tried to place an oxygen mask over Nairne’s nose, but she smacked it away and turned into me, clawing my shirt.

      “Owww,” she chanted nonstop, tugging me as she heaved for air and waited for the next contraction to come.

      “All right, Nairne,” Dr. Anders said. “Next one is it. I have his shoulder clear. Next push and you’ll hold your son.”

      Nairne said nothing, still gasping into my chest, but I tugged her closer and whispered in her ear. “You hear that, innamorata? Last push, then you’re done, and he’ll be here.” Emotion choked me as I kissed her soaked hair off her temple, seeing the telltale flushing blotch of red on her cheeks and chest from how hard she’d been working.

      Abruptly, she fisted my shirt and bore down, screaming her lungs out. With a sound of rushing water, he was out and set right on Nairne’s chest. I stared stupefied at this tiny angry red ball who wailed as he lay curled up between Nairne’s breasts. Nairne was sobbing, her hand already instinctively perched on his tiny pink butt while he shrieked cries that pierced my heart.

      I stared at him, his dark hair and beautiful flushed skin. “That’s my baby,” I muttered to myself. A nurse laughed quietly and patted my back.

      “That he is, sir. Certainly by the look of him. He’s your twin.”

      I leaned over them both, blocking them from the prying hands that wanted to check vitals and wipe everyone down. In the tiny cave that my arms made around us, Nairne’s lips found mine, and his cries quieted to soft mewls that branded my soul, evoking such a powerful, protective impulse. I held my family, my family—kissing my wife with desperation and covering our little son, my body a shield against the outside world and any force that could ever try to harm it.
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        * * *

      

      I lay next to Nairne, making it tight quarters in her hospital bed, but fuck if we cared. She rested, nestled in the crook of my arm, looking exhausted and impossibly happy. Jamie slept on my bare chest with a blanket over him. I pressed my nose against his hair and took a deep hit, inhaling his addicting baby scent. Holy shit, it was incredible. I’d always love Nairne’s scent, that beautiful smell of a garden by the sea, but this—this smell was milk and honey, life and innocence. I couldn’t stop huffing him.

      “You’re a loonie,” Nairne muttered quietly, her hand reaching slowly under Jamie’s blanket and resting on his warm little back.

      “I know, but I’m your loonie, and you like it,” I whispered, not wanting the rumble of my voice to wake the little guy.

      She nodded slowly. “I do.”

      “Nairne,” I whispered against her hair, kissing her before nuzzling her so she knew I wanted her to look at me.

      She glanced up and it was startling. She looked too pale, and so fucking tired. She had just pushed a human being out of her body a half hour ago, so I figured it was normal.

      “Hmm?” she murmured, her eyes trained on mine.

      “Why did you wait so long to say anything? You practically labored all day on your own.” I frowned softly at her. “I could have helped you more, offered you comfort.”

      She sighed, smiling faintly as her eyes drifted shut. “You did help me. You and our friends. I was so frightened when I realized it was really happening… But you all distracted me and made me laugh…” Her voice died off, and I kissed her head again, knowing she had to be ready to sleep.

      I dropped my head back against the bed, placed my hand over hers, and startled when I felt how cold it was. And then a noise broke through my awareness, a noise that will forever remind me of the moment where my life fell apart. A steady dripping sound, like a faucet you just missed turning off the whole way.

      My heart pounded and I sat up with Jamie in my arms, my stomach lurching into my throat as I glanced down on the floor. Dark red liquid slid down the mattress, pooling into a crimson puddle across the white hospital floor.

      Lunging off the bed, I sprinted with my son in hand, covering his tiny ears as I screamed, “HELP!”
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      As a girl, I was obsessed with near-death experiences, stories of those who crossed over to the other side, yet somehow made their way back. Perhaps it was my way of processing the finality of my mother’s death—those childhood dreams of her spirit, of some angelic form of her person, finding me and rescuing me from the wretched existence of the motherless child.

      Whatever it was, it brought me time and again to stories of those whose lives were lost and then miraculously saved. Some said that space between life and death was like a light that barreled toward them. Others said it was a sliver of illumination slipping through a crack in the door. The common theme of them all was that at one point, they perceived a choice, a crossroads if you will, between life and death. The opportunity to follow the light and open the door, or to turn away from the ones gone before us, patiently waiting, and say, just a little longer yet.

      It was curious to be in that position myself, a situation I became aware of the moment I spotted Mam in a field of heather. The sky was black, and her pale skin popped against it, like a pearl set on velvet. She smiled, features clear as day, every miniscule detail in the highest definition.

      The scientist in me had to believe that somewhere in my mind I’d stored that vivid memory of her countenance. That the tiny three-and-a-half-year-old that I was before I lost her had burned her mother’s every idiosyncrasy into her brain, and it was now available for my adult mind to recall.

      But the spiritualist in me said she’d come to me, one mother to another, the exact person I needed to see as I hung onto life by a hair’s breadth. Somewhere far away, the beep of machines and a string of rapid-fire orders, urgent voices and sharp pricks jostled me, reminding me of the place on which I still had a tenuous hold. Mam’s voice obliterated it all.

      “Nairne, lovey, what are you doing here, lass?” Her eyes, not the same vivid green as mine, but the colors of a stormy sea, crinkled as she frowned in concern. I felt her hand against my cheek, her palm still dry from the constant scrubbings in for surgery.

      “Have I died, Mam?” I whispered.

      She shook her head slowly and I saw every freckle scattered across her nose, her lips pursed in deep thought. “No, child, you’re not dead. You’re talking to me, aren’t you?”

      Her hand dropped away, and a burning pain rushed through my heart. Far away a whirring noise, like turbines and generators, hummed, the sound of a swarm of hornets pursuing me.

      Mam’s eyes widened with worry as I rushed toward her, away from the humming noise that grew louder. “What are you doing, Nairne? Why are you running to me? Turn back child, don’t you see?”

      I stared over my shoulder at the darkness. I couldn’t see anything, but the noise grew louder, and pain once again stabbed my heart, making me drop to my knees. Then I realized I could stand. My legs worked. I had to be dead then.

      “I’m frightened, Mam. Don’t you hear it?”

      Mam came toward me and a breeze followed, kicking up her strawberry hair and sending it wildly around her. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Nairne. Only life to be lived. Go back, while you still can. He’s waiting for you—they’re both waiting for you.”

      She dropped to her knees with me and took my hands in hers. They felt warm now, startlingly warm. “I’m sorry I had to leave you so long ago. I had no choice. But you do.” Her eyes brimmed with tears as the wind whipped harder and faster around us.

