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      I am nauseated.

      As I kneel over my big brother’s toilet like a drunk girl at a college party, my gut clenches with the telltale sign that more bile is about to rise from my stomach.

      I groan into the crook of my arm miserably.

      Somewhere above me, a pair of hands gathers up my long hair and holds it back to keep the strands from falling into the toilet and getting soiled with puke, but it’s not in me to glance up to see who it is.

      Instincts tell me it’s a girl based on the gentle way she’s holding my tresses and the gentle way she’s rubbing my back.

      There’s something strangely familiar about having some random standing over me in a bathroom that feels oddly…nostalgic.

      Comforting.

      Soothing, even.

      The girl is doing everything she can to soothe me as I rest here, except I’m too sick to raise my head and properly thank her.

      I simply do not have the energy.

      It’s so laughably reminiscent of my past, of the good ol’ days when I was in college, knocking back my second or third Sex on the Beach (a grotesque drink that’s sugary sweet) then barfing it all back up again in the bar bathroom toilet, any nameless, faceless collegiate holding back my hair so I don’t get barf in it.

      Except this time, my hair isn’t long and wavy down to my ass. Now it hits my collarbone just past my shoulders and is flat-ironed into submission. Sleek. Clean. Blunt cut.

      Professional.

      I’m a grown woman with a career—not a naïve girl at university.

      And I’m not puking into the toilet because I’m drunk.

      I’m puking because I’m pregnant.

      When the girl walked into the bathroom earlier, I think she was looking for my brother’s dog Chewy; I vaguely remember hearing her calling out for him. Sort of. Vaguely remember her cautiously approaching the kitchen, then the bathroom, as if something sinister lay in wait for her.

      I’ve never met her, but Tripp talks about her all the time; I’m assuming it’s his neighbor girl soothing me and not an axe murderer who let himself into the house, me on my knees too weak to defend myself.

      “Who are you?” I moan in her general direction. She’s pulled back and looms in the doorway next to a discarded baseball bat.

      Huh. She must have thought I was a murderer, too.

      “Who are you?” she asks, accusatory, the scowl hurting my head. “A psycho fan who broke into the house?”

      I find the energy to roll my eyes. “And is using the toilet to barf in? Not likely.”

      “Maybe you’re so worked up and nervous about meeting Tripp that you made yourself sick.”

      That’s actually a great theory.

      But it’s false.

      “I’m True.”

      The teenager crosses her arms, nonplussed. “Are you on drugs?”

      That makes me push out a low chuckle. Drugs? “No, I’m not on drugs.”

      “Then why are you on Mr. Wallace’s bathroom floor?”

      Mr. Wallace? Is the kid talking about my dad or my brother? I can’t picture Tripp being referred to by the moniker Mr. Wallace, and it makes me groan out a chuckle.

      “Who did you say you are?” As sick as I am, my voice is authoritative.

      She straightens her spine. “Molly. I live next door.”

      “Ahh, the dog walker.” My body goes slack as I hug the toilet bowl with both hands, basking in how cold it is against my burning skin.

      So good.

      “I’m not just the dog walker. I’m also the house-sitter.” Her foot taps the hardwood floor impatiently. “Who did you say you are? All you did was tell me your first name, which tells me nothing. You didn’t tell me what you’re doing here.”

      I moan, resting my cheek on the white toilet seat cover. “Well, well, well, aren’t you just a little ray of Pit Bull Terrier. Does my brother know he has a guard dog living next door?”

      Her brows go up and she ignores my comment. “What are you doing in Mr. Wallace’s house?”

      “I’m his sister.”

      Molly takes a few seconds to digest this new information, then nods as if confirming its validity.

      Still, she’s not done cross-examining me. “Why are you puking?”

      “I’m…” I swallow past the lump forming in my throat, willing the words to come out. “I’m…”

      “Do you have the flu?”

      No.

      “And you’re not drugged up?”

      No.

      No.

      Why on earth would she assume I was high or drugged up on something? Then again, what do I know about drugs or smoking pot or anything besides alcohol that would have me tossing my guts out?

      “You swear you’re not some looney-toon, strung-out superfan?”

      “No! I’m not some whacko lady fan who broke into Tripp Wallace’s house. Wouldn’t I like, crawl into his bed or something if I was obsessed with him? Isn’t that what those women do?”

      Molly gives me another validating nod. “Fine. I believe you. But that explains nothing.” She pointedly eyes the toilet and my spot on the ground next to it with her brows raised as if to say, Well?

      She needs to stop nagging me. This whole conversation is making my head spin even faster than it needs to, and it’s making me dizzy.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I gasp after my declaration—this is the first time I’ve said the words out loud, and it feels so…weird.

      So strange.

      I’m pregnant.

      Pregnant.

      Twenty-something, single, and preggo.

      My brothers are going to kill me, therefore I haven’t told them or anyone; Molly is the first person I’ve uttered those two little words to. Well, Molly and Chewy, who’s curled up beside me next to the toilet, and he certainly isn’t going to tell my secret.

      He snorts as if refuting me.

      “Pregnant?” She enunciates the first half of the word, tone slightly higher pitched. My brother’s neighbor girl stands over me, stepping closer to hover between me and the door, worrying her bottom lip. “How old are you?”

      I don’t see why that matters. “Twenty-five.”

      “Oh. You look seventeen.”

      I don’t, but I don’t know a single woman on this earth who doesn’t enjoy being mistaken for someone half her age—and if I wasn’t bent over this loo, I’d probably toss my hair back arrogantly.

      “How old are you?” I ask in kind.

      She looks to be between fourteen and sixteen years old, possibly a sophomore in high school, but then again, what the heck do I know about teenagers these days? She just told me I look like one myself.

      This kid could be twenty for all I know.

      And what’s Molly doing home from school in the middle of the day?

      I go on to guess that she let herself in through the garage door, which means she must have the code. Guess she isn’t going to keep my secret—not if she’s working for and has a loyalty to my brother.

      “I’m fifteen, but I have my temporary license.” Molly is obviously proud of that fact, chin raised with importance.

      “You seem very mature.”

      It’s becoming obvious to me why my brother values this relationship, despite the age difference. She seems dependable and smart—two assets people in the public eye look for in friendships. It’s not easy finding someone you can trust; everyone wants something.

      “Pregnant.” Molly ignores my compliment. “Are you sure?”

      She sure is a skeptical one, this strange teenager with the frowning, furrowed brow—she actually looks like Tripp when she makes that face.

      I shoot her a look, in no mood to argue. “Yes. I’ve taken at least a dozen tests.” All of them in the bottom of a dumpster, no doubt on their way to the nearest landfill.

      All except for one I kept as a souvenir. No idea why since I peed on it.

      But…isn’t that what women do? Keep things as mementos so they can say, Look, baby, this is the test I took when I found out I was pregnant with you.

      Baby boy or girl Wallace.

      Except the baby isn’t all Wallace, is it?

      Molly has her arms crossed and she’s gazing down at me. “How long have you actually been down on the floor? Maybe you should get up—drink something.”

      She’s right, I should get up.

      Drink something with bubbles.

      Smart one, this Molly girl.

      I’ve heard tidbits about her from our mother, know she is in charge of walking Tripp’s dog (who wags his tail beside me slowly). Every so often, Molly will assist Chandler at the stadium with small tasks to earn extra cash. Gets the mail when my brother and his girlfriend are out of town.

      Putzy things, but important tasks nonetheless.

      Chewy is thrilled I’m down on his level but senses I’m sick, every so often nudging my arm with his wet nose, wanting to let me know he’s still there.

      The dog nudges me again.

      “Yes, I probably should get up and drink something.” I pause, rethinking my earlier blurted-out confession, not wanting the entire world to know I’m having a baby before I’m ready to tell them, not trusting this girl, even though my brother certainly does. “Or maybe I’m not pregnant. Maybe it’s…food poisoning?”

      Food poisoning.

      That sounds perfectly reasonable, and perfectly legitimate.

      “Food poisoning.” Molly looks dubious, narrowing her eyes. She knows I’m full of shit but doesn’t know me well enough to say it to my face. “What did you eat last night?”

      Crackers, ginger ale, and more crackers.

      It’s definitely not food poisoning.

      “Um. Raw meat?”

      “Raw meat!” she practically shouts. “Raw meat? First of all, who eats raw meat? Second of all, that’s disgusting—if you think you might be pregnant, you shouldn’t be consuming raw anything. I hear you’re not even supposed to eat shrimp!”

      Not eat shrimp? That’s preposterous!

      I loves me some seafoods.

      I groan and roll my eyes, hugging the porcelain god, wondering out loud how she would know anything about pregnancy, given that she’s fifteen.

      “What are they teaching you in health class? Have you covered the birds and the bees yet?”

      “Lady, no offense, but the average age for initial sexual activity is twelve. Trust me, there’s more to learn on the internet than there is in health class at school.” Molly snorts, adjusting her stance, resting her hip on the doorjamb. “So like, not to be rude or anything, but why are you here? Did you come here just to puke? Was your brother’s toilet the closest possible toilet, or are you on the run? Are you hiding from someone?” She pauses. “The baby’s dad maybe? Are you safe?”

      She volleys questions in my direction, arms falling to her sides as she vocalizes this last part, the possibility that I’m here hiding out a sober reality for Molly.

      “No this wasn’t the closest toilet, no I am not on the run from anything or anyone, and no I’m not hiding from the baby’s father.”

      “Ahh, so it’s not food poisoning.” Her eyes sparkle at me knowingly, the little smartass. Did she just trick me, or am I just an idiot with a big mouth?

      Yes.

      “I’m between apartments.”

      Not that it’s any of her business. But if I’m going to be staying here, it’s probably a good idea to get along with the neighbors.

      “Between apartments…what does that mean?” the kid asks. “Does it mean you got kicked out of your place?”

      Does this teenager trust anyone? Sheesh! I’m getting the third degree here, and this is none of her concern!

      “It means I don’t have a place to live. It means my roommate failed to pay the rent so the landlord graciously offered our home to his beloved niece.”

      Molly’s mouth puckers disapprovingly. “I’m sure it was nothing personal. He’s a businessman.”

      Wow.

      Just…wow. The way this girl’s brain works is blowing my mind.

      I glare up at her. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      “Does Tripp know you’re crashing here?”

      I roll my eyes. “Tripp is my brother—I don’t need his permission to stay in his guest bedroom.” I glance at her again. “Are you an only child?”

      “Yes.” Molly seems confused by my question, so I go on to explain.

      “I’m the baby of the family—Tripp is the oldest, then Trace, then me. They’ve always spoiled me rotten even when they tease and make fun of me. I’ve always been able to crash with them when I need to without an invitation.” To appease her, I add, “And trust me, I am very aware that my brother has a new girlfriend and I would never interfere with that. I’m just…”

      Desperate.

      “Besides,” I moan, “I’ve helped both those yahoos plenty—with job contacts, relationship advice, mediating arguments between them and our parents, buying gifts for other people, making sure they don’t look like assholes during the holidays. Birthdays. Pet sitting.” I give Molly what’s probably a groggy, half-lidded smile. “I am his sister, and this is what brothers do. They let their loser sisters crash in their spare rooms.”

      He won’t care that I’m here.

      What he will care about is that I’m sick, and along with that will come questions—if I thought Molly was nosey, she has nothing on my brother.

      Skeptical is Tripp’s middle name.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t say anything to my brother about my feeling sick.” I run a hand over my tummy, no baby bump yet forming there, still as smooth as it was weeks ago. “He tends to overreact.”

      Our other brother Buzz is a thousand times worse, which is the reason I’m not at his house instead. ’Cause that would be the worst idea ever.

      He’d be all up in my business, and it wouldn’t take him long to sniff out the truth.

      “Mr. Wallace, overreacting?” Molly grunts. “Ya think?”

      I’m sensing some sarcasm. “It’s not that I want to keep secrets from my brother—I know I should tell him and I will—but I don’t want him freaking out.” I pause, biting on my lower lip. “I have to figure it out before I blurt it out. He’ll have a heart attack. I need to ease into this like a pair of leather pants.”

      The teenager’s brows go up. “Leather pants?”

      “Um, never mind. Bad joke, ha ha.” And a bad Halloween outfit, one that ended in lots of baby powder inside the pants and plenty of bellyaching. “I just worry he’s going to make this about him.”

      The teenager laughs. “Have you met your brother?” Another laugh. “Food poisoning he may be able to handle. You being preggo? He’s going to freak. Out! Especially if he sees you down there holding on to the toilet. Mr. Wallace is so high-strung.”

      “Tripp thinks he has to know everything. Try being related to him.” Plus, he’s used to being dominant and in charge, and this house is his house and therefore his domain, so naturally he will want to know what’s going on under his own roof.

      “I just don’t think it’s wise keeping secrets from him, especially if you can’t keep your cookies down. I don’t want to be fired if he finds out I knew about this.”

      Cookies down?

      Oh, she means barf.

      I groan, the thought of anything sweet making my stomach want to lurch again.

      “No, I get it. You don’t even know me.”

      Molly nods and crosses her arms. “Just so you know, I’m kind of Mr. Wallace’s right hand around here, so like, don’t ask me to lie for you about other stuff. I don’t want to lose my job—he pays me good money and I don’t want to get a job in, like, retail if I can avoid it. The mall sucks this time of year.”

      I turn my head to gaze up at her. “Does my brother realize how loyal you are?”

      Where the heck can I find a sidekick who doesn’t mince words and who’s willing to peck a person’s eyes out in the name of loyalty? Jeez, kid, I’m not stealing from him—I’m hiding the fact that I’m having a baby!

      I just need a little more time.

      Just a few days to work up the courage…

      “I think he does.” Molly grins. “Your brother Buzz tried to give me fifty bucks once to put a bag of dog doo on the front porch, light it on fire then ring the doorbell.”

      Flaming dog shit? I imagine when Tripp answered the door and saw a paper bag on fire on his front porch, he would have stomped on it to put the flames out and gotten dog shit on his feet.

      That happens to be the oldest running gag on the planet, and the vilest.

      What a bunch of idiots.

      “I’m assuming you didn’t do it?”

      “Um, no. Gross. But I did tell Mr. Wallace about it. He paid my friends Kyle and Steven twenty bucks each to go toilet paper all the trees in the other Mr. Wallace’s yard.”

      “Don’t those two have anything better to do? They act like teenagers.”

      Molly giggles. “Yeah.”

      I get serious for a second. “Look, Molly, I like you, and I don’t want you to lie for me.” That’s a lie. I actually do. “There’s nothing to hide.”

      Lies, lies, lies.

      I’m hiding my baby.

      “I just need a few days to come up with a plan. Kind of like a reveal—one that won’t put him over the edge.”

      She nods, approving of this plan. “Alright.”

      “And for the record, I’m more worried about our other brother Buzz finding out than I am about Tripp finding out. It will be fine.” Everything will be fine.

      Yup, just fine.

      I groan again as my tummy churns. I’m not that far along and don’t want to jinx myself by telling anyone I’m pregnant, but I also don’t want to keep lying about it every time I get morning sickness. And afternoon sickness. And anytime-I-eat-food sickness.

      Chewy nudges me with his snout, and I muster up the energy to pat the little fella on the head.

      Molly takes pity on me, seemingly considering my words. I can see in her eyes that she isn’t buying the food poisoning story for a second, but she has her lips pressed together in silence.

      She hmphs as only an indignant teenager can.

      “Come here, Chewy, let’s get you a treat to gnaw on.” She bends, pulling him toward the door by the collar with a gentle tug. “Let’s leave the poor lady alone.”

      The poor lady.

      Suddenly I feel like one as Molly gives a few clicks of her tongue so the dog follows her out of the room, trotting obediently and merrily at the sound of the word treat, oblivious to the tension I feel from the mess I just created.

      My head rolls back to the toilet seat, the cold porcelain a godsend after the drive over from my parents’ house. Two hours in the car, alone with nothing but my thoughts and the echo of my mother’s voice in my ears.

      “True, dear, you don’t look well. When is the last time you were at the doctor?” and “True, sweetie, do you have the flu? Your cheeks are gaunt.” and “I thought you liked apple pie—why is your face turning green?”

      I had to get out of there fast, before my mother’s deductive reasoning and bullshit meter kicked into overdrive.

      I’m not ready to tell my parents, either.

      I am emotionally drained.

      Coming to Tripp’s house was not part of my original plan. Initially, I thought I could crash at my parents’ place, knowing they’d be ecstatic to have me there, sleeping in their guest room while I look for a new apartment. I legitimately thought I could stay there because I’m so busy with work and finding somewhere new to live.

      My mother loves to mother us. Hover. Smother. Feed and take care of us and meddle in our lives, as moms often do.

      Nothing gets past our Genevieve Wallace. Nothing escapes her notice.

      With this bean in my belly and me barfing nonstop, staying at my parents’ just isn’t in the cards.

      I had to bring myself here.

      Tripp will be willing to lie once I tell him, and he’ll damn sure be on board for lying to Buzz.

      They love having one up on each other, always competing, always a competition, loving to spar.

      I can thank my former roommate for whatever disaster is going to follow once my news leaks.

      See, I had a place. A sophisticated, renovated townhouse apartment near the shore of Lake Michigan. I’ve lived there the past two years, though it wasn’t entirely my place. I did not live alone; it was an apartment I shared with two other women—women I thought I could trust.

      Winnie, Monica, and me made three.

      We split the utilities, the responsibilities, assigning the tasks between us—and hey, dividing everything with two people for the cutest place in Chicago you ever did see? Knowing I could travel for work and not worry about my shit being stolen or used without permission? It always gave me peace of mind.

      They weren’t using me because my brothers were famous athletes. They weren’t in my stuff when I wasn’t there.

      We rarely had to fight over the one parking space we shared, doing paper-rock-scissors to battle it out fairly.

      It was a no-brainer living situation.

      It was great.

      A few months ago, our roommate Winnie went and found herself a boyfriend. They caught feelings—the kind where they wanted to spend all their time together, not experience any waking moments apart. So, Winnie? She went MIA.

      With Winnie mostly gone and me traveling for work more often than not (which is easy because I’m single and unattached), that left Monica in our quaint little apartment all by her lonesome for the vast majority of the time.

      Ergo, we trusted her with the day-to-day responsibilities, and let me tell you, Monica had. It. Made.

      Gorgeous place. Lack of interference.

      One job—to pay the rent on time.

      To make his life easy, our landlord requested one check or deposit for the month, and we all agreed that considering Monica was the one most primarily there, it only made sense to put her in charge.

      Winnie and I would shoot her the cash through an app.

      Monica would pay the rent.

      Easy enough, right? Simple.

      Wrong.

      Wrong, wrong, wrong, oh how wrong we were.

      The thing with Monica? I hate to call her flighty, but…

      …she’s flighty. AF.

      Also: incredibly loving and supportive and smart.

      But forgetful? Unorganized? Hell to the yes, and how did we not see this coming?

      Lost us our apartment because she started a pattern where she was consistently late. On a few occasions, didn’t pay two months in a row, and wouldn’t you know it—our landlord has a niece looking for an apartment, and considering we were becoming such unreliable tenants…

      Evicted us just like that with thirty days’ notice.

      Obviously, Monica was afraid to tell us, waiting and waiting and waiting until Winnie and I had two days to get our shit and get out, with nowhere to go.

      What a shitty thing to do, especially considering we’d been friends since meeting in college, the three of us playing softball together for the university. Winnie and I haven’t spoken to Monica since the day we had to move our belongings out of the apartment, but I know someday we will. Things will get smoothed over and we’ll be able to exist in the same room together without fighting about how irresponsible she is despite being a grown-ass woman.

      I stay in the bathroom for who knows how long, resting against the toilet, in no hurry to rise. It’s not that I’m going to barf again; it’s that so many things are going through my head I don’t want to stand and walk through the door to reality.

      “True?”

      My brother’s voice startles me, and I realize suddenly that the house is deafeningly quiet.

      Molly must have gone.

      “Hey, bro.” I croak it out, trying to sound as normal as possible. Casual enough to not raise suspicion, despite my location on the floor? Er. I hope.

      “What are you doing on the floor?”

      Shit.

      I wasn’t planning on being down here when he got home, assumed I’d be unpacking my bag in his guest room or riffling through his fridge—not that I can keep anything down. Ginger ale, maybe?

      At least he’s alone, and not with his girlfriend, Chandler.

      “I…uh.” Exactly nothing pops into my brain, so I go to stand, bracing both my hands on the toilet seat. “I dropped my contact lens before and was trying to find it.”

      Tripp tilts his head. “You wear contacts? Since when?”

      Since never and we both know it.

      I don’t even wear glasses.

      Once though, when I was younger, a girl in my class got glasses. The dark, tortoiseshell frames were all the rage, and I wanted them, too. So I would squint and tell Mom my left eye was weepy, and eventually she was concerned enough to make an eye exam appointment.

      Well, you can fake out your own mother sometimes, but not the optometrist, and wouldn’t you know it, my parents’ vision insurance didn’t cover that appointment and I got in deep shit.

      “They’re the colored contacts. I wanted to see what I look like with blue eyes.” I flick the light off in the bathroom and exit, my brother trailing along in my wake, Chewy hot on his heels.

      Standing at the kitchen sink to wash my hands, I pour a single glass of water to rinse my mouth out.

      Rinse out the taste of vomit.

      Yuck.

      If Tripp thinks the colored contacts story is weird, he lets it slide, busying himself with Chewy, commanding the dog to ‘sit pretty’ for a tiny training treat, then he sends him scampering off to fetch a ball.

      “So.” He rests his elbows on the counter. Leans in, eyes watchful. “What’s going on?”

      He looks tired, as if he just worked out in a gym for hours and has physically and mentally exhausted himself.

      Probably because he has.

      Which probably means he won’t have the willpower to spend much time debating me. Still, I am his little sister, and he is protective. He and my other brother, Trace (aka: Buzz), have always done a bang-up job sheltering me. Looking out for me. Championing me.

      When they’re not riding my ass or hazing me, that is. The assholes love nothing more than giving me a hard time, especially in front of our parents.

      I’m not just their only sister; I’m the baby of the family.

      “I was hoping I could crash here for a while,” I start. “My roommate Monica forgot to pay our rent for a few months.”

      “A few months?” His brows are so far up in his hairline it’s almost comical.

      “Yes?”

      “Not paying for a few months in a row is called defaulting,” he snaps, already riled up on my behalf. “Did she steal the rent money or just not pay?”

      I give my head a little shake. “She paid, but not until it was too late.”

      “What the hell was she thinking? And why was she put in charge of the money?”

      Good question. Likely because Winnie and I were lazy about it too, and Monica seemed like the obvious, easy choice.

      I sigh, having already gone over this same story with my parents. “We put her in charge of the bills because she’s the one who’s always there. Winnie hardly sleeps there because she has a new boyfriend, and I travel so much for work, so we thought…”

      My brother scowls the famous Wallace glare. “The last person you should trust blindly with your money is someone with full access to your space and personal business.”

      I roll my eyes. “She didn’t have access to my bank account—I sent her the money every month.”

      My brother scowls again. “Why weren’t you able to send your landlord the money separately? That makes no fucking sense.”

      “He’s old school I guess—wanted it all in one lump sum.”

      “This isn’t college. Your landlord should get with the program and figure this shit out so things like this don’t happen. If you and that Winnie girl paid but Monica didn’t, you could have kicked her ass out and found a new roommate. Instead, you’re all out on the street.”

      “Out on the street? That’s being dramatic.” My shoulders rise and fall in a shrug, defeated. “Look, all I know is I don’t have a place to stay. I can start looking at apartments in the morning—I have a few days where I’m remote.” Work isn’t expecting me to be anywhere.

      Tripp shakes his head. “Call Buzz. He’s working on a few rental properties, and I bet one of them is open.”

      My lips purse in objection. “I’m not going to squat in one of his income properties. He could rent to someone who needs a place to live. It wouldn’t be fair of me.”

      Plus, he would be all up my ass.

      So annoying with that middle child syndrome.

      Tripp laughs. “But you’re willing to squat in my guest bedroom? Explain the difference, because I’m confused.”

      I pluck an apple out of a bowl indignantly. “You have free food.”

      “What if you bought a condo instead of renting? Or a small house? Interest rates are awesome right now—you could lock in a great rate.”

      I have considered the idea of buying something. But… “Eh. I think I want something with a pool and zero maintenance. I’m hardly around.”

      Hardly around.

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, my stomach lurches, serving as a reminder of the life growing inside me, the other life I have to consider before making major decisions—like where I’m going to live.

      The fact is, once this baby is born, I’ll need to provide a home and maybe even a yard. Pools aren’t safe. Do I want to raise a city kid?

      More importantly…

      Privacy.

      Especially considering who the father is.

      I bite my bottom lip, guilt and reality weighing heavily on me.

      Shoot.

      Perhaps renting an apartment isn’t such a great idea. Maybe I should find a cute little house nearby—not that I could possibly afford one in my brother’s neighborhood, but something close enough that I could lean on them in a pinch. Plus, I would own it and have my own assets, rather than keeping my meager savings sitting in the bank, doing nothing to grow.

      “Well,” Tripp says finally. “If you want to look at houses, let me know. Buzz and I can take you.”

      That makes me laugh. “You think for one second I would let the two of you take me house hunting? Are you out of your damn mind?”

      He looks affronted. “What’s wrong with us taking you house hunting?”

      Is he for real right now? “You cannot conduct yourselves at all in public—not with each other. You act like children!” Correction: the three of us act like children. Bickering, arguing, one-upping each other.

      It’s beyond ridiculous.

      How? Well, let me tell you about the last time the pair of them were together. During Christmas—we stopped picking names a few years ago because Buzz and Tripp both like lots of presents—the three of us siblings (and now their partners) buy gifts for all, not just for one.

      Buzz gifted Tripp with a meticulously wrapped and expensively packaged…

      Box.

      There was nothing inside.

      “What the hell is this?” Tripp asks, staring into the empty cube.

      “It’s the gift of limitless potential,” Buzz solemnly tells him with an all-knowing nod.

      “Fuck you—I spent four hundred dollars on your present and it’s not even available in stores yet!” Tripp bought Buzz a stopwatch that was a prototype—still in beta—from a friend who’s an investor in the company that invented it. “I hate you.”

      Buzz holds up his wrist, the shiny steel gray encircling it. “Thanks, I love it.” He pokes at the side button, showing it off.

      His wife hangs her head, hiding a laugh.

      Tripp glares at them both. “Give it back.” His attempt to lunge for our brother fails, Buzz just as quick and light on his feet as Tripp—perhaps even more so?

      I tilt my head, studying my sister-in-law. If Hollis is laughing, certainly the empty box is a joke? This wouldn’t be the first time someone in this family pulled a stunt like that on Christmas morning.

      Tripp stands in a sea of crumpled wrapping paper, his dog sniffing through the rubble in search of the chew toy he lost. “Mom, would you say something?”

      “What do you want me to say, sweetie?”

      “Make him give me the watch back.”

      Buzz laughs, sticking his hands inside the kangaroo pocket of his hoodie. “It’s mine.”

      “Mom!”

      Tripp’s girlfriend Chandler gives him a light nudge, tugging at the bottom of his holiday-themed sleep shirt. “Babe, you need to relax.”

      “I want my present.” My brother isn’t physically stomping his foot, but he’s pretty damn close to it. “This isn’t fair.”

      Buzz snorts, which does not help the situation, or Tripp’s tantrum.

      “This is the season for giving, sweetheart.” Mom smiles. “Don’t be selfish. There are so many people out there who—”

      “Oh my god, Mom, now is not the time! I give plenty and I want my present!” This time, he does stomp his foot, crunching down on a pile of empty, discarded boxes.

      The room is a chorus of low snickers.

      “This isn’t funny, assholes.”

      “Don’t call us assholes during the holidays,” Dad scolds, finally chiming in, fiddling with the wireless digital weather station I gave him and barely looking up.

      “Thank you, Roger.” Mom beams at Dad flirtatiously. He almost never speaks up when we’re acting like dicks, so when he does, Mom gets all hot and bothered. No doubt they’re going to have sex later today.

      Tripp stares at everyone, displeasure brimming across his face at every angle.

      “Be grateful for the other presents you received,” Buzz loudly commands.

      I can see that Tripp wants to plant a facer on Buzz and would have started a tussle if we were ten years younger.

      I catch Chandler and Hollis exchanging glances, confirming what I suspected: Buzz bought Tripp an actual present but is withholding it to pull a prank on him.

      Typical.

      It takes another hour for Buzz to come clean, plus waiting until the living room is devoid of wrapping paper, boxes, and bows, all the new gifts neatly stacked beneath the live tree. Tripp flops down in the leather recliner, feet up, dog at his side.

      “What’s this?” Buzz is looking behind the television cabinet, bent at the waist, rooting around.

      Tripp ignores him so he talks louder.

      “Weird!”

      Tripp still won’t look at him, burying his face in one of our dad’s wildlife magazines.

      “I think I found something.”

      No response.

      Buzz holds up a package: a plaid-covered box with a green velvet bow and gold loopy ribbon. Gives it a shake.

      He is so lame.

      I roll my eyes at his theatrics but watch, transfixed, gaze shifting from one brother to another and back as one attempts to ignore the one bandying a present in the air.

      “How did this get back here?” Buzz wonders out loud, parading around the living room, flipping the gift tag with his forefinger. Flicks it open and reads out loud. “To Tripp, from…” He pauses… “Huh, there’s no name here…!”

      I roll my eyes a second time. Could he be laying it on any thicker? Tripp isn’t taking the bait. Or, if he is, he’s doing a spectacular job pretending to ignore the most obnoxious Wallace sibling God ever created.

      “Who could it be from?” Buzz continues, humming in curiosity. “Santa?”

      Tripp lets the corner of his mouth tip, betraying himself.

      “Was someone a good boy this year?” He shoves the package in Tripp’s face, earning himself a smack to the arm, the box in our brother’s hand almost falling to the carpet. “Hey, hey now! Gentle!”

      Tripp’s humor fades, and he holds the magazine up higher, blocking our brother from his view.

      “Don’t ignore me.” Buzz pushes the magazine down. “This is yours.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “You’re a dick, go away.”

      Buzz holds the present out with one arm, presenting it as if it were on a silver salver, waiting and waiting and waiting for Tripp to take it.

      “Fine, maybe I’ll open it,” he taunts, marching across the living room and plopping down on the couch, peeling one corner of the wrapping paper back. “Ooo what is this…”

      Tripp’s ears twitch. Nose flares.

      Like a child, he wants that present but isn’t about to admit it.

      Buzz, oblivious to the death glare his brother is shooting his way, happily rips the bow off the top, sticking it to the top of Chewy’s head, the dog curiously wagging his tail and sniffing the wrapping paper.

      “What is this? Huh, boy? Is this a present for Uncle Buzzy? Should Uncle Buzzy open it?”

      “Stop calling yourself Uncle Buzzy,” Tripp complains, setting the magazine on his lap.

      “I can call myself whatever I want. That’s what The ChewMeister would call me if he could speak English, wouldn’t you, boy?” He prolongs unwrapping the box by focusing his attention on the dog.

      “That’s my dog, and I’m not letting you call him The ChewMeister. It’s stupid.”

      “So I can’t call myself Uncle Buzzy and I can’t call him The ChewMeister? It’s Christmas, man—take a chill pill.” Buzz lifts his face and calls toward the kitchen where the women—except for me—have gathered. “Chandler, are you going to bang the crabby pants off this guy or what? Do us all a favor and—”

      “Trace Wallace!” Mom shouts before he can finish his sentence. “Don’t you dare say it! Have some manners.”

      He shrugs, grumbling under his breath. “I’m just saying, do us all a favor.”

      Tripp’s eyes are glued to the box as our brother lazily peels back yet another strip of tape, and all the while I wonder what could possibly be inside.

      The thing is, all three of us are great gift givers. We love it. I start early in the year, gathering up things as I travel, finding cool shit in the cities where I happen to be working. Nothing I ever give is boring—at least, not in my opinion.

      So I wonder what’s inside the box, because for all his many flaws, Buzz does love spoiling people rotten. He gave me a leather travel wallet with my initials painted in gold, a matching travel backpack, and a new carry-on suitcase, all of it personalized and coordinating. Totally beats the inexpensive crap I’ve been flying with.

      The point is, we’re givers. But for some reason, these two cannot get along. Bicker, bicker, bicker. They can go on and on about something, beating it into the ground, only stopping when our parents get involved. Or Buzz’s wife, or Tripp’s new girlfriend.

      The Christmas thing went on for a full day, Tripp refusing to open the gift, so I cannot imagine what it would be like having the pair of them along to look at properties, bickering and arguing in front of a real estate professional—probably bringing their partners, too. The entire thing would become an embarrassing shit show.

      Famous brothers or not.

      “I appreciate the offer,” I tell Tripp, coming out of my reminiscent daydream. “But…”

      “Oh come on—you can trust me. We won’t act five. Scout’s honor.” He makes the sign of the cross instead, as if that’s going to change my decision.

      I take a bite of apple and immediately regret it, the acid kicking up dust inside my stomach. I set it on the counter and push it to the side. “Need I remind you, you and Buzz were booted out of Boy Scouts when you learned to tie a bowline knot and used it to tether him to a tree.”

      “Please.” He snorts. “Buzz got himself free after three hours. Give me a break—I was teaching him basic survival skills.”

      “My point is, the two of you can’t be in the same room together without getting into an argument. The last thing I need is you guys fighting in front of a realtor—I would be so embarrassed.”

      “I wouldn’t be.” My brother laughs. “Who cares what anyone thinks?”

      I do.

      For the most part.

      “The last thing I want to happen in front of strangers is a repeat performance of Christmas.”

      “I’m sorry, but the asshole gave me an empty box.”

      “No, he gave you a custom sweater with Chewy’s face on it, and a sweater for Chewy with your face on it.” I shoot him a look. “Plus an engraved gold dog tag. Don’t even try to lie and say you haven’t worn the sweater. It’s so awesome.” And expensive. And such a great idea—I wish I’d thought of it.

      Tripp scoffs. “So what if I’ve worn it.” He picks at the sleeve of his shirt.

      “Anyway, no way am I going anywhere with the pair of you. You’re so immature.”

      He purses his lips, letting the subject go. “Just think about it though—don’t discount the idea of having a place of your own. You shouldn’t be renting.”

      The baby in my stomach agrees, letting me know it’s there by fluttering. Or maybe it’s just my imagination.

      “I’m not stupid, you know. I know you didn’t lose a contact lens on the ground, and I know you’re not just here because you don’t have a place to stay.” He pauses, allowing for a short lull in the conversation. “You can tell me why you’re here when you’re ready.”

      I stare in awe, wondering where this insightful guy came from and what he did to my brother. Then I remember to close my gaping mouth. Is this what having a girlfriend does to a man? Makes him more sensitive and perceptive? Because while Tripp has always been protective and supportive, he’s also always been kind of a dick.

      Tripp pulls the fridge open and stares into it, pulling out a large container. “Hungry? Chandler has a thing tonight so it’ll just be us.”

      I give the apple a cursory glance. “Does she spend a lot of time here?”

      “She’s starting to.” He shrugs, popping the lid on the container and sniffing it, holding it out for my inspection.

      My nose wrinkles in the air. “What is that?”

      “Chicken and rice. It’s only a day or two old, so we should be good.”

      I could do chicken and rice—if it doesn’t make me gag going down. Ha ha.

      This morning sickness business is a damn drag and killing my appetite; I wonder when Tripp will notice that.

      Chewy pants by my side, resting himself at my feet, finally curling into a ball.

      They say pets can sense when you’re pregnant or sick—I wonder if the same can be said about pets that don’t belong to you. Is the dog aware of it? Can he tell?

      Don’t you be giving away my secret, Chewy, I silently tell him, giving his ear a little pet with the tip of my toe.

      “How long do you think you’ll be crashing here? A month? Two? Not that it matters,” Tripp reassures me, getting down two plates out of the cabinet. “Stay as long as you need.”

      Sixty days under my brother’s watchful thumb? Uh, I don’t think so.

      “I was thinking a week.”

      Tops.

      The less time I’m tossing my guts in his toilet, the better.

      “One week to find a new place?” He stares at me like I’ve lost my mind, and you know what? Maybe I have. “Not going to happen, but dream big.”

      “What room do you want me in?” I ask, though I’ve already dumped my stuff in the blue bedroom at the end of the hallway upstairs—the only guest room with its own bathroom. Tripp’s house is gorgeous, but it’s nowhere near the McMansion Buzz’s house is, with fewer rooms and less privacy.

      Where Buzz is flashy, Tripp is more modest.

      He feeds me rice and chicken, the pair of us worn out from our days, neither of us prying for information from the other. Yes, I want to hear about his new girlfriend, and yes, I want all the gossip about the wives of his football teammates.

      But I’d rather take myself upstairs, kick off my shoes, and face-plant on the bed. Possibly take a steaming shower to be alone with my thoughts.

      And when I’m able to start the water and step into the cream tiled shower stall, I blink up at the ceiling, letting the day sink down the drain. My forehead hits the cold wall, and I let out a breath.

      What the hell am I going to do?
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      The last time I saw True Wallace, she was sliding out of the hotel bed the night of her brother’s wedding—sneaking out the door in the early morning light, shoes in hand, cringing when her hip hit the desk but not looking back.

      She thought I was sleeping.

      Not exactly something to brag about, but definitely something I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.

      Not a day has gone by where I haven’t wondered what she’s doing, or crept on her social media because she’s been impossible to get ahold of.

      Here I thought she and I were getting along great, but apparently I was wrong.

      I pick up the glass in front of me on the bar and swirl it, mindful that my younger sister, Gloria—or Glory, as we all call her—is skeptically eyeballing me (as usual), eyes narrow while she watches my face.

      “What?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Damn, she knows me too well. All my sisters do, all six of them, probably because they outnumbered me growing up and escaping them was impossible. Especially since a few of us shared a room.

      Seven kids in a three-bedroom house? They weren’t about to let me have my own space—no way in hell.

      I shrug a little in Gloria’s direction, wanting to spill the beans about my personal life. “Nada.” Nothing.

      She rolls her eyes. “Nada? That’s what girls say when there’s something wrong but they want you to beg.”

      “So? Maybe I’m not ready to talk about it yet.”

      Her head gives a slow nod. “Okay, fair enough. All you had to do was say so.”

      “Te lo dije.” I did say so.

      Glory nods again, letting a stretch of silence grow. “We can’t stand here all night. They’re going to come looking for us, and unless you want to tell everyone your business…”

      I glance over my shoulder toward the rest of our family, gathered around the long table at the restaurant where we’re gathered for our Aunt Zoila’s birthday. Salads and chips and salsa and queso line the table, along with pitchers of margarita and sangria, the whole Espinoza clan taking up the entire room.

      I don’t want to tell everyone my business, but I do want to get this off my chest.

      “I’m being ghosted.”

      My sister’s eyes go as wide as saucers, and she damn near spits out her drink. “You have a ghost in your condo? I thought it was new!”

      Ay. “No, dumbass, I’m being ghosted by a girl—she wants nothing to do with me.”

      Glory leans against the counter, two frozen margaritas in her hands—one for her, one for our sister Mariana, although she’s slurping on them both.

      Gross.

      “Who would be dumb enough to ghost you? Eres asombroso.” You’re amazing.

      Spoken like a protective younger sister.

      In Glory’s eyes, I can do no wrong. Throughout the years, I’ve protected her, stood up for her, shielded her from the bullshit surrounding her—mostly the normal sibling rivalry crap that comes with being the youngest in a family of seven. Older sisters suck sometimes.

      But guys do, too—and since Glory is in her early twenties, she has lots of learning left to do and has already been screwed over enough times.

      “It doesn’t matter who.”

      My sister doesn’t agree. “Of course it matters.” She sips from one of the glasses. “Who is this person? Was she born on Mars? Did someone drop her on her head when she was a baby? Why would she not want to talk to you? This doesn’t make sense.”

      I preen at my sister’s indignation.

      “How many dates have you been on?” Glory asks.

      “Er…officially? Cero.” Zero. Zilch.

      None.

      “You haven’t been on a date? Why?”

      I can’t tell my baby sister I hooked up with someone once and didn’t have the decency to ask her on an actual date—not when I constantly lecture her on men being pigs who only want to bang.

      “We…”

      “This woman isn’t a jock chaser, is she?” Glory pulls a face, curling her lip—a clear display of her thoughts on the gold diggers who routinely circle athletes like vultures.

      “Have you ever met a self-respecting gold digger who ghosted a famous baseball player?” I swipe my glass up off the bar and turn toward our family, who have all but forgotten about us. Loud, boisterous, celebratory.

      “Famous?” My sister laughs. “Listen to yourself.”

      “Please, we both know I get recognized on the street.”

      “By men,” Gloria teases. She follows behind me, trailing as we weave back through the restaurant to the table. It was quicker coming to the bar for a drink than asking the server, who’s been overwhelmed by our party since we all flooded the restaurant. “I’m not going to let this go, you know—you’re going to have to give me the scoop on this person. It’s not every day my big brother falls in love.”

      She says it amidst a cluster of our relatives, and I nod so she’ll quit talking—Nona doesn’t need to hear this, nor does our mother, who brings up a wedding any chance she gets.

      Besides, I’m not entirely sure my ego can handle retelling the story of True and how she got away. How she wants nothing to do with me.

      I’m not about to tell Glory that a couple months ago, I slept with someone only a few short hours after meeting them, even though I fucking know there was a connection True Wallace refuses to acknowledge.

      My mind drifts, despite my loud, boisterous family.

      I hadn’t realized True is so pretty, but I do now as she takes a seat across from me at the wedding for Buzz Wallace and stares at me across the table.

      Huge dark eyes framed by masses of even darker hair, and a grin so eerily like her brother’s. She smiles at me far too long and looks away, shyly lowering her head before tipping it to listen to whatever the bride is saying.

      True Wallace is magic.

      I’m not normally aloof when I approach a woman, but this isn’t just anyone—this is the sister of my good friend and teammate, and messing with sisters is no bueno.

      Off limits.

      Hard no.

      Still, it seems we can’t keep our eyes off each other. The bro code rules go unspoken, unwritten, and unobserved.

      Don’t date your friend’s sister, don’t sleep with your friend’s sister, don’t…

      You get the picture.

      I do a great job keeping my distance, if I do say so myself. I politely greet her at the reception, my palm tingling when she reaches out to shake it for a formal introduction.

      “Espinoza, this is my sister, True—True, this is José.”

      “Actually, my name is Mateo,” I say, giving her petite palm a firm grip. “José is technically my middle name. I don’t know why José stuck.” And I don’t know what compels me to tell her that, why I care that she knows my actual name.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mateo. Buzz talks about you all the time.”

      He does?

      “Good things I hope,” I tell her, though what I want to say is, He failed to mention that you’re fucking adorable and you sound like a goddamn angel when you speak.

      Thank goodness I don’t say it, because that would be weird. And Buzz Wallace would strangle me right here and now—the same way I would if he were messing with one of my sisters.

      “Matty, are you listening?”

      I jerk my head up to see another one of my sisters watching me, one brow arched quizzically.

      Glory snickers. “He’s daydreaming about su amor.” His love.

      Three of my sisters stare, and I curse my parents that I have so many of them.

      Meddling. Bossy. Sisters.

      “His what?” Camila is looking at me as if she can’t believe what Glory is saying.

      “He is being ghosted.”

      I turn on Gloria. “Glory, what the hell!”

      Our mother hears me and shoots over a warning the way only a mother can, pasting a smile on her face when she glances away again, giving her attention to Aunt Zoila. But I’m on her radar now, and I know one of her ears will be open.

      My sisters—who have now all congregated around my spot at the table, including Sophia, who normally hates gossip of any kind—chorus the word ghosted, repeating it incessantly until the tips of my ears turn red with embarrassment.

      “What’s ghosted?” Mariana asks.

      We all turn to stare at her. “Are you being serious right now?”

      She scrunches up her face, irritated. “Are you all forgetting I’m forty-five and haven’t dated anyone in twenty years?”

      Glory tips her head as if she’s the Queen of Spain, pardoning one of her subjects. “Fair enough, fair enough.”

      “Ghosting is when you go on a date with someone, you think it was great, and then they disappear on you with no warning or explanation.”

      “Disappear from the date?” Mariana asks. “Like, climbs out the bathroom window or something?”

      Rosaria pointedly raises an eyebrow, a trait we all inherited from our mother. “No, Mari.” She sighs. “It’s when they just stop talking to you. Block you on social media. Make it impossible to get ahold of them. Ghosting—poof, gone.”

      Mariana rolls her eyes. “And she’s doing that to you?”

      I shrug.

      “Why?”

      “She must not have liked me.”

      “What did you do to her?” Ana chimes in, biting down on a tomato she’s plucked from the salad in the center of the table.

      “I didn’t do anything! What kind of question is that?” Jesus, give me some credit. “I’m a gentleman.”

      “Well where did you take her on this date she didn’t like? Were you boring? Did you talk about yourself too much?”

      Glory snorts. “Not even.”

      They all look toward her.

      “They didn’t go out on a date,” she informs them, excited to be the center of attention and keeper of knowledge.

      “What does she mean you didn’t go on a date? How can she ghost you if you didn’t take her out?” Mariana wants to know.

      “Maybe she just doesn’t like him,” Camila reasons. “That is possible you know—he’s not that irresistible.”

      They all laugh.

      “I did not spend half my life training him to be a good man only to have a woman ghost him,” Mariana scoffs. She’s a good fifteen years my senior. Of all the women in this family, Mari spent just as much time with me as our mother did, she and my gaggle of sisters riding my ass when I did something stupid. Bailing me out when I misbehaved so I wouldn’t end up getting arrested. Driving me to my first job, driving me to practice when my parents were at work.

      Mariana and Camila helped me pick out my first condo, after I got drafted into the major league fresh out of college.

      It doesn’t surprise me that they’d be invested in my romantic life.

      It’s no wonder they all are.

      “You should take her on a date,” Sophia says, as if it’s a no-brainer. “Do you have her phone number?”

      No I don’t have her phone number. “Her brother won’t give it to me.”

      “What does her brother have to do with anything?”

      “He’s one of my teammates, and he doesn’t want me anywhere near his sister—I already asked him for her number.”

      Sophia, an attorney, has a million other questions. “When was the last time you saw this woman?”

      Sneaking out of the hotel room after we had sex. “Uh, at her brother’s wedding reception.”

      So, not entirely a lie. None of my sisters need to know the truth; they’d castrate me right on this table.

      “What did you talk about?”

      I scratch my head beneath the baseball cap I’ve got on—the ball cap my mother glared at when I entered the restaurant because she thinks it’s rude to wear a hat—any hat—indoors.

      “We talked about…” Shit, I don’t remember. “I complimented her on how nice she looked.” My sisters sigh as if I’m recanting a romantic tale. “And I asked her if she wanted a drink from the bar.”

      And True Wallace did, so I fetched her a cocktail, and we laughed and laughed and drank and drank.

      “I thought we were having a good time.”

      Sophia tilts her head. “So then what?”

      “So then what, what?”

      “After you had drinks—why didn’t you ask her out?” Sophia is holding a wine glass but not drinking from it, so absorbed in sifting through the details of this “case” to uncover what really happened and why her brother has been ghosted.

      “Then…that’s it.”

      My sisters don’t believe me.

      Sophia says, “You mean to tell us the two of you had a great time, and at a wedding, no less—one of the most romantic places to meet someone—and the whole thing ended right then and there?”

      “Did someone else whisk her away?” Camila asks.

      They all nod in unison as if to say, Good question, good question.

      “No, no one else whisked her away.”

      “Did she have to leave? It was her brother’s wedding—didn’t she stay until the end?” My sister the lawyer pummels me with one hard-hitting question after the next.

      “No, she didn’t leave—why are you browbeating me like this?!” I need her to stop with the interrogation or I’m going to end up—

      “Well what the hell happened?!” Sophia’s tone is as loud as mine was before when I raised my voice, and once again, our mother shoots the seven of us a warning.

      She isn’t impressed by her offspring’s loud behavior.

      “Shh,” she shushes from down the table, shaking her head. If we were teenagers and all going home to the same house, we’d be in deep shit.

      Fortunately, we’re all grown-ass adults and live on our own.

      Well, except Gloria, who still lives at home, but that’s because she’s young and still in college.

      “Mami is getting enojada.” Mom is getting mad.

      “That’s because she wants to know what’s going on over here.” Glory laughs. “Trust me, when we get home, she’ll grill me until she has all the details.”

      I groan. “Please don’t say anything.”

      My sisters laugh.

      They laugh and laugh, like I’ve just told the funniest joke.

      “Little brother, you come from a family of women, and you’re asking us to keep a secret?”

      They all laugh some more.

      Ana, who’s been relatively quiet this entire time, studies me. My face, my eyes.

      Narrows hers.

      “¿Te acostaste con ella?” Did you sleep with her?

      All six heads whip toward me.

      “I thought Sophia was the civil litigator here, not you.”

      Rosaria dramatically places a hand on her heart. “Oh my god, he did.”

      Camila picks up a linen napkin from the table and hits me on the arm with it. “You asshole! You slept with someone on the first date?”

      “It wasn’t a date, remember?” Gloria helpfully points out.

      “Glory!” Ana gasps. “That’s not helping.”

      “What is Mami gonna say when she finds out?” Mariana is chomping on a chip, enjoying my downfall, double-dipping in the guacamole.

      “Mami isn’t going to say anything, because no one is going to tell her!” I screech, sounding like a girl, high-pitched and panicky. I’m not afraid of many people, but my mother is one of them.

      Loretta Espinoza runs her household with an iron fist.

      “Are you serious?” Mariana laughs again. “You can’t treat women this way, Mateo.”

      “I didn’t treat her like shit! I want to see her again!”

      “Then why is she avoiding you, hermano?” Mariana has a disgusted look on her face—the same look all six of my sisters are giving me right now. “Have we taught you nothing? You don’t sleep with someone on the first date.”

      “It wasn’t a date, remember?” Gloria repeats, amused.

      The older sisters ignore her.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do. I asked her brother for her phone number, and he refused. I tried messaging her on social media, but she blocked me. I can’t show up at her work because I don’t know where that is.”

      “Show up at her work?” Sophia looks horrified. “That’s stalking!”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I amend. “I’m not actually going to show up at her work!” How did this conversation get so out of hand? “I know that’s stalking—that’s why I’m not going to do it!”

      If they didn’t gang up on me like this, I wouldn’t be so defensive, dammit.

      “Honestly you guys, I have no idea what to do.” I really want to see her.

      “If she wants nothing to do with you, Mateo, there is nothing you can do.” Ana puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “You cannot bother her anymore. You have to let it be.”

      “I know.” That’s what I’ve been doing—letting her be. “It came up because Glory was getting nosey, that’s all. She was asking if I’m seeing anyone, but I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      Sophia’s expression is thoughtful. “There’s a paralegal at my firm who’s single…” she begins.

      The rest of my sisters groan. “NO!”

      “What! He needs to settle down and start a family.”

      “Sister, he’s barely out of diapers.” Rosaria laughs. “Besides, I have someone at the club where I take yoga—an instructor—who’s really smart and athletic.”

      “What about a teacher?” Camila puts in. “I could see him dating a teacher. Do we know any?”

      “I think Aunt Gabriella has a cousin whose niece is a kindergarten teacher…”

      “No!” I shout, overwhelmed. “No. Just stop. I don’t want any of you setting me up. Do not send a woman to my house with food, do not send a woman to the stadium to meet me in the parking lot, do not bring a woman to Easter Sunday.” All things they have done in the past, their high-handed matchmaking overstepping the bounds on more than one occasion.

      It’s embarrassing as fuck.

      They all exchange glances, and if my brain isn’t playing a trick on me, Ana actually appears…worried.

      “Oops,” she mutters as I follow the direction of her eyes as they shift to the door. At the same time, we glimpse a young woman hovering in the doorway of the Mexican restaurant, clutching a purse in her hands.

      “Oh shit,” Mariana mutters. “You’re in trouble.”

      “What?” Ana says. “How was I supposed to know?” She puts down the plate she’s holding. “Listen, Mateo, that’s Lillian. Be nice to her—she’s a sweet girl.”

      When am I not nice? I want to shout, frustration eating me up inside.

      “You invited a stranger to a family gathering!” I can’t help pointing this out—not that it matters since they’ve done this sort of thing before. It’s like my family is out to strap me with an arranged marriage, constantly throwing women in my path one way or another. No venue or occasion is off limits with them.

      No matter how many times I’ve given them my limits.

      Sisters do not listen.

      And my mother? Her job is easy with the six girls doing her dirty work. She gets to come off as a saint, idly standing by as her spawn torture her son.

      Make no mistake, if I didn’t have any sisters, it would be my mother and my aunts trying to set me up on dates. The girls make her life so much easier…

      “You should go over there and bring her back here to join us,” Ana tells me.

      “Me? I didn’t invite her!”

      “She’s your guest.”

      Oh my god—why are they like this?

      “No, she’s yours. I’m going up to the bar—I’m going to need a stiffer drink.”

      “Mateo José Espinoza, you will do no such thing!” Ana gasps, yanking me back, pulling my sleeve.

      “Why are we all so loud?” Rosaria wonders out loud, finally sitting down to fill her plate with snacks. “It’s no wonder only half of us are in relationships. We’re like heathens.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Ana’s chin tilts up. “I don’t need a relationship to be happy.”

      This earns her a snort from the youngest. “Things people say when they can’t find a boyfriend. It’s only a matter of time before Mami pays someone to marry you.”

      “Mind your own business, Glory.”

      If anyone in the room thinks it’s odd that we’re all bickering, not a single person has said it. In fact, barely anyone is paying attention to us, which just goes to show how riotous this bunch is.

      “Ana, go get that poor girl. She looks terrified,” Mariana—as the oldest and bossiest—orders. “And Mateo, just pretend to be interested.”

      That’s a horrible idea. “I’m not giving anyone false hope.”

      My sister shrugs. “Maybe you’ll like her.”

      Maybe, but I doubt it.

      Lillian Whatever-Her-Last-Name-Is appears to be the opposite of the kind of women I usually date: sweet, demure, adorable. Like a preschool teacher, or someone who works with the elderly or volunteers on the holidays.

      Lillian looks intimidated by me, continuously toying with a stray lock of hair next to her ear, hair done in a low ponytail, blonde and silky. She twirls it aimlessly around her forefinger, and I doubt she’s aware she’s doing it.

      When you’re an athlete, you learn to pick up on tells pretty quickly—especially those of a pitcher. Lots of glances to the base coaches. Shuffling their feet. Constantly stretching and loosening their shoulders. Squishing the brim of their ball cap.

      This is Lillian’s tell.

      She’s doing a great job keeping the smile on her face as my sisters accost her, berating her with interview-style questions, now the center of attention instead of myself.

      Thank God.

      She has blue eyes, and they keep looking at me. Long lashes that are definitely real. Pink lips.

      Floral dress.

      I can see she’s brought a gift for our aunt, even though she doesn’t know her and has never met her, which is incredibly thoughtful but unnecessary, and if this is the kind of woman my sisters think I want to date, I’m royally fucked.

      It is not.

      Lillian Whoever-She-Is is the opposite of what I want.

      I want the kind of girl who’s going to fuck me then ghost me.

      The kind of girl who tells me off, curses like her brothers, shoves me down on the bed, and then sneaks out in the morning without saying goodbye.

      A career in sports.

      Dark hair and darker eyes. Sarcastic mouth.

      Tall, but not taller than I am.

      Fantastic tits.

      Two brothers who would beat my ass if they knew I’d banged her.

      Like my sisters, they would most definitely blame me—despite the fact that I’ve been hounding Buzz Wallace for his sister’s phone number.

      At least let me apologize for not…for…

      Sleeping with her when I should have asked her on a date instead.

      It’s not too late to right the wrong, is it?

      I glance around, letting the sounds and smells of the restaurant and my family assail me, grateful and weighted down by them all at the same time.

      But honestly—when haven’t they helped me when I’ve needed them? Maybe getting the girls to give me advice is exactly what I need…
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      Captain’s log, day four: My brother is officially driving me nuts. I thought I’d have more privacy than this, considering he works full-time and isn’t supposed to be hanging around the house, but that hasn’t been the case. My brother is lurking, hovering like a worrywart, and he’s driving me insane.

      Tripp is gone today, having left for work before the sun rose. He taped a sticky note to the door of my guest bedroom: “Sis, be back around 7. Text me what you want for dinner and I’ll grab sushi.”

      Sushi. The thought of it makes me want to puke.

      Fishy, raw, sticky, moist sushi.

      In my condition? Blech.

      Okay fine, I’m not that far along—but that doesn’t mean my eating habits haven’t drastically changed or my gag reflex hasn’t kicked in.

      I can barely brush my teeth.

      The bump is still nonexistent, and I run a hand down my still smooth stomach, kind of wanting more to happen downtown. I mean, if I’m going to have all the symptoms and experience all the negative aspects, wouldn’t it be nice to have something to show for it?

      I check the time on my phone and see a text from Buzz.

      Buzz: Hey, one of my teammates is asking for your number but I told him my sister is off limits.

      Me: So why are you telling me about it if you told him I’m off limits?

      Buzz: Because he’s really insistent and I wanted to give you a heads-up in case he finds a way to contact you.

      Me: Who?

      The tingle in my stomach tells me I already know who, except we’re not ready to admit it to anybody, let alone Buzz.

      Buzz: José

      Me: Who?

      Buzz: Espinoza

      His name is Mateo, I want to reply, but I don’t. That would give me away and piss off my brother, and the last thing I need is to raise his suspicion.

      Buzz: I don’t know what his fucking problem is…

      I do.

      He didn’t want me to leave that morning after we slept together. He wanted to get to know me. He wanted to date me.

      I’m embarrassed, humiliated, and ashamed by my behavior, because I slept with a man I don’t even know, snuck out on him, then ghosted him completely for no reason other than I’m a chicken.

      Worse, he seems like a super nice guy.

      Worse, I like him.

      Worse still? Well. We all know how this story ends.

      Me: Thanks for not giving him my number. It’s not that I don’t WANT him to have it, I’m just not ready for him to have it.

      Buzz: What the hell is that supposed to mean?

      Me: I’m not ready to date, LOL.

      Buzz: Well no shit. And you won’t be dating HIM when you are.

      Me: Okay, cool your jets, bro. And don’t be rude to him either—he’s not a bad guy.

      Buzz: You’re my sister.

      As if that explains it all.

      Me: So?

      Buzz: So. It’s my job to look out for you.

      Er, not really, and not like this, but okay. Cock-blocking or clam-jamming or whatever the term is, is most certainly not his job. It’s his job to approve or disapprove once I finally find a man I want to bring home and introduce them to—not scare away every single man who expresses an interest in me.

      Still. His reluctance to give Mateo Espinoza my contact information buys me a little more of the time I need.

      I’m going to have to tell him at some point…and how giant of an asshole am I going to look like once the whole world finds out what a douchebag I am for keeping this a secret from him and my family?

      It’s going to be on the news, in the press, in the papers. They’re going to gossip about it in the clubhouse at the stadium and up in the executive offices.

      The world is going to know I’m a foolish girl.

      Can you blame me for hiding as long as I can?

      Tripp has Sprite in the fridge, along with ginger ale and a few other clear drinks with carbonation—he hasn’t said it, but they’re for me. Which means he knows I’ve been throwing up but hasn’t confronted me about it.

      He also knows I’ve been working during the day.

      Molly told me he’s been asking; considering she’s been dropping in on me during the day, I wonder if he’s paying her to babysit me along with the dog.

      I pop the earbuds out of my ears, cutting loose the phone call I’ve just been on while I was texting my brother. It was a family who is trying to get their son onto a Division 1 lacrosse team, needing a recruiter to visit his high school, and wanting to know their options.

      They’re a split family, mom and dad having divorced, so I’ve been having to go between both parents, listening to their fights, squabbling, and disagreements to varying degrees.

      See, I work for a college recruiter—more of a middleman, actually, between the colleges and universities—getting teenage athletes the eyes they need on them to potentially procure scholarships, or places on a team.

      It’s rewarding and horrible all at the same time.

      Days like this—hearing the mother of a student athlete crying that her ex-husband never paid for lacrosse lessons, and it all came out of her pocket, and he’s a piece of shit, and on and on and on—instead of discussing what’s best for the son?

      Tiring.

      More tiring than being awake all night listening to the sound of my own heart beating and my own unhappy thoughts.

      The morning sickness has gotten better, but Tripp’s hovering has not. It’s almost as if he suspects something, sticking his head into the guest bedroom each night and every morning before he goes to bed or leaves for the stadium.

      It has me up late, thinking.

      Strategizing.

      What are you going to do, True Wallace?

      What on earth.

      Are.

      You.

      Going.

      To.

      Do.

      Someone, anyone, please write a book on What To Expect When You’re Secretly Expecting.

      I put all my work stuff aside and exit Tripp’s office—the space I’ve been using, which is actually quite perfect—organizing my date book, headset and earbuds, and folders onto one of his many shelves.

      I have a doctor’s appointment this afternoon across town, so I trudge back upstairs to the guest bedroom and riffle through the shirts I hung in the closet, the week half over without a new rental apartment in sight.

      Who was I trying to kid, thinking I was going to find a place and move within seven days? My bravado was all smoke and mirrors. Between work deadlines, feeling like shit, and not liking a single place I found on the internet, the likelihood that I’m going to move this month…slim to none.

      Heck, I’ll be lucky if I find something in the next thirty days.

      And if I’m not mistaken, Tripp is doing everything he can to make me feel comfortable and at home in an attempt to keep me here longer.

      Texts to check in on me.

      Sending over the neighbor girl.

      Having food delivered throughout the day.

      Bringing home dinner.

      It’s been kind of freaking awesome, if I’m being honest. Like living in a hotel, but one with a slobbering dog and nosey neighbors.

      Speaking of which…

      “True, are you here?”

      Molly’s voice rings out, echoing a little from the foyer, her sneakers squeaking on the clean tile floor.

      I pull a shirt out of the closet, swapping out the team football sweatshirt I’m wearing (which I stole from my brother’s closet) and stepping into a fresh pair of black leggings before I hear the pitter-patter of teenage feet bounding up the stairs.

      I hear Molly before I see Molly.