      Tears poured down my face as I reached for her, but the gale blew powerfully between us, ripping our hands apart as the buzzing noise behind me intensified.

      “I don’t want to leave you,” I yelled, trying to be heard over the frantic buzz and the roaring wind.

      “You must, Nairne. Live, sweetheart, and live well.” Mam smiled, a single tear falling down her face. The worst pain yet lanced through my chest and I gasped violently, desperate for air, desperate to escape this place where I couldn’t breathe.

      I opened my mouth to tell her all that I’d longed to pour from my heart to her over the years. How much I’d needed her. How frightened I was to become a mother when I’d had no mother of my own for so long. How painful life was some days. How much I’d learned and wanted to do, and feared I’d fail in completing. But before I could speak, she rose to her knees, unshaken by the vicious wind that knifed between us. Her eyes grew wide, desperation written on her face as she shoved me back into the chaos. “Now go!”

      A kaleidoscope of colors and sensations blitzed my senses. Awareness tugged in every direction. Sharp pain. Choking fear. My blood hot then frigid. An impossible heaviness that pressed my lungs. My body belonged somewhere definitive once again as the buzzing noise vanished, sucked suddenly away and replaced with a ringing, deafening silence. What started as a dog whistle blasting in my ear dropped to the torturous constant reverberation of a bell. I waited in this space of madness, as I tore at the fabric of my mind, desperate to find a rip through which I could escape.

      A man’s voice. Low and familiar. The smell of rain after a storm. Sunlight and life sundered the tapestry, ushering in blinding brightness and an unspeakable relief from the incessant reverberating noise, which faded to a rhythmic beep.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      My eyes slid open, searching for that light, that warm voice, the scent that brought me home.

      Home. How did I know what that was? No, not what, who.

      A man came into focus. Dark waves. Wide shoulders. He swayed side to side, his shadow breaking the morning light the way sun hopped through the trees while you flew along the motorway. The picture of him unfolded further, and my heart quickened. A baby. My baby. His eyes widened, and I saw every golden fleck in his ocean gaze. Memory flooded me and I gasped at the joy of my life as it overwhelmed me and demanded I wake up.

      Zed.
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      Thirty-six hours, and they could have been thirty-six years. Hell on earth, except for the tiny person I’d barely let go of since the moment his mother roared him into the world.

      Nairne lay unconscious, a swarm of lines and monitors, pumps and stickers cluttering her perfect body. Each beep of that monitor calmed me, reassuring me that her heart beat on its own, helping me survive as I waited for her eyes to fucking open already, so I could know the woman I loved was still inside there, just sleeping.

      The possibility loomed that she’d sustained brain damage while her heart stopped, as they searched for the source of her hemorrhage. It took three increasingly frantic attempts to bring her back, while each moment her brain started flicking off the lights in its rooms, conserving her most basic needs and functions.

      I glanced away, because I couldn’t breathe when I looked at her too long. So, I stared back down at Jamie. As Nairne would say, he was braw—long and healthy, a good solid nine pounds when he was born. He yawned and squirmed and shit like it was his job. He was perfect. As I paced in front of the windows of her room, I set my pinkie in his palm and reveled in watching his fingers reflexively grasp it. He’d barely opened his eyes but when he did, it broke my heart—vivid green, like grass after rain, like emeralds and jade. Her eyes.

      When they rushed Nairne away for surgery, I’d nearly crumpled into a heap, but for remembering that a tiny human, the new co-center of my world needed me. A little person made with the woman who was my heart outside my body, whose lifeblood left a trail of darkness along the pristine tiles as they hurried her from me, promising me only the faintest hope. I’d wanted to obliterate the floor, blow up the goddamn unit, anything that made it less shockingly real that Nairne had been bleeding out, her life hanging in the balance.

      Shortly after she’d been taken into surgery, Dad, Teo, and Gianno had all arrived, and at that point, I’d lost my mind. Dad held me like a child as I held my own—three generations wrapped up in each other—until I fell into a kind of half-asleep stupor. Each man took turns holding my little boy against their warming skin, the ritual of unbuttoning and lifting their shirts, slipping him inside, like a rite of initiation that showed just how much Jamie was all of ours—a symbol and reality of this ridiculous family’s love and belonging.

      Any time he wasn’t in my arms, I just stared at the wall, wishing I could disintegrate into its maddeningly smooth surface, wishing I could be anywhere but where I was—alive while unsure if she still was. When she’d made it out, I cried so hard in relief I felt like my lungs had been shredded.

      Post-partum hemorrhage often happened immediately following birth, the surgeon had explained. But Nairne’s was one of those that started slow to the point of being undetectable, then morphed from “a rip to a riptide” in minutes’ time.

      “Incredibly uncommon,” the surgeon had said. “It’s a rare complication, but thankfully I’d seen this before, and I knew where to look…”

      Rare. Uncommon. Knowing her, Nairne would probably joke about her bad luck when she woke up, but I knew this was one stroke of misfortunate I’d never laugh about.

      After losing nearly five pints of blood, almost half her entire blood volume, Nairne had managed to cheat death, and live. I sighed, turned, and made another circuit along the windows, marveling at how Jamie crinkled his eyes shut when the light hit them directly.

      “Not much of a morning person?” I muttered, bouncing him as he started to fuss. I patted his butt like Dad had showed me, and it worked like a charm. I kissed his nose, which was so tiny, it barely existed. Definitely not mine. This guy was going to be a mini of his mother. “Neither am I, but your mom is, or well she was, until you came along and tired her out. She used to get up right with the sunrise, every day, with the kind of gratitude that every single human being should have when they wake each morning with breath in their lungs.”

      When I turned halfway through my loop and faced Nairne’s bed, I stopped abruptly, positive my eyes were playing tricks on me. From across the room I could swear two sharp green eyes stared at me curiously. I felt a cold sweat break out as I went to her, bouncing Jamie still so he wouldn’t start wailing. Nairne gasped as her eyes widened, scaring the ever-living shit out of me, and making me run out into the hallway only to collide with a wall of nurses who’d been alerted to her vitals changing.

      They swarmed her, pressing buttons, adjusting monitors and IV lines as I waited anxiously. Among the fray and commotion, I heard a voice croak weakly, “Zed.”

      “Move, please fucking move,” I pleaded while elbowing people out of my way, so I could get to her.

      When most everyone cleared a path, we were a foot away from each other—me, holding Jamie close as I bounced him, Nairne breathing shallowly, her eyes swimming with relief and tears.

      “He’s all right,” she whispered. Tears ran down her cheeks as her eyes slid shut.