      “There you are,” she says breathlessly, popping her head into the room.

      I’ve discovered Molly is always popping in at her leisure, never asking for permission, never waiting to be invited. It makes sense that she’s inserted herself into my brother’s—and Chandler’s—life. She’s an odd little thing, funny and bossy and probably doesn’t fit in well with her peers.

      Too mature.

      Too wise.

      Too much of everything.

      Which explains why she fits in so well here.

      “Here I am.” I pull the shirt down in time to cover the invisible bump in my tummy, the one Molly’s eyes are trying to find. My brother may be buying my story, but this teenager certainly isn’t, and I know at some point we’re going to have to tell Tripp.

      We.

      Since when am I in cahoots with this kid?

      “What’s going on?” I ask, grabbing a puffer vest to layer over my top. It’s still cold out—freezing cold, even. I’m too warm for a down jacket but too cold not to wear anything, so vest it is.

      “Nothin’. Just wanted to stop in and see how you’re doing.”

      I pause, glancing at the clock sitting on the bedside table. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      “I get done early because I have two study halls back to back at the end of the day.”

      How convenient.

      She gives me a once-over, checking out my outfit. “Going somewhere?”

      “I am indeed.” The doctor’s office, obstetrician to be exact. Baby doctor for an eight-week appointment.

      “Are you stopping at Starbucks?” Why on earth is she asking?

      She doesn’t think she’s coming along, does she?

      “I wasn’t planning on stopping for coffee, no.” I used to be a latte girl, but since getting pregnant…no can do.

      “Want company? We can drink yummy freshers instead of coffee.”

      I tilt my head to study her face. “Is my brother paying you to spy on me?”

      Molly’s brows go up. “Do you want the truth?”

      I roll my eyes, grabbing my purse off the bed. “I don’t want you to lie, that’s for damn sure.”

      Molly mulls this over, speaking slowly. “He’s not paying me to spy on you.”

      I know there’s more. “But…?”

      “But…he does want me to make sure you’re okay. He doesn’t believe you’re only here because you need a place to stay. He thinks there’s more to it than that.”

      My eyes almost bug out of my skull. “Tripp said that?” I could not be more surprised—I know he can be insightful, but for him to suspect any more than what I’ve told him is a shock.

      The neighbor girl follows me out the door. “Well, not in those exact words.” Her hand grips the railing as we make our way back to the ground level.

      “Well—what words did he use?”

      She lowers her voice, feigning a masculine drawl. “Molly, my sister is full of shit. Keep an eye on her for me, would ya?”

      Okay, that sounds one hundred percent like something Tripp would say, in those exact words.

      I laugh. “Sounds about right. But rest assured, you don’t have to follow me around—I’m fine. I’m not dying.”

      My stomach lurches at the sight of the bagels that are now on the counter, the ones that were not there when I went upstairs. “Did you bring those?”

      “Your brother had them delivered. He doesn’t think you’re eating enough.”

      That’s because I barf it all up.

      In fact, I think I’ve lost weight in the past week, which is the opposite of what I want. It’s not good for the baby.

      Mateo’s baby.

      Ugh!

      “Hey, where’s the dog?” He hasn’t bombarded me yet like he usually does anytime I come down the stairs.

      “Eating, probably. I just fed him and put water in his bowl.” Molly picks up a plain bagel and aims it in my direction. “Maybe since this is bread, you’ll be able to keep it down?”

      I shoot her a look. “Um.” Maybe.

      I take it, biting off a chunk, chewing and chewing and swallowing.

      So far, so good.

      I take another bite.

      “Don’t you want any, like, cream cheese?” She’s staring at me downing the bagel as if I’m a monster for eating it plain. Untoasted. No creamy spread.

      “God no.”

      She’s texting on her phone as I take another bite.

      “If you’re texting my brother right now…” My voice trails off with a warning, though let’s be honest—what can I actually do about it?

      “I’m just telling him you’re eating!” she says guiltily. “He’s worried about you.”

      Fine.

      I’ll allow it.

      I hesitate, then, “I’m going to the obstetrician.”

      “I figured.” Molly waits a few beats before, “So can I come with you?”

      I nearly spit out the carbs in my mouth, taken aback by her bold question. “You do not want to come with me to the baby doctor! Don’t you have anything better to do? A dog to walk? Homework?”

      She’s picking up the bagels we aren’t eating and puts them in a brown paper bag before folding it closed. “Yes, to those things, but there are also some things I wanted to talk to you about. And I can see you’re in a rush, so I thought we could talk in the car. You can pretend I’m your assistant.”

      Oh, I’ve always wanted an assistant! And it would piss my brother off so bad if his assistant became my assistant, and wait, what am I even saying? This is a teenage girl, for pity’s sake—she could never actually work for me!

      Baby brain’s got me thinking crazy.

      “You cannot come to the doctor with me, Molly. I’m sorry.”

      She heaves a sigh. “I know your secret, so you might as well let me come along. So we can talk.”

      I feel my eyes narrow. “Are you blackmailing me?”

      “Me? Nooo.”

      The little snake! What’s in it for her? What the heck does she have to discuss with me that makes her willing to hold me hostage in the car?

      “Do you want me to tell my brother you’re an extortionist?”

      Her head tilts. “That wouldn’t be accurate because I’m not trying to get anything from you.”

      “Are you always this literal?”

      “No.” Molly marches toward the garage door, only glancing back to see if I’m following suit. “Are you coming or what?”

      The little shit.

      I walk behind her, tapping the remote for my car so she can hop into the passenger side. We buckle in and pull out, and I give a quick glance at her house.

      “Shouldn’t you get permission to leave with a stranger?”

      “I texted them already. My parents both work late tonight.”

      Of course they do. How convenient.

      I look straight ahead until we’re on the main road then finally acknowledge that she had something she wanted to discuss.

      “So? What’s the thing?”

      The kid has her hands in her lap, fingers laced together, index fingers in a steeple. I’m surprised they’re not pressed to her chin, as deep in thought as she is.

      “I think we should tell Tripp you’re pregnant.”

      There’s that ‘we’ again. “And how do you think he’s going to react?”

      Molly considers this. Opens her mouth, then shuts it. Opens it again. “It’s not about what he thinks—it’s about you. It’s not healthy for you to have this secret and no support.” She glances over at me. “I do not count—I’m only in tenth grade.”

      That almost makes me laugh.

      “Have you told any of your girlfriends?” the kid asks, prying deeper into my personal business.

      No. “I will. Eventually.”

      “Why not?”

      Because, kid, once my friends know, they’re going to bombard me with questions, start planning baby showers and gender reveals, and want to shop and demand information on Mateo Espinoza and stalk him online and probably harass him.

      They’re going to assume he’s a piece of shit when in reality, I’m the one who…

      I’m the one…

      “I’m taking it one day at a time.”

      She’s quiet again, the only sound in my car from the radio. “Well. I think you should tell Mr. Wallace and Chandler. You’re going to get stressed out, and that’s not good for your body or the baby.”

      Who is this kid?

      What is this sorcery?

      Is this why Tripp keeps her around?

      I’m silent, assuming she isn’t finished having her say.

      “What’s the harm in telling your brother? At least you won’t have to lie and sneak around his house anymore. Eventually he’s going to catch you when you’re sick, and you can’t keep losing contacts on the floor.”

      True.

      So very true.

      “Mr. Wallace is way cooler than you give him credit for,” she tells me with authority.

      “Oh? Is he now?”

      Molly shrugs and admits, “No, not really.”

      We both laugh at that.

      “I didn’t think so.”

      I remember this conversation so I can repeat it to him later, wondering if he’ll be as amused as I am right now.

      “Chandler makes him cool.” The teenager is watching out the window as we pass the mall. “He’s lucky to have her. He almost blew it.”

      I can’t imagine what it would be like to date one of my brothers—either of them. They’re such…assholes sometimes. Then again, maybe I just feel that way because I’m the baby sister who had to tolerate pranks and fighting and bickering and the competitiveness.

      That’s one of the reasons I went into the sports industry, too. As much as I hate to admit it, I didn’t want to be left out of the excitement. I wanted to have something in common with them both. I wanted my parents to be as proud of me as they are of Trace and Tripp.

      Of course, what could possibly compare to having two world-class athletes in the family?

      Certainly not a daughter who “just” works for a sports agency and who hasn’t made it to the top of the corporate ladder. Plus, my brothers’ connections helped land me the job in the first place—I didn’t even secure the position on my own.

      I know, I know, we’re all completely different people. But how could they not compare us? How can they not be more proud of one than the other? It’s not my fault I wasn’t born a man—not my fault I wasn’t blessed with much athletic talent.

      I played soccer but was never good enough to play past high school, no matter how much heart I gave it.

      So, I majored in sports management in college, following in my brothers’ footsteps by at least attending the same school. They’re older than me, but not by much; we were all there at the same time for at least one school year.

      I was a freshman and Buzz was a sophomore while Tripp was a senior.

      Both of them entered the draft as soon as they were eligible.

      Neither of them would let me attend the same parties, though, and anyone who even thought about dating me was hunted down and scared off by the Wallace duo, because they always made everything about them.

      I was just their little sister.

      It sucked.

      It was amazing.

      It was both at the same time.

      “Alright smarty-pants, how do you suppose I tell my brother I’m pregnant?”

      Molly must have already given this some consideration, because it doesn’t take her long to respond. “I say you just tell him. Like, sit him down and just take a seat at the counter and say it. He’ll suspect something if you, like, wanna go for dinner or whatever.”

      Yeah, he would suspect something if I tried to surprise him with the news.

      “So just spring it on him?”

      “Totally. Rip off the Band-Aid.” She pokes the window with a fingernail as we approach a coffee shop, poke, poke, poking until I’m slowing down my car and putting on the turn signal, already conned by this teenage girl.

      She smiles, getting her way.

      “He’s probably going to need some time to process the information, but I bet he’ll be fine.”

      “He’ll be fine? Him? What about me?”

      Molly scoffs. “Oh you know how men are—he’ll find a way to take this news and make it about him.”

      How right she is; my brothers have been doing it to me for years, and they aren’t even aware of it.

      “Plus,” she goes on, “guys are such babies. He’s going to be all butthurt, and you’re the one with a baby in your belly. Like, it has nothing to do with him, and I bet his one feeling is going to be all hurt.”

      We both roll our eyes as I drive up to the order screen and tell the barista what we want, laughing when we reach the window.

      “When am I giving him the news?”

      More thinking. More head tilting. “No time like the present.”

      “Now?” I practically shout, panicking.

      “Tonight!” Her head shakes. “Whoa, calm down. Relax—obviously we’re not going to do it now. He’s at work.” Eye roll.

      We. “Are you planning on being at the house when I spill the beans?”

      “Duh. As if you’d have the guts to do it without me.”

      She’s not wrong about that. I take a sip of my decaf iced latte, slurping the deliciousness through the straw and managing to keep it down. Hallelujah!

      “You think you know me well enough that I need you to be there with me, otherwise I won’t tell him?”

      Molly turns her head, straw in mouth, smiling around it. “Not to be disrespectful, Ms. Wallace, but no—you definitely don’t have the lady balls to do it without me.”

      “You little…” I laugh. “You just met me. And don’t call me Ms. Wallace—it sounds weird. Call me True.” I shoot her a sidelong glance. “Also, don’t you dare say anything about respecting your elders. I’m not that much older than you.”

      “Older, but not older enough to not get pregnant,” the little shit mumbles beneath her breath, just loud enough that I can hear. If I wasn’t so amused by her, I’d be offended by her candor.

      Still. She’s not wrong about that, either.

      Wait… Did what she just said even make any sense?

      Dammit, where did this kid come from, and what are her parents feeding her?

      “Are you still puking your guts out?”

      Um. “No—why would you think I’m still puking my guts out?”

      Tripp’s neighbor girl—and my new confidant—snorts into the straw of her mocha something-or-other. “Please, you were puking when I got to his house. That didn’t look like a one-time thing.” She shoots me a glance across the front seat. “You didn’t actually think you could convince me you weren’t pregnant, did you? By pretending you ate bad food? Please.”

      She scoffs.

      “I told you by accident—I barely knew what I was saying that day.” I’m sort of irritated she didn’t believe me. “You’re way too cynical for a teenager, do you know that?”

      “Listen, there’s puking, and then there’s puking, and you were practically inside the toilet. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out.”

      My brother hasn’t figured it out.

      Yet.

      “Okay, what else gave it away?”

      “That’s pretty much it. Mostly just an educated guess. But I was right, so…”

      “And now you’re coming to my doctor’s appointment with me by tricking me into taking you to Starbucks.”

      “I don’t know if you know this, but teenagers spend most of their lives operating on assumptions and manipulations. I happen to be better at it than most of my peers.”

      “Where are your friends?” I blurt out. “Aren’t you in sports or something?”

      “I play soccer, but it’s winter, so…”

      Fine.

      She plays soccer but it’s winter.

      Which gives her plenty of time to stick her nose in my business. “Are your friends this nosey?”

      “Nope.” Her answer is definitive, but then she goes on. “I mean, mostly they’re into boys at this point in their lives. Even my friends who play volleyball and stuff—boy crazy. Oh, and all they do is sit on their phones and obsess over the likes their posts on social media are getting, and do you know what it’s like when a fifteen-year-old has a meltdown because the algorithm sucks?”

      I don’t want to know what that’s like. “Do me a huge favor and don’t bring any of them to the house while I’m hormonal—I won’t be able to handle it.”

      “Yeah, I don’t bring them around anyway. Half of them have mad crushes on your brother, and it gets weird.”

      “What’s a mad crush?” I am so not down with this lingo. Teen jargon or whatever.

      “Um, a serious crush?” She’s looking at me as if I’m so utterly clueless, because I totally am. What the hell do I know about teenage girls? Even though it wasn’t so long ago that I was one myself.

      I spent most of my years chasing after my brothers, living in their shadows.

      “I can’t imagine Tripp with a group of teenage girls in his house. He would die.”

      That makes Molly laugh. “Oh god—I brought over my friends Liza and Annabelle one time, because I didn’t realize he was home from an away game, and he was in the hot tub and Liza kept staring when he finally climbed out of the water. She asked if she could climb in too if she ran and got a swimsuit. I was so embarrassed.”

      I can only imagine.

      My brothers are both insanely good-looking, if you’re into that big, dark, broody type. Most women are.

      “What did Tripp do?”

      “He went and got dressed in like, thirty layers—even put on a winter hat—and stood in the kitchen with his arms folded across his chest as if we were going to accost him.” She laughs. “I’m super good at reading nonverbal cues, so I knew I had to get them out.”

      Super good.

      Mad crush.

      Like, like, like.

      If I hang out with this kid much longer, I’m going to be talking like her and probably wanting to hang out at the mall.

      “You seem to have a really good head on your shoulders,” I say, because it’s true, as we pull into the parking lot of the obstetrician.

      Molly preens under my approval. “Thanks. My parents are super strict, but they trust me, which is cool.” She unbuckles her seat belt and pops her drink into the cup holder. “I used to work at a store, but then Mr. Wallace moved in next door, and let me tell you, my dad just about died. He was freaking out—he won’t admit it because he tries to be cool, but he’s a huge fan.”

      We slam our doors, walking side by side to the front entrance, and I won’t lie, it’s nice having someone along.

      “So then one day I was outside in the yard doing whatever, and Chewy saw me and ran over, and when I brought him back home, that’s when Mr. Wallace asked if I’d walk the dog and babysit him sometimes and stuff. It’s a pretty good gig. I got to quit my other job.”

      “Probably because of your dad and his man crush.”

      “Oh for sure because of his man crush! He pretends not to care, but every so often he asks me a million questions. Who hangs out at the house, what Mr. Wallace is like, blah blah blah.”

      “And your parents aren’t…worried you’re hanging out at a dude’s house all the time?”

      “I mean—Mr. Wallace has a girlfriend, and he’s not actually home all that much, especially during the football season, so they’re not worried he’s going to take advantage of me.”

      “Sorry, I had to ask.” It would have been remiss of me not to, and now that Molly is in my life, it’s my duty to look after her the way my brother obviously looks after her.

      Wallaces stick together; clearly Molly feels some obligation to watch out for me as well.

      What a strange kid.
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      The season doesn’t start for months, but we’re gearing up for training camp—which isn’t in Illinois, but Arizona.

      Normally, I’m pumped to leave town and do so early, just after the holidays, split from the cold-ass Midwest weather and make for the western sun, but something has kept me here longer.

      A feeling.

      A nagging in my stomach that something is about to happen…

      I watch Buzz Wallace, the team’s closer, walk past me in the locker room, eyes averted because he knows what I’m going to ask: What’s your sister’s phone number?

      How does he know? Because I’ve already asked him a few times, only to be rejected, much like his sister already did.

      Call me a glutton for punishment, but don’t call me a quitter, ’cause I’m asking again and his scare tactics aren’t going to stop me.

      There’s a duffle bag hanging at my side, and I heft it onto my shoulder so it’s more comfortable, tailing him as he makes his way to the conference room we use for team meetings. It’s set up kind of like an informal press conference room, with desks and a table up front where the coaches and managers speak. Show game tapes, go over strategies—shit like that.

      “Stop following me,” he says without turning, voice echoing in the concrete block hallway.

      “We’re going to the same place—I have to follow you.”

      “Then stop staring at my back.”

      Buzz Wallace is ridiculous sometimes, an actual grown-up child. I wager that were we stuck in the back of a car together, he’d complain that I was looking at him for the duration of the trip, and I’d most likely win that bet.

      “You have weak shoulders,” I smart, teasing him to get a rise.

      It works.

      He turns momentarily to argue. “I do not!” Postures, standing straighter.

      “Okay, you don’t.”

      “Don’t agree with me like that—it’s annoying.”

      I laugh. Having grown up with six sisters, not much fazes me. He’s being difficult because he doesn’t want me asking about his sister; deep down inside, he knows the reason I’m asking is because True and I had a connection.

      Okay fine, maybe he doesn’t know we had a connection—and maybe she doesn’t know we had a connection, but how the hell am I supposed to find out for sure if he won’t give me her fucking phone number?

      “Did she tell you not to give me her number?” There. I said it.

      He hesitates, weighing his words. “I just told her I wasn’t going to.”

      “So…does that mean she was asking about me?”

      “No, jackass, it means I told True you wanted her number, then I told her I wasn’t giving it to you.”

      What the fuck? “What did she say?”

      Was she as outraged as I am? Did she want my number? Maybe I should tell him to pass it along, put the ball in her court instead of randomly messaging her out of the blue. I thought about dropping into her inbox on LinkedIn—the one place I haven’t tried contacting her—but that feels so juvenile, and I’m a grown man, for fuck’s sake.

      Maybe I should write it down for him just in case.

      Wait, he has my freaking number—he used to text me all the damn time.

      “She didn’t say anything.”

      “But you asked her, so she had to have said something.”

      Buzz spins around again. “Dude! Why do you care? You don’t even know my sister!”

      Oh, but I do. In the biblical sense, if you catch my drift, but saying that out loud is going to get me punched in the face—I can see it in his eyes.

      Anyway, he’s not behaving any more irrationally than I’ve behaved on behalf of my own sisters, so I try to cut him some slack.

      I’m a patient man like that.

      Mostly.

      “We shared a moment,” I explain vaguely, doing my best not to sound like We shared a moment, wink-wink.

      Buzz doesn’t look amused. “You shared a moment—what the fuck does that mean?”

      Exactly what you think it means. “All I’m saying is we were able to talk at your wedding, and I think she’s cool. I’d love to get to know her better.”

      “You think she’s cool? Cool,” he deadpans, uninterested. “Any guy who uses the plebian term cool to describe my sister isn’t getting her number.”

      Did Buzz Wallace just use the word plebian?

      But shit, he’s right—using cool to describe True did sound douchey and way too casual, and I don’t blame him for refusing me or getting pissed. That’s what brothers do.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” I’m trying to be casual about this, alright man? Cut me some slack.

      I need to know why she bailed on me. Was it something I did? Was I horrible in bed? What scared her off? What if I do it to someone else? If it’s something I can fix—something I have control of—I want to know about it.

      Also, it’s driving me insane that she ghosted me.

      I need closure, dammit!

      Every insecurity that comes with making yourself vulnerable only to find out you’re not good enough is rearing its ugly head. Did True not find me attractive once she saw me naked?

      Did she only sleep with me out of pity?

      On second thought, True Wallace wouldn’t have to pity-fuck anyone; she’s gorgeous and the sister of two of the most celebrated athletes in American history, for fuck’s sake.

      Crap. I just swore twice.

      Mi madre would have a fit. Probably smack me on the back of the head good and hard if she heard the voices in my head cussing a blue streak.

      For good reason—but still.

      She don’t fuck around.

      There I go again…

      The long, cold hallway comes to an end and we enter the team meeting room. I pause in the doorway, waiting for Buzz to take his place at a desk—normally we sit together, but he isn’t in the mood to play nice with me, and I instinctively know he wants me nowhere near him.

      Surreptitiously, he glances my way, scowling, no way to avoid me considering we’re one of the first few to grab seats.

      He looks over his shoulder as I pretend to mull over my seating options, acting as if I’m unsure where I want to sit, putting on a big show to make him think I’m not going to plunk down behind him so I can whisper in his ear while our coaches are talking.

      I wait it out, let a few of our teammates meander in, throwing out greetings and head nods to men I haven’t seen in a few weeks, the holidays having broken up our routine. Gave our brains and bodies plenty of time to recharge and repair, our families time to spend with us.

      Welp. Play time is over, and we’re back to the grind.

      My ass falls into a chair in the second row directly behind Buzz so I can stare at the back of his head.

      He twitches.

      I smirk.

      “Don’t talk to me,” he grumbles, still facing forward.

      “I will.”

      “I said don’t.”

      I’ve known Buzz for five years—met him in college during a championship game in Florida where I was attending school on a scholarship during a night out after his team had won. Packed bar. Lots of beer.

      We became fast friends, staying in touch. Then, when I was drafted to Chicago and he was on a farm team, hustling to make the pros, we were in the same state. Occasionally I’d find time to practice with him—fielding balls and batting practice—and then one day the bastard was signed to the Steam.

      I couldn’t fucking believe it.

      His hard work had paid off, and we’ve been teammates ever since, riding each other’s asses and annoying the shit out of each other.

      Until I went and slept with his younger sister…

      God, I’m such a jackass.

      “You can’t ignore me forever,” I whisper, mindful that the staff is setting up and about to begin. They don’t screw around when they call us in like this, beginning promptly and efficiently—just the facts so we’re out the door ASAP.

      “You can’t ignore me.”

      “Yes I can,” he says, most definitely not ignoring me.

      “See. Told you.”

      Buzz turns around in his seat to face me. “I was saying yes I can ignore you.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “If you were going to ignore me, you wouldn’t have replied. Period.”

      He scrunches up his face. “You’re annoying.”

      “You are.”

      I’ve seen him bicker with his brother and sister; this is his style of arguing, and I’m happy to play along. It’s harmless and typically doesn’t escalate beyond a few immature barbs.

      “You can’t get mad at me because I asked for your sister’s number. It’s not like I committed a crime.”

      His mouth puckers. “I’m just looking out for her.”

      Okay, that’s a bit offensive. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but I have six sisters—I’m the last person who is going to treat her like shit. My sisters would kick my ass.”

      “Oh, so you tell them when you treat women like shit?”

      What the hell is he talking about? “I might have the occasional one-night stand, but I’ve never treated anyone I’ve dated like shit.”

      Unlike himself, who I’ve seen hook up with randoms plenty in the past, before he met and married his wife. Buzz Wallace was your typical pompous mega-star athlete, pumping his dick into any willing jock chaser.

      Buzz turns back toward the front of the room, and I suffer through the managers and assistant coaches giving us information about the upcoming preseason. The games, house rental information for guys who don’t own a place in Arizona near the stadium. Hotels that are home away from home. Rules.

      They pass around stapled packets—the same ones we get year after year—and I take one, flipping through to view what I already know. Breeze through the conduct code.

      I will accept decisions of all officials and base coaches without arguing.

      I will let the coach handle disputes during games.

      I will attend all practices and scheduled team meetings unless excused by management.

      Well no shit, that’s what we’re here for. That’s why we get paid.

      I will set a good example of behavior and show a command of sound work ethic for the community and my teammates, yada yada yada…

      I will not use profanity or vulgarity…

      No swearing? That last one actually makes me laugh out loud before I can finish reading the sentence in its entirety. Show me a guy on the team who doesn’t curse or use swear words, and I’ll show you a baseball field of invisible players.

      And let’s not get started on the coaching staff, who not only curse but turn blue in the face sometimes when they’re screaming at us for fucking up.

      You wouldn’t think that happened in the pros, but it does.

      “You break half these commandments on a daily basis,” I whisper to Buzz’s back.

      “Shut up.”

      “You’re so bitchy today.” I lean back in my seat, racking my brain for a way to get through to him, wondering why I’m so hell-bent on getting his sister’s number.

      Sure, True Wallace is pretty. And smart. And ambitious. And…

      But it’s not like I can’t go out tonight and find a woman who’s equally so. Equally charming, equally funny, equally as good in bed.

      My mind wanders, drifting back to that night…

      “Does my brother know you’re over here talking to me?” True asks as the bartender at Buzz’s reception serves our drinks, sliding two cocktails across the counter, each named for the bride and groom: the Get A Buzz On and the Hollis Wallace.

      “What? It’s against the law to talk to a beautiful woman at a wedding?”

      “No, but you and I both know he wouldn’t like it, because he wants me to become a nun and live the rest of my life in a convent with my legs zipped shut.”

      That makes me laugh and spit out some of my Get A Buzz On, the clear liquid dripping down my chin like drool.

      True reaches over and swipes it away with a napkin, her finger skimming my freshly shaved skin.

      Okay, okay, amigo, she’s just being polite. No need to get excited.

      I raise my eyes to scan the room, determining her brothers—both of them—are occupied and at a safe distance, ergo I can continue flirting without dying at the hands of a Wallace boy.

      “You’re very brave,” True continues. “You’re the only man in here tonight who’s come over to buy me a drink.”

      “Well in my defense, it is an open bar.” The drinks are free and flowing, and on the house.

      “Touché.” The sparkling cut glass is at her lips, but her eyes are staring directly at me, dark and smiling, filled with humor. “What position do you play?”

      “Second base.”

      One of her brows rises, and I wonder if there’s a sexual innuendo floating around in her head, or if her look is a figment of my imagination.

      “Second base. I haven’t been there in years.”

      Now I’m the one raising my brows, shocked, although why should I be surprised? Her brothers are both witty, wry assholes with on-the-spot comebacks that leave me speechless half the time.

      “Are we still talking about baseball?” I venture slowly, not wanting to be a pervert.

      Instead of answering, True gazes toward the dance floor, lips upturned, scanning and stopping, fixated on a woman in the corner.

      “Have the journalists gotten to you yet?”

      “Yeah—Summer Bellefonte already got my sound bite for the networks.”

      There are sports affiliates at the wedding reception, magazines, newspapers, and sports channels who bid for the rights to Buzz and Hollis Wallace’s wedding photos.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t be seen together—that will just fuel gossip, and that’s the last thing you need.”

      Me? “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      The way she says it—like she’s a nobody—has me speculating if she feels lost in her brothers’ shadow. It wouldn’t have occurred to me that a young woman would feel that way about her two famous brothers, but now I’m not so sure.

      There’s no doubt that Buzz and Tripp Wallace are gods among the living. Even grown men feel paltry in comparison—I would know, because I see it on a regular basis. Rookies trying to impress Buzz. News reporters posturing while doing interviews, trying to make him look stupid. Unintelligent.

      Good-looking. Rich. College educated.

      It’s a recipe that reads like an aphrodisiac to some, and I imagine being their sister might make a young woman feel…

      Lacking.

      But staring down at True—she’s shorter by at least nine inches—I see nothing but a gorgeous woman with as much to offer as anyone else in her family.

      I change the subject so it doesn’t get uncomfortable. “So those buffoons play sports,” I say, referencing her brothers. “What about you? What is it you do?”

      “I work for a recruiting agency. College.” She doesn’t go into further detail, so I don’t pry.

      “Really? That’s cool.”

      “If you weren’t playing baseball, what would you be doing?”

      That’s actually a question I get asked a lot, so I have an answer ready to go, grateful for the chance to show a more intellectual side of myself.

      “If I wasn’t playing baseball, I’d be an architect.”

      “Really?” Her response is common and expected—I think most people are expecting me to say something like “I’d be a detective.” or “I’d own a small business.”

      “I do a lot of CAD drawings in my free time. I’m designing my own house.”

      Her eyes get wide at that. “For real?”

      I nod. “Si. De verdad.” For real.

      “Did you know Buzz is into real estate? Not design, but remodeling and flipping? He loves it—does it all in the off-season.”

      I did know that. “Maybe he and I should do a project together.”

      One of her brows goes up again. “Maybe you should.”

      “Do you like real estate, too, or is that just your brother?”

      “I mean—I like having a place to live.” She laughs, not committing to the question or the conversation. “But no, houses aren’t really my thing. I like…” True pauses, gathering her thoughts, taking a sip of her drink to buy herself time. “I like antiques.” Pause. “And hiking.”

      Hiking.

      That I can do.

      Not that she’s inviting me to go.

      “What else do you like?”

      True doesn’t hesitate to say, “The holidays.”

      “Which one?”

      “All of them!” She laughs. “Especially Galentine’s Day.”

      Galentine’s Day? “What the fuck is that?”

      “It’s Valentine’s Day but when you’re single and not dating anyone so you go out with your girlfriends.”

      That makes sense. “You’d really get along great with my sisters.” I laugh.

      “How many sisters?”

      I take a chug of my Buzz. “Six.”

      Her eyes get wide again. “Six!” Common response. “Where do you factor into that equation?”

      “Second youngest. It’s been rough since the day I was born.” I search my brain for an embarrassing fact to share. “Mi madre was in a lot of weddings and she kept most of the bridesmaid dresses, so my sisters would put them on and put me in one. I didn’t realize I was a boy until I was like five.” Tonka truck? What’s a Tonka truck? “I have one sister who’s younger—Glory—and it sucks to be her because I’m the one who got all the attention as the only boy.” I puff out my chest. “Favorite child and all that.”

      “Blah blah blah, says you,” True says with a sniff. She takes the pineapple slice from her cocktail and pops it into her mouth, chewing.

      I watch her pouty, glossy lips.

      “You don’t have to stand here and pretend to be interested,” she says at last, shocking me again with her candor.

      “Pretend to be interested?” Is she insane? Delusional? So low on self-esteem she thinks I’m standing here out of some sense of obligation to her brother?

      Luckily, I was raised with moody females and refuse to take this bait. I’ve seen it before, and it never ends well, so I ignore her pouting and power through.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing. Weird, right?”

      “Why would I have to pretend to be interested in you?” she counters.

      “Well, let me see.” I hold out one finger, counting. “Everyone stereotypes me, assuming I am a confirmed bachelor who sleeps around. Which is false, but one of the downsides of my job. Women either love it or run the other way, fast.” Tick—another finger goes up. “Your brother and I are friends. Therefore, you’ve probably been warned to stay away from me.” Tick. “I’ve never had a long-term relationship, which some women think is weird.” Tick. “I don’t own my condo.” Tick. “I lease my cars.” Tick.