      I scraped a seat next to the bed and dropped into it, staring at her as everyone finished fussing over her and straightening her out. I was too traumatized by what had happened the last time I’d lain next to her on the bed. Assuming the best, my senses had been attuned not to her draining lifeforce but the happy noises of our baby.

      “Please,” she whispered. Her eyes were glued on him.

      I held back tears that wanted to rip out of my chest. One-handed, I slid a pillow on her lap, folding her arms for her, and placed our baby in her grasp. He fussed quietly, gaping his tiny mouth. Nairne whispered something, but I couldn’t catch it over his crying.

      I leaned my ear to her mouth and her garden scent hit me so forcefully I had to swallow tears.

      “Open my gown. Let him nurse.”

      I tugged down the front of her scratchy hospital gown. My hands trembled as my fingertips drifted over her warm skin, and when I passed the burns from the defibrillator, I dropped into my chair, losing it as Jamie joined in my chorus of straight up bawling. Nairne’s hand slid slowly over my hair, shushing me, and I groaned in ecstasy at the contact, feeling those slim fingers run along my scalp. I would never ever tire of it, I would never ever feel her touch and be anything other than overwhelmed, so insanely grateful that she was still here.

      “Help me, Zed,” she whispered.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, and palmed my eyes before I helped her tip her breast into Jamie’s wide-open, howling mouth. Instantly, he clamped down on it and Nairne hissed, her shoulders rising momentarily. Jamie sucked like a hungry little motherfucker, insistent on getting his meal, until a minute later, everything shifted. Quiet gulping noises filled the room, and Nairne sighed in relief, her shoulders falling and her head dropping against her pillow.

      I watched in fascination as he gulped nonstop, and I swore to god there was a grin on his face. Nairne cooed and murmured to him as she stroked her finger weakly along his cheek. Then he released her taut nipple with an audible pop, and slept, breathing softly out of that sweet little rounded mouth.

      “Come here, love,” she croaked.

      I took an unsteady breath and eyed that hospital bed uncertainly. My fears were irrational, I knew this. But I felt like a little boy all over again, incapable of moving past my terror of a nightmare repeating itself.

      “Zed,” she pleaded.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I felt weak and foolish. She was the one who’d nearly died. And I couldn’t just sit next to her and comfort her.

      “I know I frightened you, but I promised you, didn’t I? Nothing keeps us apart.”

      “Jesus, Nairne.” I held her face, tenderly. Kissed it, and then brought my lips to hers, and breathed her in.

      I pulled back and sat on the bed. My arms wrapped soundly around her waist and Jamie as he slept. Finally, as I watched her drift to sleep, the blessed steady beeping rhythm assuring me she was safe, I joined them in a peaceful rest that, until minutes ago, I’d only dreamed would ever again be possible.
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      Three months later

      “Who’s my sweet boy?” I cooed.

      Jamie grunted and squirmed in my lap. My hand slid along his fluffy black hair that stayed a perpetual tiny mohawk. I admired his features that were a blend of Zed and me. Eyes exactly mine, and I thought perhaps his nose, but his brow, his lips, his olive coloring and dark hair were his father’s. He was plumping up, too, getting little rolls around his thighs and arms, and he smelled like heaven.

      He yawned and made a little squawking sound that always made my heart hurt. “How am I supposed to leave you?” I whispered. Tears blurred my vision and I blew air upward, trying to get rid of them. “Right, it’s just a few hours. I’ll pop into the lab, go to my check-up, and then I’ll be back to nurse you again.”

      Jamie scowled at me.

      “I know, I’m feeling a wee troubled about this, too, but my work’s important. When you’re older, you’ll be proud Mummy did what she loved, and didn’t let her skills slip.”

      He gave me a gummy smile, then blew an unholy shit into his nappy.

      The stink was immediate and worse than any off-gassing lab experiment I had ever smelled.

      “Zed!” I cried.

      Zed turned the corner from the kitchen and my heart skipped a beat. Those dark waves were the same wild length they’d been when we met. Pale tiger eyes that glowed as he glanced up from his phone, pocketed it, and smiled at me like I was his world. “Let me guess. He shit himself?”

      I smiled sheepishly. Jamie started fussing because the boy hated a soiled nappy almost as much as he hated being changed.

      Zed bent, kissed my forehead, and scooped up Jamie. “I got him.”

      I watched him walk away and admired his tight arse in his jeans. I must have sighed or made some betraying noise, because as Zed set Jamie in the makeshift changing area we’d established in the dining room, he glanced over his shoulder and grinned at me knowingly.

      Thankfully, Jamie screamed and drew Zed’s attention before he could make some comment about me undressing him with my eyes.

      Zed shushed him in quiet Italian, and as always, Jamie stopped crying, transfixed by the melodic language. He answered in some baby sounds and I laughed to myself, feeling too many emotions for one moment. Vulnerability and gratitude. Overwhelm and love.

      Jamie was healthy, always had been. It was me who’d nearly bled out. And the problem with that kind of hemorrhage and its ensuing surgery to stop it, was that my recovery time had been much longer than a normal delivery. I hadn’t quite processed all that my complication implied. As was often the case with me, I’d deal with it as it came to me. And for the time, my joy at having lived, at having my family and my life before me, held prominence in my heart and thoughts.

      But I was suffering on one front. I’d never gone this long without sex with Zed, and with all the hormones shifting, the near-death trauma, I was distracted by how much I needed a good life-affirming fuck from my husband.

      “There.” Zed blew a raspberry into Jamie’s neck and set him high on his shoulder. Jamie’s little hand hung in a tiny fist on Zed’s back as his mouth latched onto his neck.

      “Hey.” Zed laughed. “Jesus, that tickles. Stop. Only Mom gives me hickeys, okay?” Zed used his pinky to pop Jamie’s mouth off his neck. He stopped right at my feet and smiled at me. “One more nurse or are you ready to go?”

      I wanted to say one more, ten more, but Jamie had nursed from both sides, and I knew he’d probably nap the whole time I was gone. Didn’t make it any easier.

      Zed’s eyes roamed my face and softened in understanding. “He’ll be fine. He’s just going to sleep the whole time, then you’ll be back.”

      Like everything else he did, Zed had tackled fatherhood with healthy confidence and a voracious appetite for learning more about it. He was tender, protective, and completely competent. But leaving Jamie felt wrong. So, so wrong. Even if it was with my baby’s own father.

      Zed toed my foot. “Come on, get your ass rolling, fragolina.”

      I smiled, nodded, and sniffled, trying to compose myself. I transferred over and Zed scooped up my bag, slung it on my back, and kissed me long and warm with his tongue.