      “Okay, okay, okay.” True implores me to stop. “Jeez, I didn’t need you to tell me all that. Besides…” She tosses her done-up, sleek, wavy hair. “None of those things make you a bad catch. Literally none of them.”

      “They’re not exactly ringing endorsements, either.”

      “So what? You don’t own your car—big deal.”

      “Some people would argue that’s bad money management. Only the dealership makes money off of that deal.”

      “Some people would argue that shelling out eighty thousand dollars for a sports car is stupidity, because now you have no liquid cash in the bank,” she reasons.

      “Facts. Which is why I lease my cars, but try telling my father that.” He’d rather I drove a beat-up pickup truck like the one he used to drive when he was in construction and hauled concrete and masonry around, along with wheelbarrows and other tools.

      Still drives it today, and no, I haven’t bought him a new one.

      He’d be too proud to accept it if I did.

      I did, however, pay off the mortgage on their house, which hardly makes me unique among professional athletes.

      “Are there any actual things wrong with you? Committed any crimes? Been arrested? Broken too many hearts?”

      “Zero arrests, zero crimes. Boring, I know. Not even a public indecency. Never hit a photographer, never jumped a paparazzi—although I’ve been tempted when their cameras get in my face.” I have to think a little more. “I shower my nieces and nephews with gifts, obey mi madre and padre, show up for dinner on Sundays when I can.”

      “Wow. You’re a real loser,” she teases. “Why am I standing here talking to you?”

      “For shame,” I flirt back. “But you’re the one who brought it up. Why shouldn’t I be standing here with you, other than the fact that your brothers are assholes? What’s wrong with you? Eleven toes? Low credit score? Get fired from all your jobs?”

      “I’m the worst,” True says, flipping her hair again. “The absolute worst—a real-life monster.”

      “Okay, you’re being sarcastic. But why say I don’t have to pretend to be interested?”

      Yup, we’re doing this. Suddenly I want to know what her problem is, and why she’s warning me away.

      “Is your family in the mob? Are they going to have me whacked for talking to you?”

      That gets a laugh from her, and I notice she’s finished with her drink. “No. I think I was just feeling…”

      A little bummed that your brother is getting married before you, and you’re happy for him but kind of sad, too?

      I get it, True Wallace. I get it.

      “What?” She’s staring at me with an odd expression, and I wonder…

      “Shit. Did I say that out loud?”

      Her nod is slow. “Uh, yeah—you did.”

      Fuck.

      “Christ, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      Another slow nod. “No, I mean—ouch. But also: yes? Yeah, I’m bummed, but happy, but sad? It’s weird, and I feel guilty for feeling this way.” She tilts her head to the side, hair falling over one shoulder, studying me anew. “How did you know?”

      I shrug casually. “Six sisters.”

      “Huh.” Still studying me. “Well. I see now that there’s been a benefit to that. I don’t ever…I haven’t…”

      “Met any dudes this sensitive or in tune?” I’m peacocking and I know it’s kind of cocky, but I prop a foot up on the footrest attached to the bar, posing.

      “Would you stop?”

      Crap, I interrupted her stream of thought, and now I’m not going to hear her praises for my awesomeness.

      “Sorry, you were saying?”

      I know I hear from people all the time about how wonderful I am; yes, it’s people who stroke my ego, but for some reason this is different, because True is basically a stranger and has no reason to blow smoke up my ass. She wants nothing from me. She was born into this life; her brothers are famous. She is not a gold digger.

      So whatever she was about to say is going to be sincere, and I need to hear what those words are.

      I crave it.

      “I was going to say I didn’t realize I’d be so emotional today. I love my brother—I look up to him. What is it about weddings that make people…”

      “Want what they don’t have yet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this what you want?”

      True’s dark eyes—I can’t tell if they’re brown or just a deep shade of something else—bore into me. She’s blinking those long, sooty lashes I’m convinced are the real thing.

      “Some days I do, some days I don’t.”

      “My sister Sophia was like that when she first started her career—she’s an attorney. When she passed the bar and got her first offer, she convinced herself she didn’t want a husband or a family because she wanted a career.”

      True hangs on my every word.

      “So when she met Mark, her now husband, she didn’t make it easy on him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She pushed him away. Made sure he knew her first priority was her job, that she wasn’t sure she wanted kids.”

      “And?”

      “And…” I hold my breath for theatrical effect. “Now they have four.”

      “Four! Does she still work?”

      “She made partner while she was pregnant with Daniel, her second.” I gesture for the bartender to bring us both another round. “One nanny, one cleaning lady, one husband who stays home. Regina is in high school, so someone has to make sure she’s staying out of trouble.”

      True processes this. “Honestly, this isn’t exactly the lecture I was expecting when I said I was a little sad my brother is getting married, but thanks for those words of wisdom just the same.” She giggles.

      “Oh.”

      “Espinoza, man, you coming, or do you want us to let you sit here all day?”

      “Huh?”

      A voice jars me from my daydream, and I glance around at an empty room, our third base coach, Rick, standing next to the door with his finger on the light switch.

      “Dude. We’re trying to shut ’er down. Let’s go.” He motions for me to get my ass up out of the desk chair.

      I missed the entire lecture, but more importantly?

      I missed the opportunity to convince Buzz to give me his sister’s number.

      Not that he would have.

      Still, it’s always worth a try, and I’m an athlete, not a quitter.
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      “Okay. When Tripp walks in the door, he’s going to have dinner, and I’ll help him set it out while you change into like, sweatpants or something and take a shower or whatever, and I’ll see what kind of mood he’s in.”

      I nod as Molly instructs me, my brother due to arrive home in less than an hour.

      Our visit to the doctor lasted an hour, which turned into grabbing an afternoon snack at a bakery, which turned into popping into the mall to look at maternity clothes…

      Can’t lie, Molly is a blast.

      It’s easy to forget she’s a teenager, not even old enough to drive a car.

      Speaking of which. “I know this is random, but when do you get your license?”

      “Mmm, I have my temp, but behind-the-wheel hours are taking forever to accumulate because my parents are so busy and don’t trust me to drive with anyone but them. I mean, maybe your brother, but…”

      “Have you asked Tripp to take you?” I can imagine how that would go, my brother white-knuckling the oh-shit bar on the passenger side of his truck, holding on for dear life.

      Although, I have a strange feeling Molly will be a natural behind the wheel, and she’ll take it seriously, and be great at it.

      I would take her to practice, but I’m pregnant—and, well, precious cargo and all that.

      I think back to the stunned sensation of that positive pregnancy test, how horrified I was. The contrast to how I feel about it now is night and day.

      And now my new best friend is a teenager with nothing but a temporary license to drive.

      “What if he’s in a bad mood?” I ask, worrying my bottom lip.

      “Oh, he will be.” Molly laughs, unclipping Chewy’s leash and hanging it on the hook behind the laundry room door. “The trick is not to really talk to him for a bit. Let him get settled.”
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      “Why are you both staring at me?” Tripp has sushi sticking out of his mouth, green wasabi stuck to the chopsticks he’s expertly clutching between two fingers.

      “Are we?” I cannot believe he noticed.

      “Yes, both of you.” He pokes at another piece of sushi, dipping it into soy sauce, then inhales it in one bite.

      I love sushi—or used to, and had him grab cooked tempura, willing to try to eat it without puking. Or gagging.

      Molly is busy slurping egg drop soup through her pursed lips, nudging me under the counter. Do it now. This is your perfect opening.

      And go.

      “Um.”

      She sighs loudly, exasperated by my ineptness at spilling the beans, nudging me again.

      I clear my throat. “So. I can’t eat raw sushi.”

      There’s a pause before Molly groans. “Oh jeez.”

      What! I’m sorry I suck at telling my older brother I AM PREGNANT!

      He is going to SHIT HIMSELF.

      Yes, I’m shouting—at least in my head I am.

      Freaking.

      Out.

      This is it. He knows something’s up, and now I have to spill my guts out. Thank God Molly is here because no way would I have the courage otherwise.

      Not that I have any to begin with, but her presence helps.

      “Why can’t you eat raw sushi?” Tripp hasn’t looked up at me yet, can’t see that I’ve picked apart my dinner, setting aside all the things I can’t stomach. “Eat something else then.”

      “Yeah, True, why can’t you eat raw sushi?”

      Shit, this is not going the way I planned.

      What I should have done is gotten some pickles and ice cream or something and let him guess.

      He never would have guessed. It would have gone straight over his head…

      Balloons with babies on them? A banner announcing ‘Congrats, you’re going to be an uncle!?!’

      Cake.

      A cake would have been good.

      Tripp likes cake.

      “You’re staring again.” He holds out his plate, offering me a bite. “I hogged all the eel—did you want?”

      No I don’t want eel!

      I’m having a baby!

      “Why do you look like you’re going to puke? Are you sick? You look sick.”

      “I…”

      Molly heaves another sigh. “I think your sister has something she wants to tell you.”

      My brother sets down his chopsticks as if sensing the tone in the room has gotten serious, hands now folded in his lap, all attention on me.

      Wow. He’s intense.

      Patient.

      Doesn’t say anything or ask me any questions. Just waits.

      It’s jarring and disarming and has me squirming in the spot where I’ve been sitting. Except I can’t sit anymore. Nervous energy has me rising and walking to the fridge, cracking it open to reach in for a bottle of water.

      I twist the top off and chug.

      “You already have a water.” Tripp’s voice is quiet and not at all accusing.

      Bottle pressed to my mouth, my eyes find my other water bottle on the counter at my place setting, barely touched and most likely lukewarm.

      Molly’s eyes look sad, feeling a bit sorry for me as I helplessly flail around, searching for the words to tell my brother my latest news.

      “This isn’t…I don’t know how…” to tell you what I’m about to tell you. I don’t want you to judge me or think less of me or be mad. At me. “I know I’ve always been your little sister, but I’m not a little girl anymore and I’m pregnant and there’s a chance I’m going to have a little girl seven months from now, too.” The words come out in one breath, one run-on sentence, one rushed confession. Hands clutch the water bottle, almost crushing it between my fingers.

      “Or a boy.”

      My brother barely moves, rigid and ramrod straight on the barstool in his kitchen; in my mind, if he was holding chopsticks, they would be suspended in midair, sushi roll dropping to his plate on the counter with a plop.

      No one moves.

      No one dares, not even Tripp.

      Not even Chewy, smart dog.

      I said what I said and I’m afraid to say more. If there were a clock ticking in the house, we’d be able to hear it. If there were a mouse lurking about, we’d hear it, too.

      Somewhere outside, a delivery truck drives by, the metal panel in the street making that familiar clanging sound it makes when a vehicle passes over it, breaking up the noiseless timbre in the air.

      Chewy whines, pawing my leg.

      Molly looks at me again, sympathy shining in her eyes.

      I’ve not seen my brother at a loss for words since…well. Never. Not even when our grandmother died and he was asked to speak at her funeral, not when his most beloved family pet Ranger died. Not when he didn’t get an offer to play ball at his first choice of universities.

      Tripp is simply unflappable.

      Or so I thought.

      “You’re…” His eyes do a quick scan of my body, finding no bump.

      “Nine weeks.” My voice is raspy and filled with emotion.

      “I didn’t realize you were seeing anyone.”

      Ha. If this is his polite way of asking who the father is, he’s doing a fantastic job hiding his emotions—only his flared nostrils are giving him away.

      “I’m not.”

      Tripp blinks, so hard I’m able to count and keep track. Once. Twice.

      Three times.

      “Did you…go to one of those…places?”

      My right eyebrow arches. “Are you asking if I was artificially inseminated?”

      He shrugs, noncommittal.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say something snarky, my sense of humor returning after being dormant for two months. What would he say if I retorted with a sassy, ‘I was inseminated, that’s really all you need to know.’

      I cut him some slack though, the debris from the bomb I just set off falling to the ground in tiers. Shock. Awe. Silence. Acceptance.

      I can see that he is not going to lose his mind, or his temper.

      “I wasn’t.”

      He shifts in his chair. “Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “Do you think I would be here if they did? Mom would never let me out of her sight if she knew.” I set the water bottle on the counter and brace both my hands on the cold stone for support. “I needed to think this through. It still feels very new.”

      Gradually, his eyes slide from me to Molly. Narrow in on the neighbor girl who’s been quiet this whole time.

      “She knew.” A slight accusation.

      I nod. “Yes, Molly knew.”

      His long pause is followed by a slow nod. “Kid, you never cease to amaze me.”

      Molly takes this as a compliment and sits up straighter. “I’ve had my eye on her for you, sir, making sure she’s safe and all that.”

      Sir?

      Oh lord.

      Talking like she’s my Secret Service detail and I’m the president.

      “Does Buzz know?”

      “No.”

      “When do we tell him?”

      We.

      “Uh—we don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      His questions are coming rapid fire and stressing me out. I do not want to talk about Buzz or why I refuse to tell him or who the baby’s father is.

      “Wait—you said you’re nine weeks?”

      My brother is clearly doing the math in his head, a virtual calendar in the back of his brain, ticking back, back, back nine weeks to solve whatever piece of the equation he thinks he’s missing. Because I will not give him details, he intends to discover the truth on his own.

      “The wedding.”

      Yes, the wedding.

      My lack of a response is all the response he needs—despite his lack of actually asking a question.

      Who is the father, True?

      Who is it?

      “Just how long do you think we’re going to be able to lie to Buzz? He’s over here, up my ass, a few times a week.”

      “Isn’t he leaving for spring training?”

      “Yes, but not for another few weeks, and that doesn’t mean he won’t be sniffing around until they leave. And you know how he is—if he thinks for one second something is off with you, he’ll be relentless.”

      Tripp goes on. “And what about Mom and Dad? If Mom finds out you’ve been hiding this, she will be devastated, True. Devastated. This is going to kill her. Why are you waiting?” He hesitates. “Are you afraid of the father? Is that it?”

      “No!” I shout, frustrated. “No, I’m not afraid of him. He’s a great guy.” I think. “He would never, ever do anything to hurt me.” I assume.

      “Does he know?”

      I’m silent.

      “Goddamn it, True, what the hell is wrong with you?!” He’s up and out of his chair in a flash, pacing around the kitchen, arms behind his head, fingers laced. “Seriously, I don’t believe this.”

      He sounds disgusted. Disappointed.

      “Don’t get mad. I have my reasons.”

      He spins. “Oh yeah, what are those reasons? Because it sounds to me like you’re being selfish.”

      Selfish.

      Selfish…

      “I hadn’t…I-I…I hadn’t thought of it that way,” I stutter. For the first time since I found out myself, it hits me: I am pregnant and keeping it a secret from my family and the father and this is not who I am! Family means everything to me—every. Thing.

      What am I doing?

      I feel so ashamed, or maybe it’s just the hormones, or maybe I’m the biggest asshole on planet Earth.

      I hang my head and begin to cry.

      “Shit. Don’t cry,” my brother pleads, rushing to my side in an instant, patting my back like he’s trying to burp me. “Hey, sis, don’t cry, it’s going to be fine.”

      “No!” I cry harder, shrugging him off me. “It’s not going to be fine—I’m a monster! A selfish monster!” Boohoo! Woe is me. “I’m a horrible human being. What kind of a mother doesn’t tell the father or her parents and hides the baby like it’s a terrible secret?”

      Loud sobbing.

      I feel Tripp and Molly glancing at one another above my lowered head, which only makes my racking sobs louder.

      “I’m already a bad mom, living a lie!”

      “You’re not living a lie.” Molly tries reasoning with me. “You’re just not ready to tell anyone yet.”

      The thing is, I am living a lie, because I most definitely am keeping secrets. “I never want to tell the father—that is living a lie. I’m so embarrassed I blocked him and refuse to speak to him. Who does that?”

      “You’re scared.” An actual teenager is mollycoddling me, and for that I should be mortified, but alas, I take comfort in her words.

      “He is going to hate me!”

      “No he won’t,” my brother lies. “Once you explain—”

      “Stop trying to make me feel better, Tripp. He is going to hate me. He’s never going to understand!” I swat at my brother, so dramatic I could win an Emmy.

      Okay, Mateo probably will understand. Eventually. He seems to be all that is good and kind and understanding. What guy wouldn’t be, raised with six sisters?

      “Are you at least going to tell me who the dad is?”

      My head gives a tiny shake. “I don’t know.”

      “Will you at least give me a hint?”

      Should I give him a hint? I want to.

      Keeping this secret has become a burden I don’t think I can bear much longer. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Just one,” he cajoles, pushing.

      “Are you going to say anything?”

      “Not a word,” he promises with his pinky out. “To anyone.” Except Chandler, the unspoken words form a thought bubble above his head. There are no secrets when you love someone.

      “We can’t tell Buzz because…” God, I can’t even say it. Can’t finish the sentence, but it seems I don’t have to, because Tripp Wallace is no moron.

      He’s able to finish it for me.

      “You can’t tell Buzz because he’s friends with the guy.” It’s not a question, but a statement—one he’s not done finishing. “Dare I say they’re…teammates?”

      I’m too uncomfortable to nod.

      “And you hooked up at the wedding.”

      “Would you stop? Just stop, okay? Yes. But I don’t want to hear it!”

      Tripp isn’t letting me off that easy. “You’re being really fucking immature about this, True. First you lie, now you don’t want me to say the truth out loud? Deal with it. You’re a big girl—it’s time to put on your big girl pants.”

      “Is snot coming out of my nose?” I sniffle into the air theatrically, needing a tissue.

      “Um, no,” my brother intones. “That would be fucking disgusting.”

      He goes to the sink, bringing plates along with him, stacking them neatly to the side to be loaded into the dishwasher later. His profile is hard and unyielding, jaw clenched.

      “You know Buzz is going to flip his shit, don’t you?”

      “Duh,” I smart back. “Why do you think I’m hiding out here?”

      “Aha! So that’s the reason you chose this place over his—you’re being a pussy!”

      Molly gasps. “I don’t think you can call a pregnant woman a pussy, Mr. Wallace. It seems super tacky.”

      “Shit. You’re right. I’m so sorry—please don’t tell Mom.”

      Don’t tell Mom. If I had a dollar for every time that phrase was uttered by one of the Wallace three, I’d have enough money to build my own house from the ground up. Even as adults, we care what our mother thinks about our behavior, just as we cared about her opinion as children.

      You’re never too old to be parented.

      And now I’m going to be a mother, too.

      “The only reason I didn’t want to stay with Buzz is because he’s a pain in the ass, and when I have morning sickness, I want to be left in peace. He isn’t working right now, and God, I can’t imagine how he would hover. He would drive me insane.”

      “Sure, sure.” Tripp isn’t buying it.

      “And…there’s the matter of Little Peanut’s dad.” I rub my palm around my belly affectionately, realizing—

      Dad.

      I just called Mateo Dad, which makes me feel terrible all over again, tears welling up in my eyes.

      Shoot.

      I swipe them away with a finger.

      Dammit, dammit, dammit.

      “Yeah, sis, I don’t think you’re going to last long. So, who are you going to tell first? Buzz or the baby daddy?”

      “Don’t call him that!” I shoot back defensively. “It’s not his fault.”

      “I mean…technically it is his fault.”

      Ew.

      Gross.

      “Could you not?”

      Tripp laughs, tipping his head back. “I guess we know you know where babies come from but not how to prevent them from happening.”

      “Oh my god, shut up!”

      I can hear my mother’s voice echoing in my head: True Hazel Wallace, we do not tell our brothers to shut up.

      “La la la, I don’t need to hear this.” Molly has her hands up covering her ears like muffs, blocking out the sound of our banter, clearly horrified by the subject matter. “Maybe I should get home—I have homework.”

      “Oh you do not.” Tripp scowls. “But get home anyway. True and I should talk in private.”

      Ugh! I don’t want to talk in private!

      But Molly is already sliding her shoes on, heading toward the door, giving us both a pitiful little wave, that look you make when you’re asked to leave the party early.

      The door closes behind her and I’m alone with my oldest brother, dread seeping throughout my entire body.

      “Who is it?”

      “You said I only had to give you a hint.” My attempt at humor is lost on Tripp.

      “Who is it, True?” He isn’t playing around, dark eyes black with anger. “I won’t tell Buzz—that’s your job—but I want to know who in the hell got my sister pregnant or I swear to god, I will call every son of a bitch on that Steam roster until I find him myself.”

      He wouldn’t actually do that, would he?

      “You don’t have time for that,” I joke.

      “We are not leaving this kitchen until you give me a name.”

      We are at a standstill, a veritable battle of wills, the kind we had when we were kids, only those usually took the form of a staring contest. Or thumb war. Or some other ridiculous contest to see who would back down first.

      I can remain unblinking for forty-five seconds. Unlucky for me, that isn’t the kind of battle we’re waging.

      Internally, I debate. Tell him, don’t tell him.

      Just say the name!

      Don’t say it.

      He’s going to find out. Plus, he said he wouldn’t tell Buzz.

      But what if he gets ahold of Mateo before I do?

      Then what?

      Then what do I do?

      Everything is a disaster…

      “True.” He tries again, softly. “It’s my job to protect you.”

      Ha! “It’s too late for that.”

      My words wound him; I can see it in his eyes.

      “Why won’t you let me help you?”

      “You are helping me! I am so glad to be here, you have no idea.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I want to help you, like—go to the doctor with you and shit. Or Chandler can go with you, I don’t know. Buy diapers and stuff.”

      Now he sounds like Molly, using like and stuff, stumbling on his thoughts.

      “Molly came with me to the doctor. I went today.” I go to my purse on the desk near the laundry room and fumble around for the ultrasound pictures the technician took, holding them out for my brother to see.

      Gingerly he takes them as if the papers are glass, as if he might break them, blinking down at the black and white images, my name WALLACE, TRUE in small print, up in the left-hand corner.

      He blinks again, lashes fluttering.

      Wet.

      “Tripp, are you crying?”

      He’s not—he can’t be.

      “No.” He denies it like most men would.

      But he is.

      My brother is crying over my ultrasound photos, and it’s breaking my heart.

      And if I wait much longer to tell Mateo, it’s going to be his heart breaking, too. Then mine all over again.

      “I love you, True,” he croaks. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy.”

      I’m not happy, not really—but I want to be, someday.

      I know what I have to do.

      I just have to figure out a way to do it.
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      “So this girl…”

      Ugh, here we go again.

      Gloria has not let this subject go; she knows I’m interested in someone and she’s latched onto it like a barnacle on the bottom of a boat. Like she’s a matchmaker and it’s her job to see me happy and settled down with lots of Espinoza babies to add to la familia.

      “Please don’t start, Glory. I have a headache.” My head flops to the headrest on my big, worn couch.

      She snorts. “You always say that when you’re trying to get the attention off you and onto something else.”

      “I do?”

      “Sí, you do.” Her laughter is light and easy, good-natured because that’s how my youngest sister is. “Also, don’t be mad, but…”

      I sit up straighter on my couch, head coming off the back, eyes focusing on Gloria. She’s up to something; I can feel it.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing?”

      Little sisters are the worst.

      And big sisters, and middle sisters.

      “The girls are coming over.”

      “What girls?”

      “What girls, he says.” Gloria giggles. “Cami, Mari, Ana…”

      The rest of our sisters? WHY?

      “Ugh, why would you invite them over? Dammit, I was enjoying my peace and quiet.”

      “I think you need cheering up.”

      That makes me laugh. The last thing that’s going to cheer me up is my freaking sisters coming to my condo and getting deeper into my business than they already are. Camila will probably rearrange my kitchen drawers, Mariana will clean, Ana will sit on her phone and make snide comments.

      “Sophia, too?”

      “No, one of the kids has guitar lessons and the other one has basketball. It’s her night to be home with Dalia.”

      Dalia is the actual baby of the family, just three years old.

      “Well I don’t want to be harassed about my personal life tonight. I want to relax.”

      “Ha! When does that ever happen?”

      My shoulders sag. “Never.”

      Glory busies herself in my kitchen opening the cartons of takeout she ordered and had delivered to my place, readying the food for our older sisters.

      “If anyone asks about that Lillian from Aunt Zoila’s party, I’m going to lose it.”

      “No one is going to ask—trust me, we all realized she wasn’t your type the second she walked in. Even Mami admitted it was a terrible match.”

      Our mother had her say? “Mom didn’t like a schoolteacher? Why?”

      Glory is folding napkins and stacking them neatly next to the chicken wings in a large cardboard container. “Thought she seemed boring. Not enough spunk.”

      That’s true. That chick did seem boring.

      “Anyone marrying into this family better have a serious set of lady balls,” I declare.

      That makes my baby sister laugh.

      Which isn’t hard to do—Glory laughs at some pretty stupid shit that comes out of my mouth.

      “I feel like you have someone you can’t get off your mind and that’s making it impossible for you to date right now.”

      Ding-ding-ding—winner, winner, chicken dinner!

      She’s right.

      I met True and I have no desire to meet anyone else, and I haven’t the fucking faintest clue why. We spent one night together; it makes no sense why I want to spend a lifetime with her.

      No sense at all.

      Unless she’s my goddamn soul mate, and I’m not sure I believe in that shit.

      Something is keeping me up at night, staring at the ceiling thinking about her. Us. Something feels…off. Every sense in my body is telling me I have to get ahold of her.

      It made sense that I connected with True Wallace considering I like her brother so damn much.

      “Tell me a secret no one else knows,” she whispers to me, our second drinks in our hands.

      “I don’t have any secrets that no one else knows, and if I did, I wouldn’t be telling them to you.” We’ve only just met.

      “Aww, don’t be a spoilsport.”

      I think for a minute, digging deep into my treasure trove of memories, searching for a nugget to give her.

      “Okay, let’s see…when I was in college, I took Spanish as an easy way to ace a class and boost my grade point average.”

      Her mouth falls open. “Didn’t you have to take a foreign language in high school?”

      “Yeah, as a prereq for college we needed two years of a foreign language, and I took French but was so bad at it I barely passed. So in college, I took Spanish.”

      “Why is that a secret?”

      “Because I didn’t tell my folks. They would have killed me.”

      True is laughing at me now, eyes twinkling. “That’s a pretty good one. I never would have thought of doing that.”

      “Four years of Spanish, and I used to drive the professors nuts. Some weren’t Hispanic, so every so often I had to raise my hand to correct them.”

      “God, I would hate that!”

      “Oh they definitely hated it. Un grano en el culo—pain in the butt, they called me.”

      True takes a sip from her new glass. “Some things never change.”

      I put a hand to my heart. “You’re hurting my heart,” I tease, and she bursts out laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “My mom always says ‘You’re hurting my heart.’ We tease her about it all the time—she makes us sound like the world’s worst children.”

      “So what you’re telling me is that Buzz isn’t the world’s worst child?”

      We both move our gazes to the dance floor, where Buzz and his new wife Hollis are moving slowly, guests joining them, swaying gently, the disco ball throwing sparkles around the room like confetti.

      I clear my throat and set down my glass. “Care to dance?”

      True looks bashful, licking her lips and dipping her head. “It’s been a long time—since prom, probably. I might suck at it.”

      My chin goes up arrogantly. “No worries—I’m good enough for the both of us. I had to take ballroom dance classes growing up.”

      I sweep True out onto the dance floor, her blush-colored bridesmaid dress kicking up around her ankles, flowing behind her like a modern-day Ginger Rogers.

      She looks gorgeous and smells amazing, and I want to see her smile at me, want her to laugh at my jokes.

      Her brother doesn’t notice us dancing on the outskirts of the dance floor, occupied with his pretty new wife, crowd filling the hardwood parquet, energy in the air electrifying. Or maybe it feels like it’s crackling because True’s hand is in mine and my hand is on her waist and our bodies are almost pressed together.

      The melody is a ballad—some cheesy love song about best friends to lovers and dirt road anthems and memories—so romantic it’s becoming difficult to meet her eyes.

      Her smile looks nervous.

      Mine feels fake.

      “Are you going to tell me what your secret is?”

      True’s face changes, lights up now that we have a topic to discuss, awkward silence between us gone. “Hmm,” she hums. “What’s a secret I’ve never told anyone…”

      I catch Summer Bellefonte’s quizzical gaze over the top of her head and pray like hell she doesn’t send her photographer over. The last thing I need is proof in print that I was chatting up Buzz Wallace’s sister. Whatever my intentions are, I’d like to keep my personal life private; my dating life in the beginning stages is not for public consumption.

      Me dating a Wallace?

      SportsCenter would have a field day with this one, and I feel Summer’s calculating gaze watching every step we take.

      “Do you solemnly swear not to reveal my secret to anyone, including my brother Buzz, as long as we both shall live, so help you God?” It sounds like a passage from a court deposition, and I’m here for this.

      “I swear.” Using the hand I have on her waist, I raise it with three fingers up, à la the Boy Scout hand sign.

      “Okay, well…” True moves in closer. Conspiratorial. “My brothers don’t know this, but…my first kiss was with this guy on Buzz’s baseball team in high school, Marshall. He used to come to the house all the time after practice and hang around the kitchen, and one day I realized he wasn’t just coming over to see my brother—he was coming to see me.”

      This is some juicy gossip.

      “Anyway,” she goes on, “my dad needed Buzz for something quick—probably loading the wood box or hauling something up from the basement, I don’t exactly remember—and when we were alone, Marshall leaned over and kissed me.”

      “Uh…” I scowl. “You hadn’t gone on a date or anything? The dude just randomly leaned over and kissed you?” That’s fucking lame.

      “It was sweet!” she protests, smiling fondly at the memory.

      “Was it a peck on the lips or full-on kissing?”

      She considers this for a moment. “More of a peck.”

      “Is a peck really considered a kiss?” I ask. “Like if I lean over and do this”—I lean forward and kiss her cheek, just beside her mouth—“would you say I kissed you?”

      “Uh, no—my grandma kisses me there.”

      “Exactly.” Satisfied, I nod.

      “A kiss on the cheek is not the same thing. And besides, it’s my memory and my secret.”

      “So if I did this…” Before I can think twice about it, I gently plant a kiss on her full, pouty lips. Pull away. Bask in her surprise. “Would you say we kissed?”

      If she’s flustered, she barely shows it, the only telltale sign I rattled her a little the shaking of her head to reset her brain.

      “No, I would not say we kissed.”

      “But you are saying Marshall was your first kiss?”

      “He was the first boy to put his lips on top of mine, so yes—even if it wasn’t an actual kiss, I still consider that my first.”

      Lame. “That’s all Marshall tried to get away with? One lousy peck? What a douche.”

      True bursts into laughter, and a few people turn their heads to look at us, smiling at the fact that we’re smiling, two attractive people spinning around the dance floor at a wedding.

      I bet we look amazing. Dark hair, dark eyes—we fit together as if planned by God.

      Whoa, Mateo—if your sisters heard the thoughts in your head, they’d be disgusted…

      “Mateo.”

      Gloria’s voice is impatient, repeating itself over and over.

      “Hey. Earth to Mateo.”

      Now she’s snapping her fingers at me across the island separating the kitchen from the living room, agitated and bossy like every single Espinoza to come before her.

      “Mateo, get the door? It’s Rosie and Mariana.”

      Estupendo. Great.

      Just swell.

      My sisters overwhelm my condo, bustling through the door in waves, all except Sophia, who is with her family tonight, and thank God for that because of all my sisters, she is the most headstrong.