      I may have been panting a little when he pulled away. “When’s your check up?” he muttered against my lips as he kissed me again.

      “Today,” I whispered.

      He froze, straightened up. “Really.”

      I smiled. “Really.”

      Zed threw open the door. “Thought it was next week. This changes things.” He kissed me once more and all but pushed me out the door because he was the one person allowed to manhandle me when I was in my wheels.

      Tom leaned against the car and smiled at us, then pushed off and opened the front passenger door for me. That was our compromise—I rode in the front and we could chat as the friends that we’d become, even if he was still my buffer against the press and there to keep an eye on me.

      “Get out of here,” Zed said. “Get that all-clear, then we’re dumping Jamie on the nonni and I’m ravishing you.”

      I laughed, scraped my nails against his scruff as I kissed him goodbye. Jamie was close, cradled in Zed’s grasp, and his smell hit me then sent a wave of guilt crashing through me for leaving.

      Zed straightened and picked up Jamie’s hand to make him wave goodbye. “Jamie says, ‘Ciao, Mama! Go get your work done. You’ve got Nobel Prizes to work on.” He smiled at us. “Go, innamorata.”

      I transferred into the car, and Tom closed the door after me. Staring at Zed and Jamie, I felt like my heart had been thrown in a centrifuge—frighteningly hollow, its vitality compressed to the edges. This wasn’t right. I nearly threw open the door, but Zed waved, backed through the door, and shut it like he knew I needed him to make the definitive move.

      Tom smiled sympathetically at me from his seat. “First day I went back after Will was born, I was the saddest sack of tatties.”

      I laughed and palmed away my tears. “How’d you make it through?”

      Tom pulled a thin flask from his breast pocket and set it in front of me. “It gets easier, but until then, there’s always whiskey.”

      I bit my lip. “I’m going to the lab, I shouldn’t.”

      Tom cocked an eyebrow. We both knew I wasn’t getting my hands dirty today. This was just about getting myself back in touch about my program, a catch-up with my supervisor.

      I took the flask. “Well, maybe a wee nip won’t hurt anything.”

      I tipped it back, the first whiskey I’d had in an actual year, and felt that familiar burn slip down my throat then settle in my belly. Watched the pretty streets of Bloomsbury blur as Tom kicked up our speed and took us toward the university. Deep greens of summer dappling the grass and leaves, a cornflower blue sky. The sun warmed my cheeks and I sighed in contentment. “Perhaps it won’t be so bad after all.”
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      Brando stood in the living room looking irritable while Gianno kept my little love sleeping on his shoulder. Jamie’s mouth gaped open in rest, blissfully unaware he was being fought over. “You’ve had him for thirty minutes now,” Brando said. “It’s my turn. Hand him over.”

      “Are you out of your mind, old man?” Gianno grumbled. “It’s been at most ten minutes. I don’t know if you’re safe to teach surgeries if your brain is that addled.” He turned away into the dining room and got on the other side of the table.

      Brando frowned, crossed his arms, and stared down his nose. “We both know you hog him and he’s just as much mine as yours, stronzo.”

      “Woah,” Zed mumbled.

      I leaned into him on the sofa, watched him shake his head but otherwise continue to read his book, while glancing periodically to watch the battle of the nonni unfolding.

      I lifted his arm and Zed pulled me tight against him, then kissed my hair. When I looked up at him, I stroked his face and smiled as he leaned into my touch. “What’s it mean?”

      “What, stronzo?”

      I watched his mouth as he said the word.

      Zed smiled slowly, pressed his lips against my ear. It sent his breath whispering over my skin and made me shiver. “It means asshole, but you say it when you’re really pissed at someone. It’s not lighthearted like in English.” He kissed behind my ear, along my neck.

      My body was unfamiliarly hot and the ache between my thighs felt like it had been torturing me for years. “I should nurse him before they go.”

      Zed pulled away, snapped his book shut. “I know that’s what we agreed, but then I thought about it. Dad and Teo’s place isn’t babyproofed, and we have everything we need here.”

      I stared at him. “First off, he’s not even crawling. He just sleeps, eats, and shits. Nothing needs to be babyproofed. And secondly, I’m not breaking our three-month sexual hiatus with our fathers downstairs, Zed. I’m already concerned about who on the street is going to hear us.”

      Zed smiled. “That’s why I got a hotel. And I packed you a little overnight bag.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but he kissed me instead. “Got your meds, caths, the breast pump. A few shirts and your leggings.”

      “Knickers?” I offered.

      Zed grinned. “You won’t need those.”

      Gianno finally handed Jamie over to Brando, who beamed with delight and immediately tucked our little boy snugly into the crook of his arm. Gianno griped something at Brando then stomped into the kitchen.

      Zed rolled his eyes. “I can’t wait for them to be out of our hair.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      Brando strolled around the room, cooing in Italian baby talk to Jamie.

      Zed shrugged. “They’re driving me nuts. I’ll admit, for a while they were monumentally helpful, but we’re fine now. Dad needs to actually stay in his own house, and Gianno needs some alone time. He’s so cranky.”

      They’d been indispensable, and I was unreasonably attached to the comfort and confidence they’d given me. When we first came home, I was so weak, drained—literally—from extensive blood loss. Even after my transfusions, I was exhausted and useless for the first few weeks. I got dizzy all the time, and fainted if I so much as sat up too quickly, scaring the daylights out of Zed many times. With me being so unhelpful, it all fell to Zed, who would bring Jamie to me to nurse, often supporting my hold on him when I was too weak. My muscle spasms were awful, and had Zed and me waking all hours of the night to stretch and massage them out.

      During that time, it had been Brando and Gianno, and often Teo too, who held Jamie, took him for strolls in the pram, bathed him and fed him bottles of breastmilk. They grocery shopped and cooked meals, and kept their eye on me so Zed could slip away to get back to training once he was satisfied I wasn’t going to croak on him.

      Now my iron and platelet levels were solid, and I’d been able to walk around using the walker. I wore Jamie on my front while I was in my wheelchair and pulled myself up to counter surfaces safely. I’d begun to feel confident I could be left alone with him and not be in danger of fainting or falling. Even so, Zed and I had agreed we should interview a part-time nanny to allow for us both to be back at our professions.

      Jamie started to fuss, and pulled me from my thoughts.

      Brando crooned, asking Jamie in Italian what it was that was upsetting him. Jamie only responded with a louder howl. “Ah, like that is it? Straight to Mama then.”

      I smiled that even Brando knew Jamie’s different cries by now.

      My breasts ached as his cries increased, and I felt the familiar tingle of milk letting down before I’d even taken him into my arms.