      “Why are you all here?” I want to know, convinced this is an ambush.

      “Glory told us you’re in love with someone and we want to know the details.”

      “Goddamn it, Gloria!” I look around the room at my sisters’ faces, most of them ignoring my outburst in favor of filling their plates with food—food I paid for, at an impromptu gathering I’m hosting.

      Hosting my own hostile takeover.

      Sooo typical.

      It’s like paying someone to beat the shit out of you. The only one who wins tonight is them.

      It’s always been like this and always will be.

      “I’m not in love with anyone.”

      “Fine,” Ana allows. “At least tell us who has you in knots.”

      Who has you in knots—what a romantic way to phrase ‘feeling fucked up inside’.

      “I had one dance and one night with a girl—that doesn’t make us in love, and that doesn’t have me lying awake at night.”

      Camila snickers. “No one said anything about you lying in bed awake at night, which means she has you lying in bed awake at night.”

      She and Rosie high-five each other across the table.

      “Knock it off you guys.” I roll my eyes, my only line of defense.

      “¡Dios mío, hermano, just tell us who it is!” Oh my god, brother…

      They’re frustrated with me? Um. What? No. “Are you out of your mind? You’ll look her up and stalk her social media.”

      Ana shrugs. “So?”

      “No. I don’t need six of you stalking her.”

      “Looking at her stuff isn’t stalking, especially if her accounts are public.” Camila rolls her eyes back at me, sticking a chicken wing into hot sauce and biting into it with her teeth. Her lips are red and her eyes are blazing—she isn’t leaving tonight without information.

      “Espera.” Wait. “Hold up.” Camila stands then, bracing her hands on the table, leaning forward toward my spot on the couch. “Did you say ‘one night’?”

      “Yeah?” So? What’s her point?

      “Mateo José Espinoza, are you implying you already slept with this girl?”

      “Oh my god, Cami, how did you come to that conclusion—all I did was say we had one damn night together!”

      “You didn’t say one date! You said night, that’s how!” She throws her hands up, disgusted. “Oh my god you guys, he had sex with her.”

      “Gross!” Glory shouts.

      “You slept with her?” Ana alleges disapprovingly. “What kind of a pig are you?”

      Oh my fucking god. “It’s not a crime to sleep with someone on a first date, Ana! Get off my back!”

      “So you did sleep with her?”

      We are all shouting at once, my sisters traumatized that their perfect baby brother is a philandering sex maniac who has no respect for women, doesn’t act like a gentleman, did not take this woman on a proper date, and what are they going to tell our mother.

      This is a nightmare, and it’s playing out in my living room—they’re shouting in two different languages, this nightmare I cannot wake up from or kick out of my house or make stop.

      “Dios mío!” someone is saying. “Rosie, this is your fault. You’re the one who acts like it’s okay to sleep with someone before marriage.”

      “What?! Don’t you dare blame me. Mami lets him get away with everything—he’s never been held accountable.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa—that is not true,” I try to argue over the noise, pointing a finger at Camila, who’s lobbing insults at Rosaria, who clearly wants to argue but also wants to eat.

      “I cannot believe you.” Ana turns her dark, judgy gaze back to me. “That poor girl. No wonder she wants nothing to do with you.”

      “Hey!” I throw my hands up. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of her since the night we met. I am not the one refusing to go out—she is. I am not the one who ghosted—she is. I am not the one who snuck out of the hotel room without a word—she is.”

      I’m breathless now, worked into a snit, confessing all my sins and worries and truths to my sisters, who have gone radio silent, that last declaration lingering in the air.

      I am not the one who snuck out of the hotel room without a word—she is.

      Awesome.

      “What the hell is her problem? Are you not good enough for her?”

      My sisters flip on a dime, their new rant an attack on True’s character, defending my honor and bachelor eligibility.

      “You are a professional baseball player!” Cami proclaims. “Women line up to date you—screw this girl! You don’t need her!”

      “Yeah!” Rosie concurs. “You were Chicago’s most eligible bachelor last year—she can go screw herself.”

      Mariana sputters. “She. Sounds. Hideous.”

      “She’s not though—not at all.” My voice is quiet, forcing the girls to listen. “Just scared and embarrassed.”

      Eventually, their heads begin a slow nod around the room, like the wave fans do at the baseball stadium, one head at a time bobbing in acquiesce to my words.

      “Some people do that, you know—run when things get too real,” Ana says thoughtfully. “I’ve bailed on a few guys who were really decent, all because I didn’t know how to deal with my own feelings.”

      “Same,” Mariana puts in. “Now I feel bad.”

      Jeez, I can’t believe these people. “Five seconds ago you were ready to tear her hair out,” I remind them.

      “We really need to help you find her,” Gloria says, her lust for all things social-media-related driving her plea.

      “I can’t let you anywhere near her, including her inbox.”

      Especially her inbox because written words are forever and easily sent to the media.

      “We’ll behave.” Ana is giving me puppy dog eyes, complete with a pouty bottom lip.

      “Please! Please, give us her name. Please, hermano, we’ll be good.”

      Good? When have they ever been good?

      Still, I do need help considering I’ve managed to fuck this up on my own. And no one has better success with this spy shit than the Espinoza girls.
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      Unknown: Hey True, this is Mateo Espinoza. I don’t know if you remember me, but we…hooked up at your brother’s wedding, and I don’t know if you’re purposely avoiding me or just can’t find a way to get ahold of me? But I wanted you to have my number just in case.

      I stare at the message I woke up to this morning, reading it over and over and over throughout the day, along with the subsequent messages that followed a few moments later, Mateo’s word vomit a sure sign that he’s been thinking about me a lot in the past ten—no, eleven—weeks.

      Mateo: In case you were wondering how I got ahold of you…my sisters did some digging. They’re nosey and always in my business. And I know Buzz said you didn’t want me to have your info, but he’s full of shit sometimes so I couldn’t be sure??? I’ve been holding on to your number for a few weeks and had to be sure, you know? Fuck, True—I really thought we had a connection, not sure why you blocked me on FB. I wasn’t trying to smash and dash, I hope you know that.

      Mateo: I would like to see you.

      I would like to see you.

      I would like to see you.

      My heart beats a billion beats per minute, as if I’ve just run and crossed the finish line of a marathon—and if I wasn’t lying in bed staring at the ceiling, my legs would go weak, and I might even collapse.

      I couldn’t be more surprised if I woke up pregnant.

      Ha ha.

      Tonight we’re having dinner at Buzz and Hollis’s house as a family because we haven’t seen each other in a few weeks, my parents coming down from their place two hours west.

      I choose carefully what I’m going to wear, Tripp sticking his head in every so often, then at last to let me know his girlfriend, Chandler, has arrived.

      “She wants to come up and talk to you,” he says at last. “I told her your news.”

      Obviously he told her—they tell each other everything. Plus, it’s been two solid weeks since he discovered he’s going to be an uncle, and over two weeks since I’ve seen Chandler.

      She’s been incredibly busy with work.

      Chandler works for her family—they’re the owners of the Chicago Steam, the team my brother Buzz plays for. Actually, she’s Hollis’s cousin, so when we get together, it’s one big happy family reunion for everyone.

      I nod, standing over the bed, staring down at the stretchy denim jeans I have set out. Beside the jeans, propped up by a set of throw pillows, is the teddy bear my brother brought home last week after an away game in Texas.

      It’s light brown with a white and pink polka dot bow on one ear, a good indication that Tripp is gunning for a niece.

      Seeing it sitting on the bed melts my heart; the gesture was so sweet, and so uncharacteristic.

      A soft knock on my door has me pulling the jeans off the bed to make room for Chandler to sit, and she enters quietly, shutting the door behind her.

      We hug.

      “Hey, how have you been?” she asks, plopping onto the mattress. It sags beneath her.

      “Good, all things considered.”

      “Sorry I haven’t been around much. I’ve been working like crazy and applying for other jobs and interviewing, so my head is so far up my own butt.”

      Hearing her say ‘my own butt’ makes me laugh, because Chandler is the most prim and proper member of this clan; I doubt she uses profanity.

      Two people couldn’t be more opposite than she and my brother, but perhaps that’s what makes it work between them.

      “Don’t worry about it—I get it. And you’ve been texting, so it’s not like you’re completely MIA.”

      She texted me CONGRATULATIONS and sent flowers when Tripp told her I was pregnant, as if it was the best news in the whole wide world.

      “I know, but still…” Chandler leans back on the bed, propping herself up on her elbows. “Don’t mind me if you have to change. I just figured we could have a few minutes before we left and had no privacy. You know—in case there was something you wanted to talk about.”

      I pause, considering, holding the pants to my chest. “Well, there is something, actually.” Sigh. “This morning Mateo texted me. He’s…he…”

      “Mateo Espinoza?” Chandler asks cautiously, pieces clicking into place that he is one of her players. Well, not her players—one of the players who is on the Chicago Steam. The team her family owns and oh my god, what am I about to admit to her?!

      This could be a public relations nightmare for her.

      Them.

      Mateo José Espinoza, getting a girl pregnant out of wedlock. The sister of one of his teammates, the sister of a professional football player, the sister-in-law of his team’s owner.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Maybe I should have thought this through before I opened my big mouth.

      Maybe I should have thought it through before I slept with him.

      Maybe maybes don’t help me right now.

      Would have, should have, could have my mother always says as a way of saying What’s done is done. You made the decision, now you live with it.

      For the rest of my life, apparently.

      “Chandler, I…don’t know what to say. I know this will be a public relations nightmare for the team when the news breaks.” Because it will. “Mateo doesn’t know yet—I would p-prefer to tell him myself, I d-don’t want—”

      I’m straight-up panicking.

      “True, I would never ever say anything to anyone. Ever. I wouldn’t do that to you, wouldn’t dream of it.” She hops up to wrap her arms around me then grips my hands in hers. “You’re my family. I know I’ve only been with your brother a few months, but we’re here to protect you.”

      We.

      Did I mention that Chandler and I are almost the same age? She’s a year younger than I am, and here she is, comforting me with all the wisdom of someone twice her age.

      Her words give me some comfort. Not a ton, but enough to lower my guard.

      “Okay.” I nod, letting out a puff of air. “Okay, yes. I haven’t told him and it’s eating me up inside—and this morning when I woke up, I’d received three text messages from him.”

      Her eyes widen. “You did? What did he say?”

      I scramble to get out my phone and pull up the messages, blushing when I glance over them as I hand her the cell.

      Her eyes widen further as she reads. “Smash and dash—that’s a new one.”

      Yeah, I’d never heard that phrase before either, and my face gets redder.

      Chandler lifts her head. “He wants to see you.” Her voice gets quiet. “It sounds to me like he wants to date you.”

      I know.

      And therein lies the problem.

      “How am I supposed to look him in the eye and tell him I don’t want to date him because SURPRISE, I’m pregnant, and you’re going to be a father?” I flop down on the bed, on my back, staring up at the ceiling as Chandler hovers over me. “I fucked this up royally.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      I toss my arm over my head, covering my eyes. “Get dressed, go to dinner with my family, and figure this out later.”

      “That’s not really a solution.”

      “I know,” I groan. “I’ll text him back. Just not sure what I’m going to say.”

      I feel the weight of the bed sink as she settles in beside me. “What if you start with, ‘I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you, I would like to talk, starting with coffee.’”

      “I can’t have coffee,” I whine obstinately.

      “You know what I mean. Keep it simple—you’re going to have to face the music sooner or later.” She pats me on the leg. “Get dressed—if we don’t get downstairs soon, your brother is going to bust through that door thinking one of us had a medical emergency.”

      Probably. Tripp Wallace is such a drama queen.
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      I don’t know if you’re purposely avoiding me or just can’t find a way to get ahold of me?

      That sentence haunts me as I sit at the table with my family, and I know I’m acting strange tonight because Buzz keeps giving me odd stares. He knows something’s off but can’t quite figure out what it could be, his radar up.

      For example, he’s squinting at me now as he chews the lasagna our mother prepared and brought along for the meal, each of us kids too lazy and busy to prepare the food ourselves, Buzz and Hollis included.

      “How are you enjoying your time off?” Mom asks Buzz, since baseball is not in season and he has a few months to be home and spend time with his wife.

      “Good. I’ve gotten two houses renovated.” He stuffs a forkful into his mouth like a slob, sauce oozing out the corner.

      I want to gag.

      “He’s also decided to redo the laundry room at home, ripping it apart, but hasn’t had time to put the countertops back on the cabinets,” Hollis says, unamused. “Dust. Everywhere.” She pats him on the knee.

      “I’ll get to it!” Then, under his breath he mutters, “Eventually.”

      “Love you, babe. Just don’t start tearing apart anything else.”

      “No promises. I like swinging my sledgehammer.” He glances around the table. “If you know what I mean.”

      “No sex talk at the dinner table, dear,” Mom tells him primly, as if he doesn’t make innuendos on a regular basis. My brother cannot contain himself; he’s that immature.

      I choke down some pasta so no one suspects that it’s making me want to throw up. I’m not ready to say anything to anyone, least of all at a casual, midweek dinner. No, when I spill the beans, I plan to do it the right way. My parents first, then Buzz, then…

      No. Buzz first, then my parents.

      Wait.

      First Mateo, then Buzz, then…

      I set my fork down, appetite gone, the daunting announcement in front of me getting me all kinds of twisted up inside.

      Ugh.

      “Why are you being weird?” Buzz probes, asking point-blank across the table, stabbing his noodle-filled fork in my direction.

      “I’m not being weird.” I scrunch up my face to prove my un-weirdness. “I’m tired, that’s all.”

      Except I am kind of being weird; Chandler knows it, and Tripp knows it, and I know it. Even the dog knows it—we’ve brought Chewy along, and he’s slumbering at my feet, resting his jowls on the top of my boots, protecting his pregnant auntie.

      Slobbering on my boots too, I imagine.

      Buzz grunts, unconvinced. “Normally you’re giving me shit. You’re too quiet—I don’t trust you.”

      That makes me laugh. “You don’t trust me because I’m not being loud? Am I that obnoxious?”

      “Yes, one hundred percent.”

      “You’re worse.”

      “At least I can own it.” Buzz helps himself to a third serving of lasagna. I know it’s his third because I’ve been watching him; he’s shoveling the food back like he’s eating for two.

      Hmm.

      I cock my head at him, then study Hollis.

      She’s wearing a baggy sweatshirt and leggings and looks just as tired as I feel, except she’s hiding it better than I am.

      “You’re the one that’s being weird,” Tripp chimes in, tearing off a piece of bread from the sourdough loaf and slathering it with butter. He’s coming to my defense to take the heat off me by starting an argument with Buzz. “What’s your deal?”

      Buzz shifts in his chair.

      Hollis shifts in hers.

      The dog rises from my feet and goes to sit on hers, beneath the table.

      Oh shit.

      Ooh no.

      My stomach turns, and it’s not morning sickness from the baby, although it’s from a baby alright—just not mine.

      “I don’t have a deal. You do,” Buzz volleys back, ever the consummate debater but never actually having a decent comeback.

      His one-liners suck.

      He wouldn’t last a second in a professional debate, but the two of these morons sling mud at each other nonstop when they’re together because of the same pissing-contest, competitive bullshit they’ve had since they were spawned.

      Beasts.

      Our mother sets down her fork, bracing for the argument that’s brewing, glancing at our dad, who’s obliviously chewing and staring out the window, lost in space.

      Way to tune out, Roger, I think. Dad never has a clue what’s going on, but he’ll jump in at the last minute once he starts getting yelled at by Mom for not disciplining us.

      She’s excellent at guilting people.

      “Why are you getting on her case? She’s eating—leave her alone.”

      “I’m not getting on her case. I’m just asking why she’s being weird, that’s all.” Buzz glances over at me. “Are you sick?”

      “Kind of,” I admit, not exactly lying but not telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

      “Well you look like shit, sis,” he declares, still eating and not mincing words. He’s never been one for sugarcoating things.

      “What the hell, Buzz!” I sputter, wiping the corner of my mouth with a napkin and taking a sip of water, wishing it were carbonated. A few bubbles might be good for my tummy. “Rude!”

      “Maybe you should be staying with me instead of with him. You’d get more sleep.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I lament. “You talk way too much.”

      “Amen.” Hollis laughs.

      “Hey!” He turns and looks at her, betrayed by his own spouse. “I’m sitting right here.”

      His wife giggles again, the same shade of pale green I probably am, except I’m not about to mention that comparison to anyone sitting around this table.

      If my brother and his wife are not ready to spill their news, they aren’t ready, and neither am I.

      “When are you leaving for Arizona?” I allow myself to ask, a lump forming in my throat.

      I would like to see you, I would like to see you…

      If Buzz is leaving soon, that means Mateo will be leaving soon, and if I don’t sit down with him before the team leaves for spring training, I’ll have to fly—I’m not sure my body can handle it.

      “I don’t know, a few weeks. We’re starting to have meetings about it, so…” He shrugs, unconcerned. “Hollis and I will probably go sooner, get the house ready. Swim. Relax before I have to work.”

      It’s crazy that playing a game is what they do for a full-time job. Blows my mind sometimes. While most people go into an office or work in retail or the service industry, both my brothers toss around a ball and get paid for it.

      “You can come and stay with us if you want,” Hollis offers, looking hopeful. “We can sit around the pool, and I won’t bother you if you have to work.”

      I would be in the same city as Mateo. Again.

      We could work out our issues, figure out a solution. Come to an agreement.

      Will he want a lawyer? Will he make things difficult? At the beginning, when I missed my period and peed on that store-bought pregnancy test, it crossed my mind not to tell him. It crossed my mind that perhaps I could raise this baby alone—with the help of my family—and not tell anyone who the father is.

      Then I looked around at one of our family dinners, and…

      I can’t do it.

      I can’t do it to my family, and I could never do it to Mateo. Not with the things he told me when we were alone together: how important his sisters are, how close he and his parents are, how family means everything to him.

      How he would give everything up in a heartbeat if they needed him by their side.

      Me keeping this baby from him would be the ultimate betrayal. The ultimate sin.

      I can’t do it, no matter how scared I am to tell everyone.

      I just need more time.

      “See, there she goes again.” Buzz’s voice cuts in. “Lost in space. Earth to True, Earth to True—come in True, can you read me?”

      I throw my napkin at him. “Shut up!”

      “You should see your face.” He scrunches it up then stares at the wall with his mouth hanging open. “This is what you look like.”

      “It is not. Be quiet.” But I’m laughing—for one of the first times in days.
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      Nothing.

      Nothing from True in two whole days.

      Forty-eight hours. Two-thousand, eight hundred and eighty minutes.

      Radio silence.

      Nada.

      At first I wonder if I fucked up the telephone number, chastising my sisters for giving me the wrong information—then I call the stadium to confirm the last four numbers.

      We discovered they had it by accident; True happens to be on Tripp’s emergency contact list, and I plan to take advantage of them admitting they had it.

      They weren’t willing to share the number the first few times I called, but they were willing to let me know I had the correct digits.

      Awesome.

      Great.

      If only she’d text me back.

      I stare at the three messages I foolishly sent, cursing my idiot self for putting myself out there. I sound like a goddamn idiot.

      I sound thirsty.

      Desperate, even.

      Well. Fuck this.

      If she doesn’t want anything to do with me after I make yet another effort? Fine.

      So be it.

      Except…

      When my phone dings, my heart leaps.

      When the messages are from other people, my stomach drops from disappointment.

      When my phone stays silent, I constantly check to make sure it’s not on mute.

      Do you ever have that happen?

      It fucking sucks.

      I pick up my phone and look at it, throwing it down into the passenger side of my car when I find the screen blank, no notifications because I am a loser with no personal life.

      Ugh!

      I hit the grocery store, tossing fruit and vegetables and whatever other healthy shit I can find into my cart, wheeling around each corner as if I’m being timed on a game show.

      Smiling curtly at a woman who coyly grins my way, eyeing me up and down like meat in the deli.

      Sorry ma’am, not interested.

      Why aren’t I, though? I’m single.

      The one person I’m interested in doesn’t give a shit about seeing me, and I haven’t been laid in…since…

      Well—the wedding.

      True Wallace was the last time I’ve had sex, and if I said it wasn’t the best sex, I’d be lying. And it was better than good because I felt something.

      I don’t always have sex on the first date, but when I do, I do.

      Ha.

      One hundred and seventeen dollars poorer (because eating healthy is fucking expensive), I heft the bags out to my car in one trip, determined to carry them out on one arm, without a cart, pumping the bags like iron.

      Roar!

      As soon as I start the engine of my SUV, my phone chimes—but this time I let it sit, in no mood for more disappointment, mind wandering as I back out of my parking space, passing by the coffee shop I want to hit on my way home, hanging a left at the stop sign.

      “Your mom actually made you take dancing lessons?” True asks after the slow song ends and a fast one begins. We exit the dance floor, my hand at the small of her back, eyes skimming her backside appreciatively.

      She’s a beautiful woman.

      “All of us had to take dancing lessons—no idea why. It’s not like I was ever going to be a contestant on Dancing with the Stars.”

      “You could be, actually.”

      She’s right—I could be, now that I’m famous. “No one is knocking down my door to be on television,” I insist—although, with one phone call, I could have my agent look into it. “Right now, the only person I want to be dancing with is you.”

      True rolls her eyes. “That’s laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think?”

      Probably. “I’m a little out of practice. Normally when I’m trying to date someone, I go to my sisters for advice, and—” I pretend to look around. “You don’t see any interfering Latinas nosing around, do you? I’m on my own. I can’t help what comes out of my mouth.”

      “You have six sisters, I have only brothers—we’re both doomed.”

      Before I order us another round, I find out if she’s hungry. “Should we go grazing at the buffet?” A long table of snacks and appetizers have been set out to keep food in the bellies of those of us who are drinking.

      “I could eat.”

      It’s music to my ears. A girl who likes food is a keeper, as my father always says.

      I look down at True’s gently swaying hips, imagining myself between them while following her to the spread on the other side of the ballroom.

      She plucks up strawberries, cantaloupe, and pineapple. A slice of a Danish. One beef slider. Cheese. Sausage. Three crackers.

      “You’re going to regret only taking one slice of cheese,” I mention, knowing how addicting a cheese/sausage/cracker sandwich is.

      “But I have all this other stuff…”

      I shake my head. “Nope. You’re not going to want it. Cheese, sausage, and crackers only.” I load my plate up to demonstrate, choosing the meats and meatballs and a handful of nuts. “If you ask nicely, maybe I’ll share.”

      She waits patiently while I pick a few other things—as if she’s obligated to wait. As if we’re in this together.

      Heading back toward the bar, we set our plates on the counter when we get there, and I signal for another round of whatever we had before, plus two waters. “Want anything else? Soda? Iced tea?”

      “No, the drink is perfect.” She begins picking at her plate, going for the cheese first.

      Yup. I knew it.

      Her first bite is dainty, hand under her mouth to catch falling crumbs, her pink tongue darting out to lick small bits of Ritz off her lips with a smile.

      “Man I love these.” She chews. “I can’t keep any of these things in my house because I’ll eat them for dinner every night. Trust me, I’ve done it before. My roommates had to have an intervention for me last year.”

      “I could see that, sure.” I pop a meatball into my mouth. “Another thing I’m addicted to is potato chips and French onion dip. Once, during a Christmas, my mother stationed my sister Ana in the kitchen to guard it from me.”

      “Guard it from you?!”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t leave it alone. It’s like kid crack, and I was wild for it. She thought it was rude of me to down an entire bowl by myself when there were other people in the house.”

      True laughs. “I mean, she’s not wrong. But neither are you—chips and dip are life.”

      “Ugh, we have so much in common,” I tease flirtatiously. She’s so damn cute—I want to make out with her.

      I bet she’s hella snuggly.

      Of course, I don’t say this to her; she’d probably be insulted and want to kick my ass. But True Wallace wrapped in a blanket and cuddling? Yes please. How warm would that be?!

      “When’s the last time you dated?” I ask, getting a bit more personal.

      She tips her head in thought. “Mmm, I don’t know. A few months ago I went on a date with the coach for one of the college teams I recruit for.”

      “How did that go?” My posture is casual but my breath stalls, waiting for her reply.

      “It was fine.”

      Fine?

      Yikes.

      “Does he know it was just fine?”

      “Yes.” Another laugh. “I told him I wasn’t feeling it.”

      “You said that?!”

      “I did. He texted me from his car on the way home and asked, ‘Well what did you think?’ and I said, ‘I wasn’t feeling a romantic connection, but it was great catching up with you.’ He said ‘K’ and that was the end of it.”

      “K?”

      “Yes.” She laughs again. “Which we all know is a big old fuck you.”

      Hearing those dirty words coming out of her mouth…

      Muy caliente. So hot.

      “I seriously don’t know what I’d do if a woman told me she wasn’t feeling it. My dick would probably shrink three sizes and disappear inside itself.”

      True sputters on the drink she has raised to her mouth. “Your dick disappears inside itself? How?”

      “It’s called shrinkage.” I can’t believe I’m telling her this, but I’ve had a few drinks and I’m kind of a lightweight for a dude so big.

      She makes me nervous, and it’s starting to show.

      “Shrinkage?”

      “Yeah—never mind, forget I mentioned it.” The last thing I want is True Wallace visualizing my dick as a shriveled-up piece of prune cock; I need to shut my damn mouth.

      I’m an idiot.

      “Too late.” She giggles, sticking a slice of pineapple onto the tines of her fork and chewing the end of it. Juice escapes her mouth and slides down the side of her chin.

      Mmm, drool.

      Don’t care, still sexy.

      Methinks True Wallace could have a runny nose right now and I’d still think she was the sexiest thing in the room.

      It’s certainly not because I’m supposed to stay away from her, although it’s been ages since her brother warned me off.

      What he doesn’t know won’t hurt us.

      Harmless flirting, harmless fun.

      That’s what weddings are all about for us single folk, yeah?

      I swipe at the dribble with my forefinger, and she giggles again nervously. Licks her lips.

      Smiles.

      “Are you excited about going back to work?” she asks, chewing.

      “I wouldn’t use the word excited.”

      “What word would you use?”

      “I don’t know—resigned?” Work is work, and what’s the point when you have no one to come home to? When all your weekends are filled with idly lying on the couch, staring up at the television, texting your freaking SISTERS because you have no social life.

      I’m ready for a relationship.

      I’d venture to say I’m ready for a family of my own.

      It’s not strange that I’m thinking about kids; I have all those nieces and nephews already—I come from a big family. It’s preprogramed into my body to want children.

      I’ve sown my wild oats.

      I’ve made many mistakes, both on and off the field, in bed and out.

      “What do you mean by resigned? Like, you’re blah about it?”

      Exactly.

      “Pretty much. So I fly to Arizona, rent a place for the preseason, eat out because it’s just me. My family isn’t there, I don’t have a wife, I’m not dating, I hate meaningless sex.” I take a swig of my drink. “I learned the term demisexual a few months back, and I’ve realized that’s what I am.”

      The admission spills out of me.

      Her nose twitches. “What the heck is a demisexual?”

      I clear my throat for the definition. “It’s…when you’re more sexually attracted to someone after you’ve formed an emotional bond.”

      “Uh…you’re telling me you only like having sex with a woman after you’ve gotten to know her?” She’s snickering. “Yeah right.”

      “Why don’t you believe me?”

      True sizes me up, gaze lingering on my broad shoulders and the loosened tie around my neck. “Well for starters, you have women throwing themselves at you.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean my dick is available for free rides.”

      Shit.

      That sounded terrible.

      Stop saying dick, you idiot.

      “Men who are as good-looking as you are always sleep around.”

      “First of all, no we don’t.” Okay fine, I used to. “Second of all, you think I’m good-looking?”

      True’s snort is very unladylike. “Please, you know you are.”

      “Necesito más información.” Tell me more.

      “Huh?”

      “I said, tell me more.”

      Pfft. “I’m not going to pump your ego, thank you very much. You’re surrounded by plenty of people who will.”

      Not everyone is you. “I don’t give a shit about them.”

      “Every guy says that.”

      “No they don’t. Is your father a man-whore? No, he’s not. Is Tripp a man-whore? No, he’s not. My mother would kill me if I slept my way around Chicago. Kill. Me.”

      “Only if she found out.”

      “Trust me, mi madre has a way of finding out everything, probably because she has six spies working for her.” My sisters are snitches, each one worse than the next, tattling to gain our mother’s favor because in Hispanic culture, the approval of the matriarch is what we aspire to.

      Mom is the queen.

      The boss.

      Letting her down would be humiliating, and I’d do that by sticking my dick into every random woman who came on to me. Which I’ve done in the past—ugh. But those days are over. I’m a different person than I was last month.

      “Can we get back to the part where you think I’m good-looking?”

      True lowers her head, hiding a smile.

      “I saw that,” I tease.

      “Saw what?”

      “You smiled.”

      “Ha, no I didn’t.” She’s not smiling now, but she was, pearly white teeth and glossy lips. “You’re so full of yourself.”

      Far be it from me to point out the obvious, but, “You don’t even know me, so you can’t say I’m full of myself. You’ve spent half an hour in my company—have I been an asshole?”

      “No.”

      “Have I been rude or arrogant?”

      “No,” she admits reluctantly.

      “See? I’m not a bad guy, and also I’m a pretty decent dancer.”

      Her head tilts. “Hmm, that’s certainly true. What other moves do you have?”

      Our eyes meet, and my brows rise. Was that a challenge? It sounded like one, though I highly doubt she meant it to be. True doesn’t strike me as the type of girl who plays it coy; if she wants something, she’s going to come out and say it.

      No beating around the bush.

      If she wants a kiss, she’ll lean in.

      If she wants to be swept off her feet, she’ll tell me.

      What other moves do you have…what other moves…

      We’re buzzed.

      We’re at a wedding.

      She’s gorgeous, I’m fascinated, the atmosphere is ripe for me to swoop in and plant one on her.

      What’s the harm in one little kiss?

      When my lips briefly touch hers and then I pull away, True’s fingers touch her mouth, fingers pressed to the spot where my lips were.

      I don’t apologize; I’m not sorry.

      Still, we both glance around guiltily as if we’ve done something wrong, searching for any displeased gazes, contemptuous stares from her family members.

      On the dance floor, there is a ruckus: Tripp Wallace is spread eagle on the hardwood with a crowd gathering around him, his mother hovering frantically.

      “What on earth…” True wonders out loud. “Now what’s he up to?”

      “Judging by the look on Chandler Westbrooke’s face, he pissed her off.”

      “Are you serious? Chandler is tiny—are you implying she had something to do with him ending up on the ground?”

      We find out later she did indeed flip True’s brother on his ass, the air in the room buzzing with new energy. A new romance brewing, perhaps, and not just the one between Chandler and Tripp?

      The strumming for another slow song begins, the first chords low and rich, and I hold my hand out in an invitation.

      She takes it.

      I spin her into my arms like Fred Astaire (probably not, but I feel so light on my feet it’s like I’m flying), and she settles in, one hand on my shoulder, another on my waist.

      “I feel like I’m at a high school dance,” she says at last.

      “Oh? Did you go to lots of those?”

      “Um, no—not really.” True lets out a laugh. “Having Tripp and Buzz as brothers was a freaking nightmare. Talk about cock-blockers. They ruined every chance I had when it came to my social life, terrified anyone who even thought about asking me out.”