      Brando handed him off. “I’m going to go help Strega Nonna make dinner before he burns the pasta.”

      “I’m not deaf you know!” Gianno called from the kitchen. “Just for that I’m going to spit in your puttanesca. Che palle.”

      Zed shook his head and propped a pillow under my elbow to support Jamie’s weight in my arms. “You two fight like an old married couple.”

      Brando shrugged. “Eh, Gianno needs someone to bring his ego down a few pegs.” He winked and stepped out of the room.

      Zed pressed his lips to my temple and ran his hand over Jamie’s dark, fluffy hair. It was adorably ridiculous—still standing straight up, no matter how much water and combing we put to it. Jamie wiggled his tiny mouth back and forth, which Zed called zeroing in on his target, before he latched down ferociously on my nipple and sucked with gusto. The only sounds in the room were his constant gulping and grunting noises of happiness. I sighed while enjoying the cloud of euphoria that came over me when I nursed.

      “Lucky bastard,” Zed sighed, nuzzling my hair.

      I laughed, and when I turned toward him, our noses touched. He kissed me. Gently at first, then harder, tongue along the seam of my mouth before plunging forward as he threaded his fingers through my hair.

      “Can we leave?” he whispered against my lips. Jamie kicked Zed in the arm just as he said it and it broke the moment, making us laugh as our foreheads fell together.

      “I’m ready when you are,” I said. “Just let me finish feeding him and we can go.”

      Zed shot up, took the stairs two at a time with such speed that it was clear he hadn’t lost his fitness since becoming a father.

      Jamie popped off and squealed as I switched him to the other side. I watched him eat, and cupped his tiny cheek. “So many firsts. First I had to leave you at all, now I’m expected to just leave you all night?”

      Jamie’s eyes drifted up to me, green irises mirroring mine, and he grinned before resuming nursing.

      “You’re right, it’ll be fine.”

      Jamie finished and I laid him on the sofa, transferred to my wheelchair, then set him in my lap tight against me. Carefully, I steered us one-armed into the kitchen just as Zed came down the steps and dumped a massive duffel bag in the foyer.

      “What on earth are you bringing, Zed? Your entire wardrobe?”

      He waved me off and scooped up Jamie, kissed his neck and started burping him as he strolled into the kitchen.

      “Change of plans, nonni. You stay here. Nairne and I got a hotel for the night. We’re going to sleep in, grab brunch, and be back. All the milk is labeled in the fridge. Don’t heat it up too high or it gets funky—”

      “Zeddo, we know.” Brando grinned and took Jamie away.

      Gianno frowned between us. “But it’s almost dinnertime. You sure you can’t eat first, mimma? You need your strength—”

      Brando smacked Gianno in the chest. “Let them go, eh, Gianno? They’ll get their own dinner.” Brando stared at Gianno meaningfully, causing my da to turn a furious shade of red, which should’ve been impossible against his olive skin. He grabbed the pasta and dumped it into the strainer.

      “Ah, right.” Gianno cleared his throat as he shook the noodles to drain them. “Well then…enjoy yourselves, get some rest…”

      Brando hid his laughter in Jamie’s hair, I felt my face heat, and Zed just shook his head.

      Gianno sighed. “Oh, I don’t want to think about it, just get out of here, innamorati.”
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      Lavender. Rosewater. Sage. A perfume of aromatics thickened the steamy air and when Nairne shifted in the water, a wave crested the tub’s edge and slapped softly onto the tiled floor. I watched her blissed out—eyes shut, head lolled to the side. Her breasts were full and water droplets slid down them. Watching her and not touching her was as impossible as it had been when I first sat close to her at that Provençale restaurant, and looked into her jade eyes. Candlelight flickering against her skin, the sheer overlay of her top that matched her irises perfectly. That night my hand had slid up her skirt, felt her silky skin that already had a pull on me I’d tried to deny but of course failed to entirely.

      One eye cracked open and she smiled at me. “I can hear you thinking.”

      Usually, that’s what I said to her. I shrugged. “Just looking at you. Finding the quiet really weird.”

      Jamie was a loud-ass motherfucker. He made garbled noises, squealed, squawked, howled. I was so used to it by now that this silence, which I’d formerly loved, was almost unbearable. My hands felt weirdly empty without my little squish in my arms, his fuzzy dark hair tickling my skin and Nairne’s eyes staring into me. I was hooked on him, and when I wasn’t playing, training, or doing the requisite PR bullshit, I was home, holding him and her in my arms together. Because some days I still couldn’t believe she’d actually pulled through, that both of them were miraculously okay.

      She smiled wider. “It’s odd and sad. I miss him.” She swallowed and looked suddenly anxious. “Do you think he’s all right?”

      “Given that Dad’s sent about forty-five texted photos of him grinning and sleeping, yes I believe he’s all right.”

      She slid her foot my way and tried to kick me. I just grabbed it and tugged her gently toward me, then tucked her legs so that she sat right on my lap, straddling me.

      Her fingers threaded through my hair, and when she kissed me, it was how it always had been—like someone had lit a fire in my veins, like my heart was pounding harder than after any wind sprint at practice.

      I cupped her breast then kissed it. Drifted my other hand under the water and circled her clit.

      “Ah.” She gasped as her head fell back.

      I kissed her throat, bit and sucked and tasted her. My cock ached to be inside her, to fill her and feel the bliss of connecting our bodies.

      “Nairne, I need a condom.”

      She shook her head and grasped my dick.

      I grabbed her wrist and stared at her. “I’m not taking any chances.”

      Her face fell. “I went back on the pill last month.”

      Another pregnancy for her was out of the question. If I got her with another baby, I’d never forgive myself.

      I was still focused on the fact that she’d survived, devoting my mental energies to any and everything that kept her healthy and safe and so fucking far from ever being close to dying again. Steaks and liver, supplements, lentils and spinach, and every food that was high iron. And not getting her pregnant.

      But Nairne was devastated.

      Motherhood wasn’t what she’d been looking for, but once it found her, she was a natural. She loved Jamie, not more than me, but in a way I’d never seen before—without that combative intensity, the spark and sharpness that I lived for. With him, she was completely tender, gentle, nurturing. When she’d been told, once she was fully aware and clear-headed post-op, that another pregnancy ran an extremely high risk of hemorrhage recurring, she’d fallen apart.

      I searched her eyes. Released her wrist and cupped her cheek. “We can have more, fragolina. A whole houseful. Just not this way.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      If it weren’t such a sensitive subject, I would have rolled my eyes because of course she didn’t. She never wanted to talk about the hard stuff, not right away. She needed time in her own head and heart before she’d let me in, and then we’d talk and deal with it. I knew her well enough by now not to take that need personally, but to understand it was part of how she worked.