      “I cannot see those two at a high school dance.”

      True’s head gives a diminutive shake. “They didn’t go—maybe once or twice, but barely. They were more into sports than girls, not that it mattered if they went to the dances or not. Once word got out that boys were supposed to leave me alone, I spent lots of time standing against the wall of the gym with my girlfriends.”

      “Aww, you poor thing.”

      Her mouth pouts. “I know, right? I used to think something was wrong with me. Turns out, those teenage boys were too chickenshit to ask me to dance because of my lame brothers.”

      Ha. Sounds like something I did to Glory, the only one of my sisters younger than me, and thus the only one I was able to lord anything over.

      “Are they always that overprotective?”

      “Yes. Always.”

      Shit.

      That’s not good.

      “If either of them had seen you kiss me, they would have torn your lips off.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “I wish.”

      “Then it’s a good thing they can’t read my mind…”

      I have to stop daydreaming long enough to pull up to the gates of my condominium complex and buzz myself through the gate, careful to pay attention to avoid running over any pedestrians with my car.

      I check my phone again, just in case.

      Nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      True: Sure, I think getting together is a good idea.

      My heart races at the sight of her name, at the fact that she’s messaging me back—finally!

      Me: I’m sorry—who is this?

      True: This is True. True Wallace?

      Thump-thump goes the heart in my chest.

      Me: I know, I’m totally joking—I know exactly who this is. I’ve been waiting four days for you to message me back.

      True: Sorry, I was just…

      Me: Busy?

      True: No. Nervous.

      Me: At least you’re being honest.

      The text bubbles appear, then disappear from the chat, and I stare at my glowing screen. Why isn’t she saying anything back? It’s been forty-five seconds!

      I close the chat and busy myself by opening the email app. Silence my phone so I don’t rush to reply like a loser when it dings, checking and checking to see if she’s responded.

      I fight the urge to message her again, a million things I want to say to her racing through my mind. God forbid I look needy.

      True: How does next week work for you?

      My heart races.

      Me: Sí. Yeah, that totally works. I’m free all week, super flexible. Just let me know when you want to get together.

      That.

      Did.

      Not.

      Sound.

      Chill.

      At.

      All.

      Jesus, Mateo, simmer down—she hasn’t said she’s going to marry you. She said she had time to get together.

      It’s not a date.

      Wait…why isn’t this a date?

      You idiot, you didn’t ask her on a date—you said you wanted to talk.

      Didn’t you?

      I scroll back up to read the first messages I sent and comb through the words, looking for the key word—date—and coming up blank.

      I would like to see you.

      Ugh.

      I would like to take her out! Goddamn, I’m an idiot—I’m going to blow my chance with her. It sounds like I’m sticking her in the friend zone.

      Actually, no. Correction: she’s putting ME in the friend zone.

      There’s got to be a way to get out.
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      Why does Buzz suddenly keep stopping by Tripp’s house?

      It’s as if he knows.

      Just like Chewy, he’s been sniffing around me all week, dropping by without warning, interrupting my work, pretending to do things around the house.

      “I do not need curtains put on these windows!” I’m shouting at him as he uses a level to screw in an anchor so he can hang a pole. “Did Tripp tell you to come over?”

      “Tripp doesn’t have time to wipe his own ass, let alone put curtains on these windows. How are you supposed to get any rest with the sun beating down on you first thing in the morning?” He has a screw in his mouth, ready to put it into the anchor. “See, this is the kind of service I provide. You really should consider moving out and into my place.”

      I set my laptop aside and gawk. “Is it seriously bothering you that I’m living here? You’re busy getting ready for spring training and the upcoming season, and I feel bad you’re fussing so much…”

      He ignores my comment, glancing down at me from the ladder he’s balancing on. “Living here? I thought this was temporary.”

      “Ugh! You know what I mean! The point is, you’re always freaking competing with Tripp—when are you going to grow up?”

      Moron.

      “Competing with Tripp? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Of course he says this as he’s drilling holes into a wall that does not belong to him, in a house that does not belong to him, completely uninvited.

      The drill bleats out shrilly, drywall dust falling to the ground.

      “Where did these curtains even come from?” They’re navy blue blackout shades that do not match the bedding in this guest room.

      “I took them off the window in one of my guest rooms.”

      My mouth falls open. “Hollis is going to kill you.”

      “No she won’t—she won’t even notice. Besides, she’s been wanting to redecorate the upstairs since she moved in, and this will give her an excuse.” He pauses, twisting his body around to look down at me. “Can you make me a sandwich?”

      Is he freaking serious?

      “No! Make your own damn sandwich.”

      “I was just asking! There was a fifty-fifty chance you’d say yes, jeez.” My brother pauses. “Want to go grab lunch?”

      I cock my head, considering his question. “Wait—did you come over here to talk me into having lunch?”

      He doesn’t reply, just keeps measuring and screwing.

      “Trace Wallace, you are not putting holes in our brother’s wall as some pretense to lure me out of the house!”

      He turns again, hands and drill in the air. “What! If I had just asked you to lunch, you would have said you were working. I had to have an alibi.”

      Oh my god. “You’re putting holes in Tripp’s wall! You are horrible!”

      “The holes are gone, see.” Buzz moves out of the way so I can get a load of his handiwork, the holes he drilled now filled with metal brackets, suspended above the window facing the street.

      “You are unbelievable.”

      He starts his descent from the ladder. “So does that mean you’re going to come grab lunch with me?”

      “Only if you don’t ask a ton of questions. I’m not in the mood.”

      But I could go for some soup. And salad. And maybe some breadsticks brushed with butter and dipped into alfredo sauce?

      Yeah. Lunch definitely sounds good, but we’re not going somewhere he can get a damn sandwich.

      Fool.

      My brother drives me to an Italian place, and I order enough food to sustain us for a year, doubtful I’ll eat half of it but sure am gonna try.

      He watches me while I fork lettuce onto my plate, my mouth watering. Nom.

      “I’m not going to ask why you’re staying with Tripp and not me.”

      I sigh loud enough to wake the dead and sit back in my chair. “Oh, here we go again. Do you ever let up? You’re like an old woman, nag nag nag.”

      “I’m just wondering why you’re staying with Tripp, that’s all. I’m curious, sue me.”

      “You’re not curious, you’re jealous—and I already told you, he’s never around and I like peace and quiet. I don’t need you breathing down my neck. Chandler is hardly around either, so it’s just me and the dog.”

      And sometimes Molly.

      “What about your girlfriends? Where are they? Why aren’t you staying with them?”

      I stare at my brother. “Would you prefer I stay with one of them instead of Tripp so you don’t feel so butthurt about it?”

      He scoffs, and I have my answer.

      “For your information, my old roommates aren’t an option. Winnie moved in with her boyfriend after we were evicted, and Monica moved in with her parents.” Happy now?

      Buzz shakes his head, disbelieving. “I still can’t believe you got fucking evicted. That is some bullshit right there.”

      Not really. Not since we weren’t paying the rent on time.

      “I could have fixed up a place for you. I wouldn’t have anything furnished, but at least you’d have a place all to yourself if what you want is privacy.”

      I mean. Maybe.

      The further along I get in this pregnancy, the more privacy I’m going to want.

      Right?

      Or no?

      My head does a hesitant little nod. “Maybe.” We’ll see. “Give me more time to think about it.”

      This mollifies my brother. “I, of course, would have a spare key.”

      I laugh. “No, you will not have a spare key!”

      “Why not?!”

      “You won’t even be around—you’ll be in Arizona, for pity’s sake.”

      “See! So how can it hurt for me to have a key to your house? You’re not making any sense. I’ll be like your groundskeeper and maintenance man.”

      “You.” I stab at my salad. “Will.” Stab. “Be.” Stab. “Gone.”

      “So? I’ll put cameras up.”

      “Oh my god, Buzz, are you hearing yourself? You’re worse than Mom, Dad, and Tripp combined! If you won’t be here, what the hell good are you going to be all the way across the country?”

      A cruel reminder that the father of my child is also going to be clear across the country while I get more and more pregnant.

      The thought of that suddenly depresses me, and I shove lettuce in my mouth.

      “I’ll fly you out. You can come stay with us there. Lie out in the sun, sit by the pool, work in the shade on the patio.”

      That does sound lovely. Instead of renting a house or apartment or staying in a hotel like many professional players do while they’re in preseason camp, my brother bought a house—a fixer-upper—a few years ago and stays there instead.

      Then, throughout the winter, my parents will fly out to Arizona to escape the shitty Midwest winter.

      “Thanks for the offer.”

      “But?”

      “But nothing—I’ll think about it.”

      “We won’t be gone a long time. Spring training is only thirty-seven days.”

      Thirty-seven days sounds like an eternity, actually, except I’ll never admit that.

      “So…” My voice trails off, and I clear my throat. Shift in my seat. Plop a breadstick into the alfredo dipping sauce and swirl it. “Do you ever have friends stay with you?”

      Buzz pauses. “What friends? From home?”

      “No,” I say, feigning ignorance. “Like, teammates and stuff.”

      “They can get their own damn houses.”

      Oh.

      How the heck am I supposed to find out gossip about Mateo when my brother is so tight-lipped about his buddies?

      “Do you hang out with any of your teammates while you’re training?”

      My brother shrugs. “Usually, but last year I wasn’t married—or even in a relationship.”

      Buzz and Hollis met and were engaged within three weeks, married within months.

      Yes, you heard that right: it was a three-week courtship. Insta-love and all that good stuff…

      “And Hollis is going to be there this year?”

      He nods. “For the most part, back and forth since she’s got to check in with her office periodically. She can’t just skip town completely, but we are going to pay some of her support staff while wifey is away so she has more freedom to come and go.” Buzz is eating spaghetti and inhales a giant forkful. “She’s excited.”

      “So you guys aren’t going to hit the town with your friends?”

      He levels me with a stare, a noodle dangling from the corner of his mouth. “What’s with all the questions about my friends? Stop being weird.” His lips are stained red from the sauce. “Speaking of my buddies and guys, have you thought about dating at all? You’ve been single forever.”

      Any thoughts I had about starting to date quickly fled the second I found out I was having a baby. What guy in their right mind wants to date a pregnant girl who is having some other man’s baby?

      Another depressing thought because I cannot tell him any of what’s weighing on my mind.

      I sigh. “Oh, Mr. Married wants to play matchmaker for his baby sister?”

      “What did I say about matchmaking? I just asked if you were stuck on being single.”

      Stuck on being single—as if I’m doing it on purpose. “I haven’t met anyone.”

      Plus, my eggo is preggo.

      “Did you want to volunteer any of your friends?”

      “Pfft. Hell no.”

      “Not a one? Not…oh, I don’t know. Espinoza?”

      Buzz stops shoveling in spaghetti long enough to shoot me an agitated glare. “Definitely not him. Over my dead body.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “That’s not a reason,” I say, sounding a lot like our mother.

      “Yes it is.”

      His nonresponse response makes me laugh, but it’s still aggravating that he doesn’t seem to have a single reason Mateo Espinoza would be a terrible match.

      Which makes me wonder if he is a great match.

      Which makes me wonder if I made a huge mistake thinking he was a player.

      “Why, does he sleep around?”

      If my brother did sleep around, it was never anything I was aware of. Never heard any whispers about him being a playboy—which you sometimes do. It’s not unheard of for a player to earn a reputation off the field and in the media.

      He just chose the wrong girls at the beginning of his career, the ones that were aggressively in his face. I mean, a shy girl isn’t going to stand out in a sea of gold diggers whose lifelong pursuit is to be a trophy wife.

      So a few bad girlfriends landed in the mix. A few young women who spoke out to the media about Buzz, who wanted gifts and presents and such.

      That didn’t make my brother a man-whore; it made him human.

      “How would I know who he’s sticking his dick in?” Buzz blurts out before catching himself for his bad manners. “Sorry. I meant, how would I know if he’s sleeping with a bunch of chicks?”

      One of my shoulders goes up in a shrug. “I assumed y’all knew that stuff about each other…which guys sleep around and which ones are loyal.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Why are you asking so many questions about Espinoza?”

      “I’m not.” Am I? “It was one question.”

      “Then why was he the first person who popped into your head when you asked me to play matchmaker?”

      “Oh my god, I did not ask you to play matchmaker. You know what? Never mind, forget I said anything.” Please, let it go and never bring it up again.

      The meatball on his plate gets cut in half. “It’s not like he hasn’t been sniffing around for information about you. It’s so fucking annoying.”

      Oh?

      Tell me more.

      I lean forward, affecting a casual posture, pushing the soup spoon around the Italian wedding soup I ordered, picking out the noodles and blowing on them.

      “Calm down. All he did was ask for your number, and that was weeks ago.”

      And now I’m twelve weeks pregnant. At twenty, I can find out if the baby is a boy or a girl, and I still have not told Mateo.

      I do not mention to my brother that Mateo managed to find my number via his meddling sisters, or that I am going to have drinks with him, or whatever we decide.

      Buzz would be so pissed, more so than he is that I’m living in Tripp’s house while I search for a place—and let’s be honest, I haven’t done shit as far as looking.

      One week turned into two and two turned into I don’t know how long I’ve been there but I have to leave before I get huge. Good luck getting me out then, after feeding me and taking care of all my basic human needs.

      Last night while I was lying in bed, I finally messaged my close friends, sending them a text with the pregnancy test. Stayed up until all hours of the morning answering their questions, leaving out the part about Mateo—I trust them, but only mostly. I’ve only met Winnie’s boyfriend once, so I can’t be sure he won’t tell someone. And Monica? We know she’s hard up for cash considering she couldn’t pay the rent, and a story about baseball’s golden child impregnating the sister of one of his teammates? That could fetch Monica thousands of dollars.

      Probably more money than she can make in a year.

      So for now, they think I’ve been knocked up by someone from my past, a guy I went to high school with who I had drinks with one night.

      They freaked out.

      At one point, we FaceTimed so Winnie could cry, a bit jealous perhaps that I’m having a baby before her, since she’s the one in a long-term relationship.

      They were supportive, obviously, but it felt weird texting to break the news. I tried to be upbeat and cheerful, but they could see how tired and worried I was. Am.

      The whole thing is just so messed up.

      When Buzz drops me off at Tripp’s house, the first thing I do is steal away to the bathroom and lock myself in—I’m not risking either of my brothers trying to barge in. Or Molly skulking around to spy on me.

      Pulling up Mateo’s number, I send him a text.
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      It’s just pizza.

      Just.

      Pizza.

      Calm your nerves, dude—you’ve played in the World Series, this doesn’t even compare, and it’s not even a date, so what are you so freaking nervous about?

      My stomach rolls.

      I haven’t seen True since her brother’s wedding, and I’ve been doing my damnedest to meet up with her, everyone in her family avoiding me or denying my requests for her information, and now I’m finally going to see her.

      Granted, I’ve built this moment up in my head and it’s probably not going to amount to anything, but…

      Still.

      It’s just pizza.

      That’s what True wanted, so that’s what we’re going to do.

      I thought it was a little odd. Most women would at least suggest coffee? Or dinner—a real one. Steak, potatoes. Maybe Italian…

      Not her.

      I take one look at her when she breezes through the entrance and my heart skips an actual beat; she’s bundled up and adorable, already peeling off her thick winter jacket, long hair peeking out beneath a cable-knit hat. Giant puff ball on top I immediately want to fluff with my fingertips.

      Rosy cheeks. Serious expression.

      I stuff my hands inside the pockets of my coat, feeling a bit bashful, and give her a nod.

      “Hey.”

      Take them out again to give her the standard hug-slash-greeting and pat on the back.

      “Hey,” she says at last, shivering a little.

      “They have a table for us. A booth, actually.”

      “Oh great—I love booths.”

      Same.

      So much comfier and more intimate.

      Granted, this is a Chicago pizza place, so how romantic and intimate is it going to be?

      Plus, a few dudes around the room have noticed me despite the blue New York Yankees baseball hat I’m wearing as a disguise, to throw people off my scent.

      Super fans gonna super-fan, and heads are turning.

      Whispers are whispering.

      It’ll only be a matter of time before someone musters up the courage to come to the booth and ask for my signature.

      True’s jacket comes off before she slides into the booth, and I quickly do a scan before her lower half isn’t visible: jeans, sweatshirt, black winter boots with fur sticking out the top that matches the fur on the ball of her hat.

      Unlike most women try to do when they’re meeting a man they haven’t seen in a long time, it’s obvious she’s not trying to impress me—not in that outfit.

      This is like…friend zone outfit status, not a “hanging with bae” outfit.

      Not a good sign.

      Dammit.

      Once we’re settled, the server comes over with two glasses of ice water—the kind served in big red plastic Pepsi glasses filled with crushed ice. Sets down two sets of forks and knives wrapped in paper napkins.

      True and I ignore each other the first few minutes, respectively poring over the menu when in reality, I already know what kind of pizza I’ll eat, the only kind I prefer.

      Sausage. Mushroom. Black olives. Extra cheese.

      “Want to get a pizza?” she says, even though she’s the one who suggested we meet at a pizza joint.

      Uh. Were we supposed to order a different kind of food?

      “Yup. Whatever kind you like.”

      Her lips press together. “I’m boring—just your basic sausage, mushroom, black olives.”

      A girl after my own heart. “Sounds good to me.” I glance at the menu but don’t really have to. “Garlic bread or no?”

      True puts her hands up. “No. No, no—lord no. If I eat garlic bread, I’ll…” She stops talking.

      “You’ll…?” Have diarrhea? Get the shits? Fart a lot?

      Come on, don’t keep me in suspense here.

      “I just don’t like to eat garlic or onions.”

      Ahh—she’s worried she’ll smell. I keep those thoughts to myself, having been trained by females who would kick my ass for saying shit like that out loud to embarrass them.

      “Got it. No garlic bread, no onions.” I file that information away. “What about regular bread? With cheese?”

      True snaps up the menu, gaze roaming over it. “Oh! What about fried pickles!”

      Fried pickles? What the hell?

      “Uh. Sure.”

      Her eyes are still scanning. “Maybe calamari? With ranch and marinara for dipping.” She glances up at me. “Do you want anything?”

      “You are not going to eat all that yourself,” I deadpan. She cannot be serious.

      She’s tiny!

      Well. Normal sized.

      I can’t imagine her eating two appetizers herself plus pizza, but what do I even know?

      True dips her head, face flushing. Cute winter hat still pulled down on her head. No chance in hell she’ll take that off so I can see her hair—it would be a mess, no doubt, and she’d be self-conscious.

      But I’m curious, because I’ve never seen her hair fully down. Sure, I searched for images of her on the internet—bunches popped up, mostly events she’s gone to with one or both of her brothers. Football fundraisers and baseball galas, one or two ESPY Award ceremonies.

      She’s cute and put together in each and every one; this sweatshirt-and-jeans True is a far cry from the glam girl I met and banged at Buzz Wallace’s wedding.

      I prefer this version by far.

      Real. Authentic.

      True to herself, no pun intended.

      After we order, it’s just us. Well, just us and a room full of people, most of whom are pretending not to be watching us, some of them actually doing a decent job of it.

      “It’s nice seeing you,” I start, sliding the paper ring off the utensils and folding it in half to occupy my hands. I’m nervous and not sure what to say or how to begin, or how to ask her why she’s been avoiding me.

      Or maybe she hasn’t and I’m going to make an ass of myself by asking.

      “Yeah—I really needed to get out of the house, so thank you for the invitation.”

      “Out of the house.” That jogs my memory. “Oh that’s right, I remember you mentioning you have a place with two of your friends closer to the suburbs.”

      “Had.” True sips at her water. “I’m living with my brother Tripp right now. I lost my place.” Her head gives a shake. “Why did I say I lost it? What I mean is, my roommate defaulted on our rent and we got kicked out. Landlord has this niece…”

      “Ah. The old ‘I need you out so I can move my kid in’ scenario. That’s why renting sucks.”

      She unwraps a straw and sticks it in her water cup. “Yeah, my brothers keep telling me I should buy something, but I guess…” Her sigh is loud. “It’s probably smart.”

      “You don’t want to buy something?”

      “I do. It just seems…hard?” She laughs at herself, and I laugh along with her. “Who wants to be an actual adult? Not me.”

      Man, she’s sweet.

      Younger than me by maybe five years, which is the perfect age gap in my opinion.

      “Not me, either. Being an adult sucks. You can’t just have a one-night stand with someone anymore without thinking about that person nonstop.”

      It takes True Wallace a few seconds to play my sentence back in her mind to make sense of it, to realize I’m talking about her and our night together. To understand that I’m implying I didn’t mean to have a one-night stand and never see her again.

      The wedding was fun, yes.

      The sex was amazing, yes.

      Did I plan to bail? No.

      Did she?

      Was she just using me?

      That’s one idea that hadn’t crossed my mind until this very moment, and the thought of it makes me sick.

      Nah.

      Not possible.

      “Very funny.” She makes light of my comment to avoid discussing it, but I don’t think I want to let her off so easy.

      “Weird role reversal, don’t you think?” I take a swig of water.

      “How so?”

      “Stereotypically, it’s the guy sneaking out.”

      She almost chokes on her drink, sputtering. “Oh my god, you can’t just say that!” Her eyes are smiling.

      “I can’t? Why not? You left and it wasn’t even daylight—where were you goin’ in such a rush?”

      The server appears, setting two baskets in the center of the table: calamari, aka fried squid, and the fried pickles. Dipping sauces galore.

      True claps her hands. “I wasn’t going anywhere in a rush.”

      Liar.

      “Except to get gone?”

      She considers this as she loads the small round appetizer plate with food, licking her fingers once she gets her last helping out of the basket.

      “I’m going to be honest with you,” she begins. “So, I’m going to put my game face on.” True inhales, then inhales an appetizer. “I’d never done anything like that before, and I was embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed about what?”

      “What you’d think of me…how you’d treat me the next day…” Her shoulders move up and down. “I didn’t want to wait around to find out.”

      Fair enough. She’s afraid of rejection.

      Who isn’t?

      “So what you’re saying is, you’re not good at casual sex.”

      A fried pickle falls out of her mouth and onto the plate. “Um. I don’t have casual sex.” Says it as if it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s heard in her life.

      “What would you call sex with me then?”

      True pauses. “I meant…I don’t have casual sex…a lot. Ever. That wasn’t…it was the first time I’d ever done that.” She’s rambling because she’s nervous, which I find cute, not annoying.

      “Neither do I.”

      Her brows go up.

      I reach for a calamari. “We covered this already, remember? At the wedding? I told you I don’t do one-night stands—I grew out of that the night my sisters busted into my shithole apartment and kicked out a girl they thought was a gold digger. I’m scarred for life, and the chick probably was too.”

      True laughs. “Probably not. Gold diggers don’t give up easily.”

      “Right, but nobody—absolutely nobody—wants an Espinoza girl crashing their party.”

      I shudder at the thought, cringing as I tear a piece of calamari in half with my teeth.

      We plow through most of the food we already have while I keep a watchful eye on the kitchen door, body filling with excitement each time the server walks through it bearing a pizza.

      I sag with disappointment when he moves past us.

      “So what was the reason you wanted to reconnect?” True asks, wiping her hands on a napkin then resting them in her lap.

      Is she that obtuse? Why does a man invite a woman out if he’s not interested in her? For shits and giggles? I slept with her once, she disappeared—I’m not making the same mistake twice. If she thinks I’m only here to jerk her around, she’s sorely mistaken.

      “Do I need a reason to want to see you?”

      “Yes.” She laughs. “You barely know me. We’ve met once.”

      Good point. “So? Haven’t you ever felt a connection with someone you couldn’t stop thinking about?”

      She pauses, and I can see the uncertainty written on her face. “Sure.”

      I shrug. “There’s your answer.”

      True’s next question comes out slowly, carefully. “You’re not seeing anyone right now?”

      Uh—did she not hear what I just said? “No. Not even a little.” There are no appetizers left, but that doesn’t stop me from rooting around the plastic basket in search of scraps.

      Where is that damn pizza!

      “You know,” she begins anew. “We didn’t really have any serious talks about…stuff. Like…do you ever want kids?”

      Kids? “Yeah, like ten.”

      “Ten!”

      I can see I’ve shocked her, and her expression makes me laugh. “So maybe not ten, but at least three. I want a loud house when I’m old and decrepit.”

      “I highly doubt you will ever be decrepit.”

      “Aww. Why, True Wallace, was that a compliment?” I’ll take what I can get, even if it’s in the form of the lamest flattery ever.

      “Barely.”

      I catch a glimpse of our server and he’s definitely, definitely heading in our direction with a pie in his hands. The steaming circle of cheese and goo and meat has my stomach growling before he places it on a tiny metal stand in the middle of our table.

      “Dang this looks good. I’ve been craving pizza for days.”

      “Doesn’t your brother feed you?” I tease, offering her the triangle spatula so she can take the first slice.

      “He eats a lot of healthy food, so it’s a real challenge getting pizza delivered to the house.” She hesitates, adding one, two slices to her plate. Three. “If you don’t count the Chinese food he brings home sometimes.” She groans. “God, I love pizza.”

      It’s good, but it’s not my first choice; that will always be Mexican food. Mi madre’s carnitas, grilled corn with chipotle-lime butter, and her sopapillas for dessert.

      Delicioso. Delicious.

      Second to that? A good old-fashioned steak. Crab legs. Italian.

      Damn I’m hungry thinking about all that food.

      I serve myself and smile when the server catches my eye with a thumbs-up. He doesn’t approach the table, instead giving us our space, and I shoot him a thumbs-up back to let him know we’re happy.

      “So you’re not dating anyone,” I start. “Any reason why, or…”

      I know it’s rude to ask someone why they’re single, but True Wallace is a real catch that someone is going to snap up soon, and I don’t want to miss my opportunity. If she’s not dating for a reason, I want to know what it is; maybe I can solve her problem. Ha ha.

      “No reason.” She’s chewing. “Just haven’t found anyone, and honestly, those dating apps are the worst.”

      “No shit they are.”

      “Have you been on any apps?” Her brows and a slice of pizza are raised.

      “Yeah—my account got reported for being fake a lot, so I said fuck it and stopped. There’s an app for high-profile people and celebrities, but it’s vapid—who wants to date another celebrity? They’re so high-maintenance.”

      “Wait—they have dating apps specifically for celebrities?”

      “Yes, but it’s stupid.”

      “How did I not know this?”

      “You’re not famous enough,” I joke, giving her a nudge with my foot beneath the table.

      “I wonder why my brother never said anything about this secret app. I have FOMO kind of.” Pause. “Even though I have a love-hate relationship with those stupid things.”

      “Dating apps?”

      “Yes. I download them with all this hope—gear myself up for the process, swipe my little finger away until it’s about to fall off. Then I quickly wonder what the hell I’m doing because guys are the freaking worst.” True is chomping on the end of a pizza slice, fervor in her voice. “For real. You start talking and it can go two ways: they want your phone number almost immediately, or they want to talk for a month and will come up with millions of reasons why they can’t meet up or ask you out.”

      “That’s called a catfish,” I point out drolly. But she is far from done complaining now that she’s on a roll.

      “I’m being serious. I hate, hate, hate when they ask for your number within the first few messages after matching. It takes the wind out of my sails. Like I’m going to give some strange dude access to my personal shit.” She stares at me, wide-eyed. “They can do that, you know. Sometimes your full name will pop up in the contacts, and if they have that…” She whistles. “They can google you and find out all kinds of shit before you even talk about it. It’s creepy.”

      That does sound creepy, but it’s nothing I’m not familiar with.

      “Try having your face on the side of city buses and attempting to find a woman to date you for your inner beauty.” I’m kidding, but not really—it’s not easy being in the public eye and searching for love. “Try having women show up outside your building at all hours of the night because they waited in the parking lot outside the stadium and followed you home.”

      This is why True and I are a good match—we get the complications of dating. It’s too bad she’s making it impossible to date her, and I’m still not clear what her hesitations about me are.

      
        	I’m successful.

        	I have all my hair.

        	I come from a great family. Well…mostly, if you don’t count when my sisters get up in my business.

        	I’m loyal.

        	I’ve never gotten anyone pregnant out of wedlock.

      

      If those things don’t make me a great catch, I don’t know what does.

      “So if you’re not on any apps but you’re looking for a relationship, why won’t you consider dating me?”

      I see her freeze, entire body caught off guard by my question, which shouldn’t be this hard to answer. Fuck, I knew she wasn’t into me—why am I torturing myself like this?

      Because you’re an idiot.

      No.

      Because she’s a good catch and you know it, and what man in their right mind lets a good woman slip through their fingers?

      An idiot.

      Just as I’m about to ask if she wants to go on a date—and not this ridiculous façade of “Hey let’s catch up” pizza shenanigans—a group of females materialize in my peripheral vision, causing a stir at the door as it blows open, wind kicking up the cold, blowing them in along with it.

      One, two, three, four.

      Five of the Espinoza girls, aka my goddamn sisters.

      What are they doing here?

      Seething, I vow to kill Gloria, vowing also that I’m never telling her anything ever freaking again.

      Their eyes scan the crowded pizzeria until they find what they came here for: me.

      Five mouths smirk.

      Five pairs of legs weave their way through the pizza place, beelining for a table at the far side of the room—far enough away from True and me but still a distraction.

      Spies.

      Each and every last one of them.

      My mother’s street soldiers here to do a job. They think they’re here because they love gossip and knowing what goes on in my life, but the truth is, whatever they report back to mi madre, she is going to use as ammo to find me a suitable wife.

      I cannot take a piss without them breathing down my neck or trying to control my personal life! Ugh!

      I want to bang my head on the table. Instead, I paste on a pleasant smile, peeling my eyes off the lot of my sisters and back onto True.

      Her eyes flit to their table.

      Back at me.

      Raises her brows though no actual questions come out of her lips, just the sound of her clearing her throat uncomfortably.

      I exhale, shoulders sagging, feeling like I’ve already gone ten rounds inside a boxing ring, the heat of my sisters’ penetrating stares getting me all sweaty.

      Focusing on the words coming out of True’s mouth has become impossible now, my gaze roving back to my sisters’ table of their own accord.

      They have menus propped up in front of their faces, watching over the tops—it’s a scene from a bad romantic comedy, hiding at a corner table but doing a horrible job concealing themselves.

      As if they didn’t cause a ruckus when they blew in through the doors.

      Jeez.

      Estoy tan avergonzado. I’m so embarrassed.

      “Is something bothering you?” True is watching me watch my sisters, except she has no idea those are my sisters, and I cannot imagine what’s going through her head right now.

      I bet she thinks I’m ogling other women and probably thinks I’m being a pig.

      I feel like one; this is a disaster—or it’s going to turn into one as soon as my asshole sisters decide they’ve sat around long enough and make their way over to our side of the pizza place.

      My head gives a shake as I drag my eyes away. “Sorry, no—nothing is bothering me. I thought I saw someone I knew.” Turns out it’s a whole table of someones I know, their beady little Espinoza eyes gawking in my direction.

      They’re horrible at this.

      It occurs to me that all but Sophia are here, and why the hell aren’t my sisters at work instead of skulking around town spying on me? It takes Mariana a good forty-five minutes to get into the city, and that’s when there’s no traffic.

      Why do they so obviously hate me?

      I pull the ball cap on my head down further, knowing it’s far too late in the game to hide but attempting it regardless.