      I kissed her cheek, her lips, palmed her breast and stroked the soft skin of her waist. She shuddered and opened her mouth for me.

      “Promise me you’ve been careful. That you took your pill today.”

      She nodded against my lips and I tasted her tears when I kissed her more. “Promise.”

      I lifted her hips, slid inside, inch by inch, and watched her eyes widen, her breath stutter as the unfamiliar became familiar once again.

      She gripped my shoulders and dropped her hips, sending me fully inside her, and I swore against her neck.

      When I lifted her, guided her over me, she moaned, loud and throaty like always. I kissed and took those noises, heard mine join hers. She felt the same, perfect and warm and tight and mine.

      Her skin stuck to mine, and I pulled her tighter, pressed her to my chest and fucked her from beneath.

      “Zed,” she whispered.

      “Yes, innamorata.”

      “Harder.”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Let me be gentle.”

      She sank her nails into my shoulders. “Harder.”

      “Don’t push me, fragolina. We’ll ease into it.”

      “Damn it, Zed.”

      I ignored her. Kissed her, focused on hitting her g-spot and making her come, because I was not lasting long. My fist and fantasies of her every morning in the shower had been pathetic substitutes, and my dick knew it. What was happening right then was the only real thing, and it completely overwhelmed my body.

      I got her close. I could hear it, how her breath caught and stuck in her throat then left on a wide-open vowel. I rubbed her clit harder—that roughness, I could do—and she fell harder onto me.

      “Yes, Zed. Yes.”

      Sparks shot up my legs, burned low in my back, and made breathing damn near impossible. I came so hard I shot us up from the water and felt her start to pulse around me. More clit play, a bite at her neck, and she was screaming my name.

      We gasped for air like we’d both nearly drowned and just resurfaced. Because in so many ways, we had.
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        * * *

      

      Nairne stood—actually stood on her own—in the threshold of the bathroom, naked as the day she was born with a giant turban of a towel over her head and nothing else. I blinked, took in her long, lean form. Full gorgeous tits thanks to Nairne’s rocking genetics and breastfeeding. Strong lean arms. Narrow waist, the tiniest kick of hips, and those legs that went on for days. Slim but toned, for all the work she did to keep them so.

      Nairne was so damn strong. An iron will, an ability to fight through every obstacle that life had thrown at her. I knew she said I was brave like her, that her strength saw its reflection in mine, and that was one of the many ways we were drawn to each other—but it was bullshit. My resilience, my perseverance were nothing compared to hers.

      She braced herself in the doorway, then took a step from it. It wasn’t a runway walk, but it was beautiful because it was her kicking her goal’s ass. To be able to take steps on her own for longer than a few feet without slowly folding to the floor. She held her arms shoulder height, swung them slightly with each lift and drop of her foot, and my chest burned as tears made my vision of her blurry.

      She smiled and shook her head as she kept her eyes focused on her target—the bed. “Don’t get emotional, Zed. You’ll make me lose my focus.”

      “Okay, yeah, I won’t get emotional at all.”

      She wobbled a little as she found her center of balance again, then took five more even steps and fell on the bed. I dragged her up the mattress, pulled her over me and kissed her.

      “You’re incredible.”

      She smiled. “I rather am, aren’t I?”

      I rolled onto her, held her beneath me, and sank into her. Made love to her while I whispered what she was to me, as the sun rose, and she came when it broke the horizon. Afterward, breakfast in bed, hot coffee that I actually drank hot. I appreciated hot coffee now that it seemed fatherhood equated with the perpetually tepid cup of caffeine.

      We had two hours until check-out and I’d insisted we make use of them, so she sat in my undershirt and her nerd glasses, hair a huge pile of auburn on her head, and read something for work that she’d thought to bring along. I only knew the subject matter because of the smile on her face. She had a way of looking enchanted, serious, and enthralled all at once when she was buried in some genetic tome.

      I, on the other hand, was unearthing myself from a swarm of emails I’d been neglecting because Jamie and Nairne were way more interesting than brand deals and PR stunts. Nairne did a double-take at my laptop and set her book down.

      “May I? I’ve been horribly lazy about personal email. I should check.”

      I slid the laptop over to her and let her log in. Twirled a ribbon of russet around my finger and kissed her neck.

      “Zed.” She wiggled her shoulder to try to shake me off. My cock was halfway there already, and another deep inhale of her scent, which was the wildest aphrodisiac, had me ready to swat away the computer and take her. But her hand went flying to her mouth. I sat back and peered over at the screen.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head. “You’re terrible. How could you not tell me?”

      I squinted, recognized what she was reading and sat back. “It was right after you got out of the hospital. You were too weak to interview, too, and then I forgot about it.”

      An email from Tom Henderson on the left, the text of the article on the right.

      Nairne,

      Boston and Henderson’s are much less nerdy and fun without you, but I thought you’d want to hear, on the off chance Zed didn’t tell you (I know he hates all the press). You might be gone, but your touch never will be.

      All love,

      Tommy, Jess, and baby coming this Christmas

      Pictures of the four other health clinics. And a feature on their focus on accessibility and inclusivity that Nairne had championed. Genderless bathrooms. Wide doors, ramps. Clear pathways, braille on signs. The vegetable gardens that had been her idea. And an extensive manifesto on petitioning the city and state’s governing bodies to increase medical coverage and lower costs of care for the most vulnerable—the young, economically disadvantaged, those with preexisting conditions and high-cost procedures.

      She sniffled as her eyes tracked the text of the article.

      Two contributing members of the board—its former chair, son of founder Deirdre O’Shea Salvatore, Zed Salvatore, and his now-wife Nairne MacGregor-Salvatore—were instrumental in the realization of these facilities. The couple recently welcomed a son, and at the time of this publication, Mrs. MacGregor-Salvatore was still recovering from childbirth, but Mr. Salvatore was available for comment.

      When asked what these clinics mean for him personally, as the legacy of his late mother, as well as a center of his own philanthropic focus up until his relocation to England, Mr. Salvatore responded:

      “The clinics were my mother’s dream, a pillar of her vision for greater equality and reparative action in our city. I never really held hope that they could be brought to existence so accurately or efficiently as they were, but that was because I hadn’t yet met my wife.

      “These facilities mean a lot to me, for their obvious societal benefit, and I believe deeply in their work. But selfishly and honestly, I’m even more grateful for them because they brought me my wife, and with her, an existence I’d never allowed myself to dream of.