      “You don’t look so good,” True observes, biting into a slice of pizza. “Are you getting sick?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Your face got really pale.” Her eyes flit back and forth between my face and my sisters’ table. My face.

      Their table.

      “Does your sick stomach have anything to do with that group of girls sitting over there?” She tilts her head in their general direction but doesn’t point or stare.

      I’m not sure what to say.

      “Because they’ve been staring at us since they walked in. It’s almost like they know you.” She considers this. “Or maybe they’re super fans.” True is biting down on a slice of pizza, the mozzarella melting off one side. “Do you think they’re fans, or am I just being paranoid?”

      One, you’re not being paranoid, and two, those are my sisters and I’m going to single-handedly strangle each and every one of them when I get my hands on them.

      Why the hell I thought Gloria could be trusted to keep my location secret from the others is beyond me; I should never have even told her the woman I was meeting for lunch is the same girl I slept with at Buzz Wallace’s wedding (who ghosted me), and I sure as hell shouldn’t have mentioned we were having pizza, or at what restaurant, or at what time.

      I am such a goddamn moron. I basically gave them my itinerary!

      This was way too tempting an opportunity for them to resist, and my sisters aren’t fools.

      I get it—they wanted to see what True looks like, though they’ve no doubt google-searched her a million times.

      They wanted to see her in person.

      ¡Estúpido, estúpido, estúpido!

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      You would think I would have learned my lesson the first time this happened—yes, it’s happened before.

      Remember, I just said I’m a moron.

      Three years ago to be exact, when I was dating an actress on a daytime soap opera—a telenovela, specifically, and one they all absolutely adore. They wanted to meet this fiery Latina beauty in person, but I wasn’t ready to introduce her to the family, so they did what any self-respecting girl gang would do: they ambushed me.

      Showed up to that date—a romantic dinner in the park—and pretended to stumble upon us before proceeding to set up their own picnic a few feet away, killing the entire mood.

      I should have known that relationship with Eva wasn’t going to last long—she was horrified by my sisters’ behavior, their fawning, their lack of etiquette, how loud they were.

      And I was horrified by Eva’s lack of enthusiasm for my blood; it was a turn-off the way she treated my sisters, the way she spoke about them afterwards, the way her eyes sparkled when she ridiculed them.

      She showed her true colors, and that was when I knew she was not my forever person.

      Which makes me wonder…how would True Wallace behave if the Espinoza clan were to let loose on her? If my sisters got up from their table, made their way over, and—

      “Oh my god, are you José Espinoza?” The high-pitched squeal interrupts and comes from Mariana’s mouth, the oldest of the bunch though not nearly as mature as she should act at her age.

      She calls me José because that’s the name the team officially uses for publicity, smug smile tipping the corner of her bratty mouth. She may be older than I am, but goddamn she’s acting childish.

      “Oh my god, I can’t even believe it! Eek! Can I have your autograph?”

      Mariana is carrying on as if she’s meeting a real-life celebrity, like a rock star or movie star.

      What a sarcastic dick.

      She comes bearing a napkin and a pen, thrusting it toward me the same way a fan might do, if she were an actual fucking baseball enthusiast.

      It takes all my self-control not to swat her dumb hand away.

      I’m conflicted. Do I bust my sisters and have to admit to True that they’re spying liars, or do I pretend they’re complete strangers?

      A few heads in the place turn.

      I sigh.

      “True, this is my sister Mari. Mari, this is True.”

      Mariana shifts in her sneakers, rocking on her heels, studying True Wallace. “Your name is True? Like True or false? Or is it a nickname?” The rest of the bunch hovers behind her, waiting for their turn to humiliate me.

      Immature and rude!

      I want to die.

      “That’s my actual name.” True graciously puts her hand out for my sister to shake. “It’s good to meet you, Mari.”

      “This is Glory,” Mari says, thrusting Gloria forward. “And Ana, Rosie, Camila.”

      True greets them all good-naturedly, apparently a natural at navigating awkward situations and crisis management. Perhaps she should switch careers; instead of sports recruiting, she should be a publicist or a manager, or a—

      “So what are you two talking about?” Mari slides her ass into the seat next to True, bracing her chin in her hands on the table.

      The other four do the same, and soon, I’m squeezed into the corner of the booth with both my arms squished in front of me, relegated to the far pits of hell.

      “None of your business!” I say with a scowl, unable to reach for my plate. “Go away! We were having a moment.”

      “A moment?” Ana laughs. “Yeah right.” She snatches a slice off the silver platter, folds it, and takes a bite.

      “That’s mine!” I scold in Spanish. “Ours, I mean—get your own damn pizza.”

      “Sharing is caring,” Glory preaches, digging in.

      “No, sharing is not caring. Caring is going away and leaving us in peace. I will give you an update later.”

      “Don’t lie—you always say that then you never do.” Ana is chewing and talking at the same time. “True doesn’t mind, do you?”

      “She’s not going to tell you to your face that she wants you to leave, Ana.”

      God, could this be more uncomfortable? Could my sisters be more uncooperative?!

      True laughs, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “Oh my god, you sound so much like my brothers—it’s uncanny. I can’t right now.” She laughs again, a delicate snort coming out of her nose. “I honestly thought it was just our family, but nope. It’s not.”

      I level her with a stare, still pressed into the corner of the booth with no room to move even an inch. “Could you not encourage them? They need to go. This is my date, not theirs.”

      One of True’s brows goes up, and I’m beginning to learn that’s what she does when she wants to challenge me. “Oh? This is a date now? I thought we were just getting together to catch up and say hey.”

      She’s mocking me; I can see it in her eyes.

      “This is not the time, okay? Can we do this when we’re alone please?”

      I will never live this down—never. Not when I’m fifty years old, not when I’m one hundred.

      My sisters will never allow it.

      Never.

      “Anything you want to say, you can say in front of us—in fact, I will go first,” Camila announces to the table. “I, for example, have a UTI and just had to get medication from the doctor, so. There you go.”

      Isn’t a UTI a urinary tract infection? Why the hell is she telling us this?

      Jesus, I actually am in hell.

      “Okay, me next,” Glory enthuses. “I drunk-texted one of my exes two nights ago at midnight and he came over and we hooked up in Mom and Dad’s basement. I did a booty call on him.” My youngest sister giggles, and I want to vomit in my mouth.

      I did a booty call? Who says that?

      “Glory, what the fuck?!”

      Shit. I glance around, realizing my mistake; I rarely cuss in front of my sisters, parents, family—mi madre would kill me.

      The girls do not seem to mind or notice, so busy are they regaling True with a barrage of too much information.

      “Oh—I can do you one better, little sister.” Ana clears her throat.

      “No,” I interrupt, begging. “Don’t. Please don’t. No one wants to hear it.”

      But everyone wants to hear it, and they all shush me—True included—so Ana can speak.

      “Well.” Ana leans in dramatically. “Since we can say what we have to say in front of everyone at this table…” She shoots me a pointed look, and I roll my eyes. “I have a date on Friday.” My sister pauses. “With two different guys.”

      “Ana!” Camila shouts, horrified. “You do not!”

      “I do.” Ana is laughing. “I’m sorry, but it’s a numbers game at this point. I have a fifty-fifty chance of having a good time with one of them, though in reality, it won’t be either of them.” She snatches up my water and takes a swig from the cup.

      “I cannot believe you!” Rosie tosses a wadded-up napkin at her. “What happens if you’re running late? Who are these guys?”

      “Calm down,” Ana tells us. “It’s no big deal. Men do it all the time. I met them on dating apps.”

      I don’t even know what to say; this whole afternoon has taken a turn for the worse—it’s “escalated quickly” as some would say, my sisters completely hijacking the table and the date, which isn’t actually a date and may never be, thanks to them.

      “Did it ever occur to you not to crash my date?” I ask them. “Like, did you consider that you may ruin this chance for me by coming over here and acting like assholes?”

      Rosie’s head tilts to the side. “Who’s being an asshole? I’m not being an asshole. I haven’t even said my thing yet.”

      “No one wants to hear your thing! This isn’t a confessional! This is my date.”

      “It’s not a date,” Glory mutters beside me.

      “No shit! And it never will be, because you five are awful!”

      True snickers, eating pizza.

      Great.

      Just great. She looks totally checked out, whatever rapport we had going on ruined. Poof—gone.

      “So anyway, as I was saying,” Rosie continues, peeling the cheese off a slice of pizza and stuffing it into her mouth with a moan. “I had sex with the guy who delivered my new sofa last week.”

      Oh. My. God.

      Who are these people?

      My virgin ears! My virgin sisters!

      They are not supposed to be saying shit like this! They are not supposed to be going on two dates in one night or having sex with couch dudes or ‘doing’ booty calls.

      This is completely horrifying information, and I have no damn idea how I’m supposed to sleep tonight.

      What.

      The.

      Fuck.

      “You’re not supposed to have sex before you’re married!” I lecture them all, staring them down one by one, the Catholic boy in me preparing a sermon inside my head, making the sign of the cross and wanting to spit over my shoulder. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death…”

      “You are not saying the Hail Mary!” Mariana cackles, practically bursting at the seams.

      “You are being ridiculous, brother.” Glory laughs, still eating my food, the food I am paying for, not her, the little…the little…

      She’s not the only one laughing; they all are, True especially. Tears are streaming down her face.

      She wipes them away with a napkin. “This is the funniest thing I’ve e-ever s-seen.” She’s sputtering.

      “You.” I direct my stare at True. “Are not helping.” I would get out of this booth, but I’m trapped like a tiger in a cage—a trapped tiger getting poked and poked and prodded by its handlers.

      That doesn’t sober her up in any way—if anything, it makes the table burst into more raucous laughter.
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      Who knew pizza with Mateo would be this fun?

      I was already enjoying myself—he’s pleasant to be around—but this? This hijacking by his family makes it all so much better. Satisfying, even, to see the expression on his face change from curious when he watched them walk in to dread, to horror.

      Now, he sits prisoner in the corner, pinned in by his younger sister, barely fitting and uncomfortable. Mateo’s face is a shocking shade of pink from his cheeks to the tips of his ears as he is forced to listen to his siblings’ confessions.

      They’re doing it on purpose, as siblings are wont to do, delighting in his shocked gasps, the gagging sounds, the sputtering.

      Did he actually think the five of them were virgins?

      Probably.

      Men are naïve like that when it comes to their sisters, my own brothers included.

      I don’t know how long we sit here laughing and talking, how many cups have been brought to the table and refilled, then refilled again. More appetizers ordered, more napkins.

      The server comes by with the final check, and it’s only then that the girls decide it’s time for them to leave, giving their brother the privacy he’s wanted this entire time, his mouth suddenly having been zipped shut.

      Most likely too terrified to speak, letting his sisters have the spotlight, taking the attention off of him.

      When we gather up our jackets and say our goodbyes, his sisters take turns hugging me—kissing and hugging him—before blowing back out the door the same way they blew in: with a loud commotion.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Rosie whispered in my ear when she embraced me. “We like you.”

      They will be amazing aunties.

      The thought makes me feel a million things, all hitting me like a wave: shame, excitement, guilt.

      It’s clear they worship Mateo—they would hate me if they knew what a liar I am. Maybe not forever, but long enough. Especially that youngest one, Gloria—I can totally see her scratching my eyes out.

      He and I are out by the curb waiting for our cars in the bustling city, the loud honking and bright lights from the traffic lights and business signs making the mood feel less casual. I wouldn’t call this a date, but it began feeling more…something midway through.

      Each time I caught Mateo’s eye after his sister told a story about him or they ganged up on him to tease him, we shared a look.

      None of it actually bothered him, what they were doing.

      He loves them so much.

      I need to tell him, just not…

      Here.

      Not now, not like this.

      “Thank you for late lunch slash dinner,” I finally say, gripping my purse and feeling grateful I have a warm winter hat on. It’s cold outside and I’m beginning to freeze.

      He doesn’t look like he’s going to kiss me…

      …but what if he kisses me?

      Don’t be a fool, True—you barely had any alone time with him. What would make you think he’d want to make out with you?

      “You’re welcome.” He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his coat, dispelling any illusions I have about his lips on mine.

      I clear my throat. “Um. So…should we, uh.” Shit, I’m so bad at this. I have never in my life asked a man on a date or to dinner, and it’s killing me to be starting now, like this. “Would you like to do this again?”

      “Pizza?”

      His tone makes me laugh. “No? Maybe…I don’t know, something nice?”

      “True Wallace, are you asking me out on a date?” I swear his eyes are going to bug out of his head, and I can’t decide if he looks shocked or flattered or both.

      “More like—somewhere quiet and nice where we can talk.”

      “What if…” He shifts on his heels. “I made you dinner this weekend?”

      Dinner this weekend.

      At his place.

      Actually, now that I think about it, that makes more sense. What if I tell him I’m pregnant and he causes a huge scene? What if he flips out and flips a table? Or shouts at me?

      Nah, not his style. He’s too calm for that; just look how well he handled his sisters, so patient and kind.

      But dinner at his place—though way more intimate than I had in mind—probably would be the best scenario.

      I nod. “Okay.”

      His brows shoot up. “Are you serious? You’d actually come to my house and let me feed you? This isn’t a prank?”

      He’s so cute and hopeful, and I smile, biting down on my bottom lip. “Why on earth would you think I would joke about that?” My head shakes.

      “Um, because you’ve been avoiding me for three months?”

      Good point.

      And we didn’t even get to the point today where we discuss that—my bad behavior, that is. And I have lots to make up for.

      “How about I bring dessert?”

      Both our cars are brought to the front and he steps down into the street, handing the valet a tip, holding the door so I can shimmy my way in.

      I glance up at him while I buckle my seat belt, Mateo leaning down, toward me.

      “I’ll text you and we’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay. Great.”

      This time he does kiss me—quickly and unexpectedly—before shutting me in, tapping on the roof of my car then stepping away so I can drive off.

      He doesn’t waste time waiting to text me, and I’m soaking in the bathtub at my brother’s when he does, feet propped up on the edge of the fiberglass bowl so I don’t overheat.

      I dry my hands on the towel before picking my phone up, suds stuck to my knees, boobs, and arms.

      Mateo: Was I hallucinating earlier or did you agree to come to my place?

      Me: Ha ha, very funny! Are you waiting for me to change my mind?

      Mateo: Don’t do that. I already told my mom she needs to make me a pan of her famous enchiladas.

      Me: You did not!

      Mateo: I’m a mama’s boy, what can I say? Also, my food would kill you—trust me, you don’t want me cooking. This is for the best.

      Mateo: Wait, you like Mexican food, right?

      Me: Sí. Who doesn’t?

      Mateo: ¿Hablas español?

      Me: Um…no. Slow down, don’t go getting excited.

      Mateo: Okay. I’ll just go back to being excited about our party.

      Me: LOL is that what you’re calling it?

      Mateo: If I call it a date, you’ll freak out and cancel on me.

      Me: I already committed—and are you forgetting that I am the one who asked you out??

      Mateo: You didn’t give me enough time. I was about to.

      Me: You were?

      Mateo: Sure. Maybe not while we were standing outside, but I would have called or something.

      Me: Why not while we were standing outside?

      Mateo: Um, because it was freaking cold!

      Me: Yeah, there was that…I’m in the bathtub now to get rid of these chills.

      Mateo: Oh to be a bubble in that tub.

      Me: A bubble in that tub? Bwahahaha that’s a new one.

      Mateo: You know, like a fly on the wall?

      Me: I get it, I get it. Very cute.

      Mateo: Ah, so you admit it—you think I’m cute.

      I roll my eyes even though he can’t see me. He knows I find him attractive—I slept with him, didn’t I?

      The proof is sneaking up past the water line, my tummy now showing, now busting at the elastic of my yoga pants, now screaming for attention, way harder to hide.

      I put the phone on the bathtub ledge for a few moments, running my hands over my belly. Poke the tip of a finger into my belly button, which is still an innie, thank God.

      It really is incredible, this new body of mine, though honestly, I wish my boobs would get bigger—definitely the universe’s way of punishing me for not telling the baby’s father he’s going to be a baby’s daddy.

      Ugh!

      I reach for the towel again, drying my hands.

      Me: Stop fishing for compliments.

      Mateo: I’m thirsty, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.

      Me: Like plenty of women don’t boost your ego on a daily basis. I’ve seen your social media and read the comments.

      Whoops. I hit send before I can snatch the words back, my admission—in writing—that I’ve been creeping on him online.

      Mateo: Ummmmmm, did you just admit to cyberstalking me?

      Me: Absolutely not! All I said was I’ve seen what women say, so stop trying to add me to your list.

      Mateo: You know, True, sometimes it’s not the things people say—it’s the person who says it. Maybe I don’t care about hearing nice things from anyone but you.

      That gives me pause.

      Has me staring at that last message and digesting the words.

      He’s right—so right. It isn’t the things people say; something coming from the right person is what matters. A stranger calling you pretty or saying you’re ugly makes little impact if they’re nameless and faceless and mean nothing to you.

      That can get tuned out with practice.

      But him wanting to hear it from me?

      I squirm in the tub uneasily, unsure of myself and what to say. I didn’t grow up with just boys in the house—my mom was there too, obviously—but it sure made an impact being Tripp and Trace Wallace’s little sister. I feel like I was raised by wolves sometimes, with no social graces and the manners of a man.

      Ugh. Why don’t I have sisters to ask for advice?

      You do, halfwit—you have Hollis and Chandler now.

      No. You are a mature woman with a baby inside you—grow the hell up and give this man a damn compliment.

      Me: I…thought you were very sweet tonight with your sisters. My brothers would have thrown a fit and probably gotten up and left after all the teasing.

      Mateo: Ha. I thought about it.

      Me: You did?

      Mateo: Eh, for a second. But Glory had her elbow jammed in my gut, which made it hard to move, let alone escape. I’m sure she was doing it on purpose.

      Me: LOL she’s cute. Is she in college, or…?

      Mateo: Yeah, she’s in school right now taking classes online. She’s not sure what she wants to do so it’s all prerequisites for business.

      Me: Smart girl.

      Mateo: She’s a brat.

      Me: Aren’t we all…

      Mateo: You are DEFINITELY a brat.

      Me: Hey!

      Mateo: Ha! So brat, what else do we want for dinner this weekend. Do you like wine or beer…?

      Me: Um…no—water will be good.

      If he’s suspicious of this request or curious about it, he doesn’t say so.

      Mateo: Ice cream, cake, pie, cookies?

      Me: Yes

      They all sound good to me right now, and I wonder if Tripp has anything sweet downstairs.

      “True?”

      There’s a knock on the door and I quickly set the phone down and run the faucet so the foaming bath liquid I dumped in earlier creates more bubbles—to cover up my STILL SMALLISH BOOBS—and sink lower into the water.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s Molly—you alive in there?”

      I cock my head toward the closed bathroom door. “Did my brother send you up to check on me?”

      There’s a pause. “Yes, but he also sent up some of the brownies I just made.”

      Molly comes over to my brother’s house a lot and uses his kitchen for her cooking and baking projects, and I’ve recently become the lucky prototype tester.

      “You can come in.”

      Slowly the door eases open and her head peeks around it, cautiously, as if she’s worried she’s going to catch me standing buck-ass naked in the center of the bathroom.

      “Oh good, you’re not naked.”

      “I mean—I am.” I run my hand through the water to disperse the new bubbles over places I don’t need her to see.

      “I don’t need a peep show,” she says, sitting on the toilet with a plate in her hands.

      “Yeah, neither do I.” I fluff more bubbles as they collect around my knees, dragging them up my torso then setting my sights on the plate Molly has. “Those look fresh.”

      She grins. “They are.”

      I can smell that, and brownies happen to be my favorite, especially when they’re fresh out of the oven.

      I dry my hands off. “So does my brother grocery shop for all the baking supplies, or do you bring them over?”

      “I bring them over, but sometimes I forget something and dig through his pantry. He doesn’t seem to mind.”

      Well no kidding he doesn’t—she supplies him with all the yummy, delicious things.

      “Chandler keeps a little basket in there with random sweets, like chunky chocolate chips or butterscotch or baking flour. Things like that. I don’t think she cooks, either.”

      No, she wouldn’t—she was raised with a silver spoon in her mouth, and it’s unlikely that anyone showed her the way around a kitchen, no offense to her. It’s not like she can help being born rich.

      It just means my brother still orders out a lot or grills while they learn together how to cook actual meals.

      Molly offers me a brownie and I take it, biting off one gooey end and sighing.

      “Damn, Molly, this is amazing.”

      “I noticed you’re not really eating for two, so…”

      I shoot her a look. “You know that’s an old wives’ tale, right? You don’t actually have to stuff yourself silly when you’re having a baby.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No.” I laugh.

      She nods, taking a brownie for herself and nibbling on it, looking distracted. Usually I can’t get the kid to stop talking, and now she’s barely uttered ten sentences.

      “Is there something on your mind?”

      The neighbor girl hesitates. Shrugs.

      “Do you need advice about something?”

      Another tentative shrug. “It’s stupid.”

      Everything is stupid when you’re fifteen, including the things that aren’t actually stupid, but I know she’ll get the words out eventually. The two of us eat in silence for a bit.

      Then,

      “This boy texted me today and I have no idea what to say back.”

      Ah.

      Boy troubles.

      “Do you not like him? Because you don’t have to text him back.” That will just open a window for more conversation, and if she’s not into him, that will only—

      “Kind of, but I’m not sure. I guess I might, but I haven’t thought about it much. I have so much going on and I’m very busy with work, you know.”

      I bite back a smile.

      Work.

      Meaning the Wallace family drama.

      “It’s okay not to know.”

      Molly pauses. “But what do I even say?”

      “That depends—what did his message say?”

      “It says…” She retrieves her cell from her back pocket, taps on the screen, and holds it up. “Hey.”

      I wait.

      “Um. Is that all it says?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jesus. I cannot with teenage boys, and thank God I’m not a teenage girl these days. If that’s what poor Molly has to work with, she has a long road ahead of her.

      “And you know who this person is? Because if they’re just dropping into your messages, it could be anyone.”

      “Well.” She pushes hair behind her ears. “I said, ‘Who is this?’ and he said, ‘Nate,’ and now I don’t know what to say.”

      “He’s not giving you much to work with.” I know cavemen with better communication skills than Nate. “You could text him back and be like, ‘Hey what’s up?’”

      “That’s really lame.”

      “Well, yeah—it is lame, but I don’t think texting is Nate’s first language.”

      Molly scowls. “Maybe I won’t reply.”

      Her phone chooses that exact moment to ping again, and both of us look at it, stunned.

      I gasp dramatically. “What if that’s him!”

      She checks it. “Oh my god, it is!”

      “Well what does it say!” Don’t keep me in suspense—I can hardly take it!

      “Are you going to the dance next weekend?” Molly reads out loud, glancing up, speechless. “What does that mean?”

      “It means he wants to know if you’re going to be at the dance next weekend!” I laugh. “So, are you?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it.” She bites her thumbnail. “They’re pretty boring, and I’m not just saying that because I don’t want to go—they are legit super boring.” She’s holding her phone in one hand, brownie chunk in the other.

      “Alright, well—tell him you’re not sure.”

      “But…” She hesitates.

      “But what?”

      “If I tell him I might not go to the dance, he might not go to the dance. But if I do go after I told him I might not, he might not be there.” Molly sighs loud enough to wake a ghost. “But if I tell him I’m going and then I don’t, he’ll think I’m a jerk.”

      Teenage logic never ceases to amaze me, and I wonder if I confused my mother the same way Molly is confusing me. Or maybe she’s making perfect sense and I have baby brain.

      “But I also don’t want him to think I like him, because I might, but I also might not.” She looks down at me as I soak in the tub, brownie suspended above the water. “I’m very busy you know.”

      “Yes, I can see that.” I can’t resist teasing her, this girl who is so unsure of herself. “There’s nothing wrong with not knowing. Just because some boy decided to text you out of the blue does not mean you have to know how you feel about it.”

      She has a lifetime ahead of her to not know how she feels about people.

      I’m the last person she should be talking to about this.

      “But I’d like to know how I feel about it,” she muses passionately. “I feel like I’m at that age where I should be able to accurately assess how I feel about certain things.” Her teeth nibble into the edge of her dessert. “Shouldn’t I be able to figure this out?”

      Accurately assess? Say again?

      “Word to the wise, Molly—if you’re not sure, that’s probably your answer about it. Nate is a no.” I give my head a definitive shake.

      “So what do I say to him?”

      “Tell him you probably won’t go to the dance—you’re busy that night.”

      She pauses, staring at the screen of her cell. “I can just…say that?”

      “Yes.” I sit up a little straighter in the tub, mindful to keep my boobs submerged. “You can say whatever you want—you do not owe the kid an explanation.” You don’t owe any man an explanation—unless of course you’re preggo with his unborn child.

      Then you have some serious explaining to do.

      I sink back down under the water, blowing bubbles on the surface like a hippo might do at the zoo.

      Ugh!

      Which reminds me: I have a guy to text back as well. One who wants to cook me some food—or have his mother do it.

      “Can I ask you something?” Molly puts down her phone after sending a message—presumably to the unlucky Nate—to give me her full attention once again.

      “Sure.”

      “Who is your baby’s father?” There is no hesitation in her voice, no shy pausing. She wants to know so she’s asking, and it shocks me that this confident girl is afraid of a timid pubescent boy.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? That it could be one of several people and you’re not sure?”

      Is that what she thinks? “No! That’s not at all what that means.” I splash at the water. It’s starting to get cold, which means I should be getting out, or I should run more of it. “I meant…he’s not in the picture.”

      “Why? Is he a deadbeat?”

      “No!”

      Her face scrunches up. “Well what did he say when you told him you’re pregnant? Was he pissed?”

      God, these questions are making me feel horribly guilty because Mateo has done and is none of these things people will assume about him if I don’t tell him soon and let him into my—and the baby’s—life.

      Crap.

      “No, he wasn’t pissed.” I can’t even look Molly in the eye.

      “Well…what did he say?”

      “He…well, the thing about that is…he, um…”

      “Wait—oh my god, is he dead?” Molly’s hands fly to her mouth as she gasps out the realization that the baby’s father may have perished.

      “He’s not dead, he just…I’m taking my time telling everyone the news.”

      There.

      That’s putting it diplomatically.

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      I do one of those awkward, clenched smiles. “That depends…what is it you think I’m saying?”

      “That you haven’t told him yet!”

      I disappear below the water, plunging down into my brother’s deep, sunken tub to hide. When I bob back up to the top, Molly is still there waiting for me, disbelief written all over her pretty teenage face.

      “Ms. Wallace!”

      I disappear again, the moniker making me feel old when in reality, I’m young and immature and clearly should not be given the responsibilities God has thrust upon me.

      I rise back up, wiping the water from my eyes. “Don’t say any more, please!” I beg her. “I suck, okay? I’m the worst person! I’m not fit to be a mother!” I cry, letting my bottom lip tremble.

      Molly rolls her eyes. “Stop being so dramatic. Your life isn’t over—you’re having a baby, for crying out loud.” She reaches for a towel and sets it on her lap. “It’s way messed up that you haven’t told the dad yet, but you’re going to do it soon—I know you, and you’re not the kind of lady who’s going to keep it a secret.”

      She has way more faith in me than I have in myself.

      I sniffle, feeling dejected, reaching for the towel. “I’m going to tell him this weekend.”

      “Good.” She stands. “Think of it this way: once you tell him, you won’t be alone anymore.”

      “But I’m not alone.”

      She shrugs. “Having your friends and family know is one thing, but having the guy who’s half responsible…be responsible with you is going to take a lot of the weight off your shoulders.”

      Huh.

      She’s totally right! It will take tons of the burden off me to have Mateo involved, and I bet he’s going to be incredible—if not smothering, wanting to help any way he can. Plus, his sisters?

      Why haven’t I thought of it that way?

      How is this fifteen-year-old wiser than I am?

      Molly the Omniscient leaves me in privacy, and I rise to towel off my wet, pregnant body, stepping out of the tub and pulling the stopper on the drain.

      The plate of brownies has been left behind, so I snatch another one up and pop it in my mouth whole, Molly’s words about needing to eat more echoing in my brain. Don’t eat a ton of junk, but don’t not eat a ton of junk.

      In goes the brownie.

      Once I’m dry and wrapped in the bathrobe I left hanging on a hook behind the door, I slide into slippers and pull back the covers on the bed even though it’s still too early to commit.

      When I’m done texting Mateo back, I’ll join Tripp on the couch if he’s made it home yet, but for now?

      I can flirt a little.

      Mateo: Ice cream, cake, pie, cookies?

      Me: Yes

      Mateo: Ha, you actually want all four? Because I will GIVE YOU ALL FOUR!

      Fifteen minutes have gone by since he replied to his own message.

      Mateo: You still there, or did you doze off?

      Me: Sorry, I’m here! The neighbor girl, Molly, came into the bathroom while I was in the tub to ask me some advice, and she just left.

      Mateo: Wait—so you were being serious about being in the tub? Wet and naked?

      Me: Wet and naked with a plate full of dessert LOL.

      Me: Molly baked brownies and I just ate 3.

      Mateo: Those are my favorite. I especially love the brownies from the outer edge, when those pieces are just a little overcooked.

      Me: If we don’t stop talking about food, I’m going to find myself back in the kitchen and eating whatever I can get my hands on. Your sisters didn’t leave me much pizza. Might still be hungry.

      Mateo: Oh my god, speaking of my sisters—I am so sorry.

      Me: Do NOT apologize for them! They love you and they were adorable. They remind me a lot of my family—and if one of my brothers were single, I’d probably want to set him up with Camila.

      Mateo: **gags**

      Mateo: First of all, that would never happen. Second of all, that would only happen over my dead body. No offense, I love your brother—but he would murder me for dating you, therefore I would have to murder him if he dated any of my sisters.

      Over his dead body? Funny, that’s the same thing Buzz said about him.

      Oh, the irony is not lost on me.

      Mateo: Besides, Camila would eat him alive. He wouldn’t stand a chance, because he wouldn’t be able to stand her—she’s the worst.

      Me: Those are the same things my brothers say about me.

      Mateo: Yeah right—pretty sure your brother thinks you’re a paragon of virtue.

      Valid point.

      I’ve already established in my head that Buzz is going to shit himself when he finds out not only did I have sex, I had it with his teammate and got myself pregnant accidentally.

      Me: Well, I’m confident Buzz could hold his own against Camila. She would be putty in his hands—if he were single. Should we try to find her a boyfriend? I’ve always fancied myself a matchmaker.

      Mateo: Can we worry about ourselves before we start worrying about everyone else? You haven’t told me what night works for this feast I’m preparing for you via mi madre—just that you’re eating all the desserts I can get my hands on.

      Mateo: My very BIG hands, IF you catch my drift.

      Me: Ew.

      I tell him ew even though I don’t think his hands are gross; I’m already well aware that they are huge. Felt them on my body, on my skin. Vaguely. I mean, I was drunk, so…

      Me: How about Friday?

      Nothing like ripping the Band-Aid off at the beginning of the weekend and ruining Saturday and Sunday for him.

      Mateo: Not a word of this to anyone, you got it?

      Me: What do you mean?

      Mateo: I mean, if any—AND I MEAN ANY—of my sisters slide into your messages, you do not under ANY CIRCUMSTANCES tell them you’re going to be at my house on Friday. They WILL show up.