      “The clinics are a triumph of the two most important women in my life—my late mother, her big heart and lofty dream, and the heartfelt wisdom and keen intellect of my wife. I could not be any luckier, or any more grateful.”

      She slammed the laptop shut and glared over at me as tears rolled down her face.

      “How could you?”

      I picked up my hot coffee and enjoyed a sip. “I’m allowed to say nice things about you, fragolina, particularly when they’re true.”

      Nairne groaned. “It’s too much. And now I’m all emotional Jamie will never get to see the place where we met, and bickered, and kissed, and fell in love until you came chasing me over the Atlantic.”

      I laughed and set down my coffee, pulling her against me as I kissed her. “Who knows. Maybe one day, after enough time, we can sneak a visit. Take him to a game at Fenway. Feed him chowder and bike along the esplanade.”

      She sighed. “That would be nice, but it sounds like exactly the kind of situation you and I would end up getting very unlucky in.”

      I kissed her again, slipped a hand under her shirt and cupped her breast.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We don’t have that bad of luck.”

      She snorted. “Right.” I squeezed her nipple because old habits died hard and she froze. “Wait, I should pump—”

      “Shh.” I pressed her down into the bed, wrapped her leg around my hip. She could lactate all over me, I didn’t care. “One more time before we go back to cock-blocking baby land. I’m getting lucky one more—”

      A sudden spray of water poured from sprinklers and quickly soaked us as a robotic message came over the speakers about a faulty sprinkler engagement and a reassurance that there was no fire. I glared at the still pouring shower over my shoulder while Nairne howled with laughter.

      “I told you! We have the worst luck!”

      I ripped back the sheets, shucked off her shirt, and yanked her down the bed to me. “You’re Scottish, MacGregor. A little rain’s never stopped you before.” I filled her, tasted her mouth, and swallowed her laughter. “And it’s not stopping a damn thing now, capisce?”

      I drank in the love of my life beneath me. A smile that glowed with love, auburn hair now a wet mahogany, and jade green eyes that she’d given my son. Lips I’d bite and kiss and never tire of tasting.

      She smiled up at me and my heart was full. “Capisce.”
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      Nairne

      “Right then. No more shits for the next hour, James Theodore Thomas,” I warned.

      Jamie yawned widely like my stern warning didn’t scare him one bit.

      “It’s just that it’s your baptism day, which I couldn’t care less about, but if you shit your nappy while the priest’s blessing your soul, I’ll laugh and I won’t be able to stop. Then everyone will know what a nihilistic heathen Mummy is.”

      Jamie squawked and arched his back. I lifted up my shirt and gave him my breast, which he latched onto hungrily. Then he turned on his side, banging my chest with his fist like always. “I’ve told you, mate, smacking my tit doesn’t make the milk come any faster.” I kissed his mohawk of fuzzy, dark hair. “But you’re stubborn, just like your da.”

      “I heard that.” Zed came from the dressing room and I held my breath. Tan suit. Crisp, white shirt. A modern, pale blue tie with diagonal white stripes, and a matching blue pocket square.

      “You are stubborn,” I said blithely. “I just happen to very much like you, despite it.”

      Zed bent and gave me his mouth, and I sighed into him. Familiar and inexplicably mysterious still. Warm as his tongue stroked mine. Jamie kicked a leg back and nailed Zed right in the crown jewels.

      “Jesus,” he wheezed as he groaned and cupped himself. “I told you he’s territorial.”

      I patted Zed’s shoulder and kissed his cheek. “And that he gets from you, too.”

      “Ready to leave?” Elodie’s voice echoed up the open stairwell from the first floor.

      “Almost!” I called back.

      I shifted Jamie to the other side to nurse, and steered us one-armed slowly toward the lift. Zed finally stood and threw his jacket over his shoulder and followed me.

      “All right there?” I asked.

      “He’s lucky he’s cute.” Zed shook his head. “I’ll live.”

      By the time we were down to the first floor, Zed had recovered, and Jamie was done eating.

      The lift slid open and I nearly swallowed my tongue. I didn’t look at men since Zed had hurtled into my world and claimed my heart. I didn’t desire a single other soul, because between the two men of this house who shared my love, it was completely overtaken.

      But I had eyes, and I was a woman, and by Christ did Lucas Edwards look fit.

      He always wore dark suits that made him look professional and a little severe, but it was the heart of summer, and he’d worn a lightweight three-piece in dove grey. Bright white shirt. And an argyle tie in shades of sage and silver that made his eyes look paler than Zed’s.

      Zed whistled as he stepped off the lift and shoved Lucas’ shoulder. “Luc, it’s rude to show up the father of the baby on baptism day.”

      Lucas’ cheeks pinked as he glanced down at himself. A rogue swatch of dirty blond fell across his forehead. Lucas pushed it impatiently back when he looked up, and glared between Zed and me. “What’s so remarkable about the fact that I’m wearing a summer suit? I took no great care or anything.”

      Zed rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that makes it so much better. Fair warning, I have handsy aunts, and you’ve got sexy times written all over you.”

      I laughed but tried to cover it, which earned another glare from Lucas. “What?” I said. “I haven’t said a word.”

      “Your laugh was plenty indication.” Lucas sighed. “Should I change or something?”

      Zed was double-checking the nappy bag and I held Jamie to stand on my lap. He bounced his legs and garbled around the fist he was sucking. “Jamie says no, Uncle Luc. Looking this dashing is only fitting for my party.”

      The one person who actually hadn’t said a word stood in the corner of the room, staring at her mobile. Elodie looked stunning, of course. Wearing some on-trend yet understated Parisian dress in dusty rose. It brought out the pink of her cheeks and full lips. She looked healthy and tan as always, with faint streaks of blond in her chestnut curls from the summer sun. But her face was ashen at the moment.

      “What’s the matter?” Lucas asked before I could, and in three strides was at her side.

      Friends my arse.

      She snapped it shut and stared up at him. She was my height, and in heels, only had to glance up slightly at Lucas, who towered over us all. “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. You’re white as a sheet.”

      She shook her head, turned toward me, smiling valiantly as she walked my way. She was definitely hiding something. “I promise, I’ll be fine. Now let me see you,” she cooed to Jamie.

      Elodie scooped him up and held him in her arms, stroking his cheek with a perfectly manicured finger. They devolved into chatter—Elodie in French, Jamie in baby babble.

      Lucas stood there with hands in pockets and a guarded expression that I read quite easily because of its familiarity to me. Well-hidden, unbearable pain.

      Zed hoisted the bag on his shoulder, oblivious to the conversation that had transpired, and stared between the three of us. “All right, kids, let’s do this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jamie managed not to shit himself during the service, and I managed not to roll my eyes too many times at the mentions of damnation and sin. I wasn’t atheist per se. I had too much respect for the vast wonder of the universe to disregard the possibility of a loving, intelligent designer. And I’d probably attend church a bit more on the regular, if those who frequented it didn’t so often turn out to be the antithesis of the man they claimed to worship. Wielding their righteous faith as a weapon rather than a balm of understanding, when Jesus had preached the message of loving all, caring for those who needed help most, and swallowing judgment for no one.

      The decision to baptize Jamie had been rather fraught, but Zed and I had managed to whisper-argue about it, mostly calmly over a rum and coke and neat whiskey, respectively, as Jamie slept in his cot nearby. Zed liked the tradition, the occasion to gather family to celebrate Jamie. I said he’d have a birthday party next April. Zed had said that was a long time away, and I’d said, thus my point. Then he’d smiled and slid his hand up my thigh. And as it breached my knickers, I became much less interested in arguing about when we brought the family together, and may have been coerced to agree.

      The ceremony done, we had a luncheon, and the house held a swarm of people. Windows up, patio open, the pocket doors pushed back between the living room and dining room. Italian echoed, punctuated by Elodie’s periodic French-broken English, the laughter of happy great aunties who couldn’t get enough of Jamie, and Zed’s warm low laugh that I could almost confuse with Teo’s, but always managed to discern.

      That laugh approached me and broke my thoughts. Jamie screaming for me, angry and red-faced. Zed bounced him, patted his bum, but Jamie just threw himself back in rage. I gasped, as Zed demonstrated his freakish reflexes, and caught Jamie arching his back while trying to hurtle himself to the floor.

      “That child’s got a daredevil streak,” I lamented.

      Zed smirked as he bent and handed him to me. “Nah, he just knows what he wants, and he’s pissed he doesn’t have it.”

      I lifted my blouse and felt Zed’s eyes on me. When I looked up, our gazes met, and he smiled. “Boobs. How they haven’t brokered world peace by now is beyond me.”

      I laughed and kissed him as Jamie latched on and happily began nursing.

      “I want to take you somewhere for your birthday,” Zed said.

      I frowned and looked up from watching Jamie. “Why?”

      “We never got a honeymoon.” He cupped my cheek and his eyes roamed my face. “And I just want you to myself for a little. Nobody else. No drama. Just you and me. A couple of thick books we’ll pretend we plan to read. I’ll cook naked, you’ll ogle me. Skinny dip in the sea—”

      “There’s a lot of nakedness in these plans.”

      Jamie swung a fist back and smacked Zed’s sternum. Zed caught his little hand and kissed it, then held it in his grasp as he gave Jamie a serious look. “Watch it, dude, she was mine first. You might have those tits on loan, but I get them forever.”

      Jamie cocked an eyebrow at him, then turned and burrowed against my breast.

      “Asshole,” Zed grumbled.

      “No swearing around him. He’s learning phonemes already. He’ll be babbling curse words before you know it.”

      “Says the woman who swears like a sailor during Daddy’s matches, huh, Jamie?” Zed laughed and set Jamie’s hand softly at his side. “About that trip. It’s still a few months away, obviously, but I’m telling you now, because I want you to think about it. Just a couple days, okay? You pump milk like a machine. And he might even be eating baby food by then. Between the nonni and Teo, he’d be fine.”

      I bit my lip, stared down at Jamie. “I know, it just…doesn’t feel right, though. It’ll be hard.”

      “Some of the best things in life are hard, Nairne. Doesn’t mean they’re wrong.” He kissed my temple and sat back. “I know what you mean about being nervous. But just think about it.”

      “I will.”

      He stood. I’d promised him when I nearly lost him last fall that I’d never let a chance pass to tell him what he meant to me. As he turned to go, I tugged his hand, and stopped him.

      “I love you,” I said.

      Zed smiled and squeezed my hand. “I know, innamorata. And I love you.”

      He walked off, swallowed up by a crowd of family and friends. An arm around one of the twins, Harrison, who’d hit it off with Lucy. Ava and Steve were having some kind of animated debate that involved fingers in faces. Rory, hand low on Shona’s back, had Isla clasped in his other arm. My da laughed at something Teo said and Brando came into the room with more delectable food. But no Elodie or Lucas. I looked around, wondering if I’d missed them.

      “Where’s Auntie El, Jamie? And Uncle Luc?”

      Jamie popped off my nipple and gave me a wide, gummy smile.

      “Up to no good, you think?”

      He cooed.

      “Let’s go see, shall we?” I set him on the couch, transferred to my chair, then hoisted him onto my lap. I spun into the foyer, where it was empty, then turned into the kitchen, where my sightline went straight through to the paned glass of the breakfast nook.

      Outside on the patio stood Elodie, mobile held loosely in her hand, as she stared up at Lucas. Anger etched in her face. Lucas had his hands on his hips that threw his grey suitcoat back, and a scowl tightening his features. Elodie said something and Lucas scrubbed his face with his hands. They fell to his side as he answered her, and her demeanor shifted. I watched her mobile slip to the grass as her hands flew up and grabbed his face. She crashed his mouth to hers in a kiss that yanked Lucas toward her and sent his hands grasping her shoulders reflexively.

      “Shit,” I hissed.

      Jamie gurgled and looked up at me. I shouldn’t be watching but I couldn’t stop.

      Lucas pulled away, breathing heavily, and I saw so many emotions flying over both their faces. They locked in a stare that felt eternal, until he cupped her cheeks and kissed her madly. Fingers in her hair, dragging her against him. She tugged his lapel and fisted it as their kiss deepened and my cheeks burned red.

      “Right then.” I cleared my throat, fanning my face before I spun around one-handed. “Well, Jamie, it seems Mummy’s matchmaking isn’t so shoddy after all.”

      Jamie kicked his legs and smiled up at me again.

      “Yes, I think you’re right. They probably will still need a little help moving things along. We’ll keep an eye on it, won’t we, lovey?”

      Another babble of agreement as I turned into the living room and faced the roomful of friendship and family. A room full of love. “Love’s tough, Jamie, I’ll give you that. But sometimes, all it really needs is a little patience and persistence. I’d know.”

      He cooed as I hugged him closer. “Now, where’s that dashing father of yours?”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Nairne and Zed’s story might be over, but you’ll see more of them in the Tough Love spinoffs, coming soon! Next up is Lucas and Elodie’s story, and Teo’s won’t be far behind.
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      He’s a Brute (Tough Love, #1)

      She’s a Spitfire (Tough Love, #2)

      They’re a Match (Tough Love, #3)
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