      Me: Promise.

      I need him all to myself for the news I have to break. Can’t afford to have the moment ruined.

      It’s too important.

      Probably the most important night of my life…

      …maybe his, too.

      His. Mine.

      Ours.

      We’re a team now, whether he likes it or not.

      For life.

      If this baby inside me wasn’t already making me queasy, that thought would do the trick.

      I roll over on the bed, sliding under the covers I earlier deemed unnecessary, suddenly wanting to curl up in a ball and sulk, feeling quite sad and alone.

      It’s a miracle I’m able to drift off and dream.

      Mateo Espinoza is the most attractive man I have ever seen this close up—and I would know, because I’ve seen some pretty damn good-looking men in my life. When you have brothers who play professional sports and when you spend your life working in a male-dominated industry, you’re bound to see enough perfect male specimens to curl your toes.

      I totally check him out when he doesn’t think I’m watching; each time he turns his head to glance toward the dance floor, I study the side of his neck. His thick neck, the tendons straining with every movement.

      Clean shaven, I bet he smells divine.

      Like aftershave lotion and shower and man.

      I measure the width of his shoulders with my eyes; they’re broad perfection.

      His dark hair is jet black and looks freshly shorn, if my instincts are correct—it’s not short, but it’s not shaggy. It’s the perfect length for a set of hands to run through.

      My hands, to be exact.

      I keep them busy to prevent myself from touching him, but it’s hard and growing increasingly more difficult.

      Mateo Espinoza is funny. Cute. Smart.

      Polite and behaving like the perfect gentleman.

      Why did I assume he’d act like more of a douche? He’s aligned the features of his face into a polite, respectful mask, giving nothing away. If he’s thinking dirty thoughts about me—the same way I am about him—I would have no way of knowing it.

      Mateo’s gaze hasn’t strayed down to my cleavage once.

      Not one single time—not that I’ve seen.

      Maybe he was gawking at my boobs when I wasn’t looking?

      That gives me hope.

      Or.

      Maybe he doesn’t find me attractive. Maybe he’s only being nice to me because I’m the groom’s sister…

      Weddings are like a drug, and some people get high on the romance, the atmosphere. The food, the decorations, how nice the guests look, decked out in their finest.

      The guests at my brother’s wedding certainly spared no expense for this black tie affair, where potted plants surround the room, their branches sprouting cherry blossoms and lit up with thousands of dim, twinkling lights.

      Mateo himself is wearing a deep navy tux, its fabric so expensive and thick the threads practically gleam. Black satin lapel. Black shiny shoes I only caught sight of when he stepped away to shake his teammate’s hand moments ago.

      Oddly, most of the guests have left us in peace, most likely because there are no fans here—just teammates and other sports professionals, the few journalists in attendance ordered to be brief and make themselves scarce after any interviews they nab.

      These men are not here to work.

      They are here to enjoy themselves.

      To drink free booze and eat free food.

      To dance with their wives and girlfriends.

      Sure, a few of them aren’t in relationships and their dates are your typical gold-digger-looking types: big boobs, fake hair, spray tans. No offense to them, of course—it’s no crime to be sexy; it’s just…common when it comes to these guys.

      They love that shit.

      Big lips, fake lashes.

      Ugh!

      I’m not feeling dowdy tonight though, thanks to the shapewear beneath this gorgeously slinky bridesmaid dress. Its pink color compliments my complexion, my heels are high, makeup professionally done.

      It may be the few drinks I’ve had, but I feel like a goddess.

      Mateo seems to think so too with the way he’s staring down at me, our height difference magnified by the fact that we’re standing at the bar and not sitting.

      He’s offered me the one open seat a few times, but I prefer it this way, prefer that I can accidentally bump into him. Accidentally brush my hand against his.

      He has to lean down to hear me when I speak, lips grazing my ear each time he does.

      Then.

      He does something new.

      His teeth bite my ear and tug, breath hot.

      It sends a jolt through my body, beginning at my neck. Down my spine, through all the places south of the border, straight to my toes.

      I shiver.

      His nose nuzzles that sensitive spot just below my lobe. “Have I told you how beautiful you look?”

      Beautiful.

      Not sure I quite believe him when he undoubtedly dates women more beautiful than me, but I’m certainly willing to take the compliment and blush from it.

      Add that to the tingling already coursing through my veins, and I’m positively vibrating.

      I lift my chin a notch so I can look him in the eye; he’s so close his nose drags along the smooth plane of my cheek until our air mingles, mouths a breath apart.

      “You’re pretty, too,” I tell him, for the sake of responding—not knowing what to say. Legs giving out a little, I take the opportunity to seat myself.

      His hands slide over my bare shoulders, large and strong, calloused and a bit rough, if I’m being honest.

      Still, they make me tremble, and I pray to God he doesn’t see it.

      You can’t actually see someone tremble, can you?

      This is ridiculous. True Wallace, get a grip—you’ve had hands on your body before. Hands that were just as big and strong and capable of giving you pleasure.

      And right now, you’re not naked.

      Why is this bothering you?

      Hot and bothered is more like it.

      Distracting.

      Wonderful.

      Sexy.

      Oh god, so, so sexy.

      No one is paying us one bit of attention; no one has come along and told him to get his hands off me. No one says anything because no one gives a shit.

      We’re all having a great time, and nothing is going to ruin it.

      I decide to throw caution to the wind.

      Do what everyone else is doing and enjoy myself. Hell, I’ll do what my brothers do, which is whatever the hell I want.

      So when Mateo steps closer, settling himself against my chair and sliding an arm along my back to curl around my shoulder, I tilt my chin up. Let my fingers rest on the hand that’s settled on my skin.

      “Eres tan sexy.” He leans down and kisses my shoulder, whispering just loud enough for me to hear. “Quiero besarte todo el cuerpo.”

      I have no idea what those words mean so I ask him to repeat them.

      “Quiero besarte todo el cuerpo.”

      Whatever they are, they sound like heaven. Feel like heaven too, murmured against my skin in the dim light of the ballroom, lights and stars and low music seductively setting the mood.

      “Eres tan sexy.”

      Sexy. That I understood.

      The rest, not so much. “What are you saying?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes.” I wish I knew Spanish so I could say it back.

      “I said…” He gets in close. “You’re so sexy.” He kisses the spot on my skin where my shoulder and neck meet in a delicate slope. “I want to kiss you all over your body.”

      I nod.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means…” I swallow, picking up my glass and taking a sip. “I want you to kiss me all over my body.”

      We stare at one another. And if a man’s eyes could burn the clothes off my body, they would be lying in a blazing pile on the ballroom floor.

      “Did you really just say that?” He laughs, and I wonder out loud what’s so funny. “You hate me. You would never let me kiss you.”

      I don’t hate him—what would make him say that?

      “I said what I said,” I say, unflinching, chin tilting up defiantly, daring him to argue with me.

      I wonder if he said it because he wants me to admit out loud that I find him so good-looking he’s beginning to make me nervous. The alcohol I had earlier provides the perfect liquid courage I need to flirt.

      What if I never get another chance?

      What if it’s back to online dating and being hit on by college students and men I have no interest in? Men who are nowhere near as charismatic and charming and handsome as Mateo Espinoza and his rippling biceps and broad shoulders.

      Mateo stares me down, serious expression on his face. He’s debating—what to do and what to say—that much is clear. He looks somber and thoughtful.

      “Do you want to get a bottle of wine and go talk somewhere more private?”

      Translation: let’s get the fuck out of here so I can lick you from head to toe.

      “Sure.”

      Mateo signals for the bartender and orders a bottle and two glasses, carrying it all in one hand when it’s slid across the bar top, taking my hand in the other.

      Elevators.

      We go as high as we can go, needing to swipe the key to access the top floors, barely saying a word as the elevator car rises.

      Fifteen.

      Nineteen.

      Twenty-three.

      My heart races when it finally slows and comes to a full stop, gold shiny doors sliding open to the floor with all the expensive executive suites.

      I follow Mateo to a door midway down the long corridor with its fancy beige carpet, cream-colored walls, and gold door plates. The suite he’s in has double doors and a marble tiled entry.

      He kisses me for the first time when we’re inside, softly pressing his lips against mine before setting the bottle of wine and glasses down. It’s not a passionate kiss, but it’s nice, and it quells my nerves as I follow him farther in.
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      Why am I so damn nervous?

      I’ve had women to my place before; I’m not one of those dudes with rules like “no bringing chicks back to bang so they don’t know where I live.”

      So it’s not like my condo is a shrine of virtue or a sacred place. It’s simply somewhere I sleep, hoping that someday, I’ll move out and buy a house with a woman, with a big yard and lots of babies.

      Earlier, I went to my folks’ house to pick up the food I asked mi madre to make, knowing if she delivered it, she would never leave. Telling her the food was for a woman would be a fatal mistake for the evening—if you thought my sisters were bad, they have nothing on my mother.

      Pops? He doesn’t give a shit about my personal life as long as my career is stable and I have a steady job.

      I lay everything out in a spread on the center island in my kitchen, glad Ma cooked everything in white ceramic bowls and not disposable aluminum pans, as per usual.

      It looks nice and smells delicious.

      Enchiladas dripping with rojo (red) mole sauce, a small dish of barbacoa with tortillas on the side, guacamole, chips, sour cream. Some Spanish rice. A dozen churros that were still warm from the oven when I ran in to grab everything.

      I pluck one from the pile and stuff the end in my mouth as there’s a knock on my door, and I swallow hard, feeling guilty that I’m already eating.

      Goddamn, this churro es fantástico!

      I wipe my mouth with the cuff of my long-sleeved shirt before pulling open the door, glancing down to make sure my shirt is tucked into my jeans.

      Half of it is, half of it isn’t.

      Shit.

      Too late.

      True Wallace is standing on my stoop looking reluctant and anxious, holding a white cardboard box I can only assume is from a bakery of some kind.

      I reach over to take it off her hands at the same time I say hello, kissing her on the cheek too because why not.

      This is a date, isn’t it?

      “Is this the equivalent of a man bringing a woman flowers?” I ask, holding the box as she brushes past me, shucking her winter jacket at the same time she glances around my place.

      It’s your average city condo—more of a loft, really—open concept and mostly cold. I’m a guy without a family, so what do I care about warmth and decorating and the place feeling homey.

      Oddly I feel self-conscious of the fact that my place is super dude-like, your stereotypical bachelor pad, and I wonder if she’s going to judge me for not being more mature.

      Not that she is—she lives with her brother, for crying out loud.

      Still, I feel like a man playing pretend house with his big kid couch and his big kid kitchen, all the while feeling like I don’t know what I’m doing.

      True walks to the dining room slash kitchen table and looks down at the spread, humming with pleasure.

      “Wow, Mateo, this looks amazing.”

      She looks amazing.

      A bit more put together than the night we went for pizza, True has on jeans and a light pink button-down shirt that looks silky and soft. Her long hair is down, wavy. It’s dark and glossy, and I speculate about my chance of being able to touch it at any point this evening.

      “Are we eating, like—right now?”

      God I hope so. I’m starving. “Only if you want.”

      “I could eat…it is six o’clock. Usually I’ve had dinner by four—no joke.”

      I pull out a chair so she can take a seat, ever the gentleman, and offer her something to drink from the bar.

      She glances up at me, doe eyes bright. “Water is great, thank you.”

      “One water, coming right up!” With a flourish, I stroll to the kitchen, search for a glass with no water spots, fill it with ice and water from the purifier. Pour a second one for myself, because who wants to drink alone at a dinner party?

      I serve her dinner, spooning food onto a white, round plate before settling into a chair myself.

      “So how has it been living with your brother? Is it weird?”

      “It’s not the worst. I thought it would be…” She shifts in her seat. “I thought he would be in my business more than he has been, but it’s been alright. Or maybe he’s just too busy to butt in like he usually does.”

      “I cannot imagine having any of my sisters live with me. Not only do I not have the space, each and every one of them is obnoxious—as you probably gathered.”

      As you probably gathered?

      Who says that!

      I want to facepalm myself for sounding like such a tool.

      “I liked your sisters. They’re funny.”

      Funny-looking, I want to say, but I realize it would sound childish. “Yeah, they’re funny alright.”

      “What was it like having all those sisters growing up? I only had brothers, and they were hardly around. Both of them knew pretty early on they wanted to be athletes when they grew up, so I was kind of left in the dust.”

      “Well.” I wipe the corner of my mouth with a napkin. “I played with lots of Barbies.”

      True chokes on her enchiladas, sauce dripping from her lips as she sputters. “That is not what I was expecting you to say.”

      “Barbies, My Little Pony, and what else…let me think. We played quinceañera.”

      “What’s quinceañera? I mean, I think I know what it is, but I don’t have any experience with one.” She’s stuffing rice in her mouth by the forkful.

      “It’s basically an elaborate birthday party, a celebration when a girl turns fifteen, but my sisters liked to pretend they were throwing them for funsies, or just to make my life a living hell. They’d dress me up and I’d have to pretend to escort them to the living room, and they’d sing and dance. Kind of like a pretend wedding, but louder.” I think for a second. “Oh, and they put me in dresses sometimes, too. The older ones didn’t give a shit about my masculinity.”

      True laughs. “Better than having too much of it, like my brother Tripp. He used to refuse to cry because he thought it wasn’t masculine—I can’t imagine being in a relationship with him. Chandler sure has her work cut out for her.”

      “Is she around a lot?”

      “Not really. They spend a lot of time at her place since she actually lives in the city and he’s at the stadium or wherever the team practices. Molly takes care of his dog most of the time, and now me, since I’m there.”

      “Remind me again who Molly is?” I feel like she’s mentioned her before.

      “The neighbor girl. She’s taken it upon herself to be indispensable. I think we’re all kind of excited for the day she gets her driver’s license so she can run Tripp’s errands. No lie, if her parents don’t get her a car, I swear my brother will.”

      “Dang, I wish I had a Molly.”

      True is spooning barbacoa onto her plate now, inhaling the fumes and rolling her eyes back. Heaven. “Maybe if you lived in a house, you’d have a Molly. Condos are tough—I lived in one too and never knew another soul in the building.”

      “It sucks, but it’s also nice. Everyone here gives me my privacy.” I pause. “Except my sisters, who drop by unexpectedly whenever they feel like it.”

      I crane my head to look at the door, expecting there to be a knock. Man would I be pissed—but not surprised.

      “So what next? Where do you go after you move out of Tripp’s place?”

      True seems to freeze, setting down her fork. Uses the napkin to dab at her mouth and sits back in her chair.

      “Well. That’s a good question. Um.” Her palms run up and down the legs of her jeans, like they’re sweaty and she needs to dry them off. “So. Originally I was going to look for an apartment because um, I travel so much—used to travel so much,” she amends. “But I think I’m going to have to rethink those plans.”

      “Why?”

      True swallows hard. “Um.”

      That’s the third time she’s said ‘um,’ which has me staring at her curiously—she has something to say but can’t seem to spit it out.

      I wait silently.

      “So, yeah. I…will probably look for a house with…a yard. Or, I don’t know, something a little more…” Another pronounced swallow. “Kid-friendly.”

      Kid-friendly.

      Nice, she must be ready for a serious relationship if she’s thinking that far ahead, planning for a family. Kids. The proverbial house with the white picket fence in a nice neighborhood. One dog, perhaps a cat.

      Wait, no.

      No to the cat.

      I don’t need one eating me in my sleep, or sitting on my face and suffocating me.

      “A house around where your brothers are?”

      More hesitating. “I guess that depends.”

      She’s being cryptic, and if she’s waiting for me to read her mind, she’s going to be waiting a long time.

      But for now, I’ll play along and ask the questions she’s guiding me to ask.

      “Depends on what?”

      “You.”

      I stop eating and look up, pausing with the fork halfway to my mouth. “Is this a proposal?”

      I mean, I’m all for commitment, but True and I haven’t even been on a real date. We banged once at her brother’s wedding, she ghosted me, and—

      The gears in my brain start to turn.

      Clicking.

      Eyes stray down the front of her button-down shirt. Up again.

      Banged at her brother’s wedding.

      Ghosted me.

      House that’s kid-friendly.

      Ghosted me.

      Banged one time, how long ago. How long ago was it, Mateo?

      Think dude, think!

      Let’s see, the wedding was in late fall—before or after Halloween? Shit, I barely remember. We were done for the season, so it would have been November? No—because Tripp would have been in season, right? Fuck, I’m terrible at math.

      Eight weeks?

      Twelve?

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” True asks softly.

      “I just did.” My stomach is in knots. “I said, Is this a proposal?”

      She looks as ill as I suddenly feel. “Ha. No.”

      I wish she would just say what I know she came here to say, or maybe I’m so fucking wrong, but every instinct inside me tells me I’m right. What the hell do you know about women, idiot? You’ve never had a girlfriend that was a decent human being.

      You’re being paranoid, bro.

      She isn’t being weird and she doesn’t look sick and she’s not about to tell you she’s pregnant.

      She’s not.

      She isn’t.

      Your mother would fucking kill you.

      I remember all the lectures I’ve heard over the past ten years about wearing condoms and making sure the girls I slept with were on birth control, but still always wear a condom and don’t be stupid, this is your future. It’s not just the woman’s responsibility to be…responsible.

      Wear a condom, wear a condom, wear a condom.

      I did, didn’t I?

      I can’t for the life of me remember.

      Had to have worn one, had to have; I’d been drinking, but I wasn’t drunk.

      Where would a condom have come from, though? It’s not like I’d planned to bang anyone that night…

      True Wallace is not…she can’t be.

      The rice I downed earlier comes halfway back up my throat, and if she has anything to say, now would be the time.

      “So you’re thinking of buying a house.” I’m desperate to keep this conversation moving along, evidently at a snail’s pace. “That sounds cool.”

      “Mateo.” Her voice is low and soft, and if it were a motion, she’d be resting her hand on top of mine to quiet me.

      “True.”

      “That night we slept together at my brother’s wedding—”

      I rise from the table, knocking back the chair, fingers plowing through my hair. “I knew it. I knew that’s what you were going to say, oh my god, my mother is going to kill me.” And sure, I wish I were handling this better but HOLY FUCK I got a girl pregnant. A girl I’m not married to or engaged to and what the hell do I tell my family, oh my god.

      What is my publicist going to say when he finds out?

      Fuck.

      The media.

      Fuck the media.

      True is watching me pace, and if she wasn’t sitting there I’d put on my running shoes and start sprinting around the block, adrenaline coursing through my body.

      This is not how I thought I’d react when I found out I was going to be a father—but then again, these aren’t exactly the circumstances I dreamed up for myself. Yes, I’ve dreamed about it like most dudes who come from big families and want kids of their own have done.

      Of course I have.

      But not like this.

      Jesus Christ, we haven’t been out once where she could get dressed up and put on a nice outfit and makeup and do her hair.

      I’m a bastard. This is my fault.

      Shit.

      “Mateo, please sit down.”

      Breathe, dude, in and out, out and in. Paper bag—someone get me a paper bag, I think I’m having a panic attack.

      “¿Cómo pasó esto? Somos más inteligentes que esto,” I blurt out. How did this happen? We’re smarter than this.

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying. I’m sorry.” True nervously peers up at me, face bright red from blushing.

      It’s then that I remember who I am and plop myself back into my chair, the plate of food I was gorging on abandoned. It will probably never get eaten.

      “Am I wrong?” I ask her.

      Her head gives a tentative little shake. “No, you’re not wrong.”

      And it might be the worst question in the fucking world to ask a woman, but I have to know. I have to say it.

      “Is it…” Mine?

      True’s eyes get wide before narrowing. “Yes.” Asshole.

      Great, now she’s pissed. But in my damn defense, she just told me she’s pregnant and I’m the father and what the hell kind of reaction was she hoping for?

      Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in…

      “I realize this was an awful way to tell you, but honestly, I’ve been trying to decide what to say for weeks and realized there was no good way to go about it. And for a while, I wasn’t going to tell you at all—I wasn’t going to say anything because I didn’t want to…” She hesitates. “Ruin your life.”

      Ruin my life? Is she for real right now? “How would a baby ruin my life?”

      “I’m not saying that’s how I feel right now, but when I found out, I wasn’t in my right mind. I felt very alone and didn’t know what to do, and you don’t even know me! How could I have done this to you?”

      Done this to me? “We were both in that room having sex at the same time,” I point out, attempting to be humorous and failing kind of miserably.

      She doesn’t crack a smile.

      “Hey.” Now I’m the one comforting her, finger hooking beneath her chin so I can look her in the eye. “Hey. You have me now.”

      Her chin begins to wobble a little, lip quivering.

      She squeezes her eyes shut as tears well out the sides.

      “I’m sorry, Mateo.”

      My arms go around her as she leans into me, forehead pressing against my chest, hair tickling my nose.

      “Don’t be sorry.”

      I mean—it may be a shock and it may suck that this was sprung on me, but I’m certainly in no position to let her take any blame.

      “Los bebés son una bendición,” I whisper. “Babies are a blessing.”

      Yes, my mother is going to spaz out, probably lose her mind. But once the shock wears off and the dust settles, she’ll be planning the baby shower and buying clothes and knitting shit, like blankets and christening gowns and booties and whatever else she knits.

      Baby Espinoza.

      Wallace-Espinoza?

      Guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.

      “Can I see?” I ask softly, one part terrified, the other part insatiably curious—she’s got to be hiding a bump under that pretty pink shirt, and I would like to see it.

      True lifts her head, wiping her nose on my shirt. “See what?”

      “The bump.”

      “Oh.” She sniffs. “Sure.”

      I expect her to pull the shirt up so I can see her stomach, but instead she stands and walks the twenty feet to the living room, standing in front of the couch.

      I follow.

      Sit on the couch in front of her and wait.

      “This feels so weird.”

      “Tell me about it,” I deadpan.

      She quiets me with a death glare. “Do you want to see it or not?”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll behave.”

      Sheesh, hormonal much? She went from crying to blushing to snapping at me in three seconds. Damn, girl.

      True’s hands wander to the hem of her shirt, undoing the bottom few buttons, and I watch, transfixed as she pushes each pearly button through its hole.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      She’s wearing regular jeans—not the maternity kind—her bump already straining the stretch of the denim, smooth and cute and mine.

      Mine.

      My baby.

      Wow.

      “Say something,” she demands self-consciously, so I pull my eyes away, glancing up to look at her.

      “Can I touch it?”

      I heard somewhere you’re never supposed to put your hands on a pregnant woman’s stomach or they might cut you—or maybe one of my sisters said that because they’re mean.

      “Yes.”

      Both my palms reach forward, splayed out and flat on her tummy, thumbs roaming over her belly button. Her skin is pale compared to mine, smooth.

      True has a birthmark off to the right side, a quarter-size spot staining her skin that I trace with my forefinger. I didn’t notice it when we got naked in the hotel room, but I’m noticing everything about her now.

      She’s still as beautiful as I remember, even more so.

      “How far along are you?”

      “Far enough that I’ll be able to find out soon if it’s a boy or a girl.”

      “Do you want to know?”

      “Do you?”

      My head gives a shake. “Honestly, I don’t know—I’ll have to think about it. I just…” I take in a breath. “Let me think about it.”

      “You’re right—I’m sorry.” She pauses. “Do you want to come to my next appointment?”

      “Yes! Of course. Just let me know when it is.”

      My attention goes back to her stomach, her round, emerging baby belly that brings me to my knees in front of it.

      I kiss True’s bare belly, barely hearing her sharp intake of breath.

      Feel her fingers raking through my hair, nails dragging along the back of my neck. I nuzzle her stomach, hands sliding across her hips to her ass, and squeeze, wanting to feel her close.

      When I stand and kiss her, she lets me, rising up on the tips of her toes to meet my mouth, our tongues immediately touching, warm and hot and wet.

      Muy caliente.

      So hot.

      Without thinking, I scoop her up, sweeping her off her feet, and carry her to the bedroom, not a single protest leaving her lips. Not when I set her on the carpet next to the bed, not when I start unbuttoning the rest of her shirt, not when I remove mine.

      Her hands are on my chest, caressing my skin, fingers trailing to the zipper on my jeans.

      She unbuttons them without asking, not needing to ask permission. Unzips hers while I step out of mine, the two of us down to our underwear and not one bit uncomfortable.

      True crawls across the bed, laying her head on my pillow in only her bra and panties, looking like a goddamn angel.

      I join her on the bed, hand seeking that new bump; she’s slightly shy and sexy as fuck, blushing again.

      “Have your boobs gotten any bigger?” The question comes out of my mouth before I can think better of it, even though privacy flew out the window the second I shot my load into her and we fertilized an egg.

      “A little.”

      “Are they sensitive?”

      “Not horribly so. Not yet, anyway.”

      My hands wander north, palm grazing the lace of her bra, fingers toying with the trim, thumb stroking her nipple through the fabric. Her boobs are the perfect size for my giant palm and react to my touch when I slide a hand inside her bra.

      We kiss again as I lavish attention on her body, gently caressing her soft skin as if I’m discovering it for the first time.

      True Wallace is beautiful, and she’s going to be in my life forever, it seems.

      “I think Hollis is pregnant, too.”

      Say what now? Buzz’s wife?

      “Can we not talk about him right now? You’ll kill my hard-on.”

      For fuck’s sake, I never want to discuss her brothers in bed.

      Ever.

      Talk about a buzzkill.

      “Your body is so beautiful right now,” I tell her, kissing her stomach again, hands running from her chest down to her thighs. Slowly, with purpose, she squirms on the bed.

      My fingers pluck the elastic of her underwear—they’re lacy too, definitely not granny panties, which makes me question any premeditated banging on her part. Did she wear these because she knew she’d be getting naked? Was she hoping I’d get her naked?

      Or does she just wear pretty underwear?

      It doesn’t matter why; they’re sexy as hell, the waistband hitting below her small belly like a cradle.

      Cute as fuck.

      “I feel very…” True searches for the words as a hand rests on the back of my neck, fingers toying with my hair. “I feel like a woman. Does that sound weird?”

      “No.” I kiss her bump. “It makes perfect sense.”

      “And I’m really, really…”

      I lift my head to look at her. “Really what?”

      “Horny.”

      This piques my interest in a big way. “Then let’s do something about that. I’ve been wanting to get between your legs since I met you.”

      “You have gotten between my legs.” She gasps as I work my way down her body, spreading her thighs with my palms, settling between them. “Oh lord.”
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      I can’t believe I used the word horny.

      Like—I said it out loud.

      I hate that word. It makes me cringe, yet it’s the first word I blurt out when a man starts touching my boobs.

      Pathetic.

      Mateo does not seem to mind, care, or notice the blush on my face from my choice of words. Not while his own face is happily beginning its descent into the depths of my crotch.

      His index finger is gently tugging the lace of my blue underwear; they’re ones I pulled out from the back of the drawer and dusted off, cobwebs blowing with each spin of the ceiling fan.

      They haven’t seen the light of day since who knows when, but Mateo absolutely appreciates them tonight.

      Thank God men are easy to please.

      Pro tip: Guys actually do not care what you look like naked. They only care that you are, in fact, naked.

      Regardless, I’m glad I decided to put a bit of effort into my undergarments—the Hanes cotton briefs I was wearing most of the day were threadbare and torn.

      Mateo takes his time dragging them down my thighs, on a mission to make me insane. It’s slow—too slow—and I want to scream and boss him around and tell him where to put his mouth and how hard to suck.

      UGH!

      He’s toying with me. Whether unintentional or deliberate, this feels like a cat-and-mouse game I’m not sure I’m going to win.

      See, the thing is—I love it when men go down on me, but I can never wait until I come before demanding they fuck me. I know, I know: if a man wants to pleasure me downtown, I should let him finish the job.

      Obviously I’ve had my mouth on enough dicks that I’m familiar with getting an orgasm or two from someone else’s.

      And yet—there’s always a point where I can’t take it anymore and all I want is for him to slide in. I anticipate that first moment he’s hovering above me, those seconds before the tip enters me.

      Little by little then all at once.

      That’s what I want.

      That is the moment I’m living for right now.

      If I could bottle up that feeling and stick it in my back pocket, I would—and I’d make a damn fortune because it’s better than a first kiss. Or the first time a guy runs his hand up your torso to slide his hand inside your bra.

      Best. Anticipation. Ever.

      I want it.

      I want it.

      Mateo’s tongue is driving me insane!

      Teeth, just a baby bite.

      Suck…

      Yes, that’s it.

      I writhe, undulating my hips on the mattress so he’s forced to use his palms on my inner thighs to keep them parted.

      So maddeningly frustrating—why won’t he fuck me already!

      Whoa, hormones—dial it down a notch.

      I try to enjoy it, adjusting so I can balance myself on my elbows and get a better view of the action. His thick dark hair is shiny, head tilted down, nose nearly buried in my pussy along with his tongue.

      The entire visual is quite intoxicating, and if I wasn’t in such a rush to get sexed, there is no doubt I could sit here all night and watch the show.

      But I won’t.

      I want what I want and I want it now.

      My hands give him a gentle nudge, my brain hoping he takes the hint without me having to come right out and say the words.

      He ignores me.

      I nudge him again, this time with slightly more force. Push, push on the broad shoulders that lured me in the first time, the corded muscles giving me pause.

      Damn he’s good-looking. I’m almost jealous of myself.

      Tap-tap.

      I’m beginning to feel rude, like I’m inconveniencing him with the demands I’m keeping inside my head.

      Finally, he lifts his head, mouth covered in—

      “What’s wrong. Do you want me to stop?”

      Yes.

      No.

      “I want you to f-fuck me.” I swear, my nostrils are probably flaring, mind shouting, Stop talking and fuck me! This is not a tea freaking party, bro!

      Welp, it’s official: I’m a monster, and not the cute cuddly kind.

      The pregnant, hormonal, sex-crazed maniacal kind.

      Mateo thinks it’s adorable. “You are so cute. Listen to yourself, begging me to bang you.”

      “First of all,” I argue, “please stop using the word bang when you’re talking about banging me.” Wait—now I’m doing it. “Second of all…” He licks my swollen clit and I forget what I’m upset about. “Um…second of all…don’t call me…” I swallow. “Cute.”

      “Sexy.” Lick. “Bold.” Lick. “Sassy.”

      Lick.

      He nips at the skin of my inner thigh and it startles me—in a good way.

      This entire mood feels playful, and I love it.

      L-O-V-E.

      I push the thought and the word out of my mind—that word has no room in this bed!

      “So, you want me to fuck you, eh?”

      “Knock it off—stop teasing.”

      “You weren’t this bossy the last time.” He sucks at the sensitive skin on my leg, a spot close to my pussy (which is a damn miracle because I haven’t waxed that area for fear that it’ll be excruciatingly painful).

      Waxing while pregnant? I’ll have to google that—it sounds like a terrible idea.

      “Just because I know what I want doesn’t make me bossy.”

      “Why don’t you relax and let me take care of you?”

      “Because!” I squirm some more, entering that territory where I’m kind of embarrassing myself but also not giving a shit.

      “For shame,” he chastises. Then he mutters a few things in Spanish—sexy words I wish I could translate—as he relents, slowly crawling up the bed, over my body.

      I feel his erection dragging between my legs. Touching my leg.

      Yes, yes, YES.

      “Guess we don’t have to worry about a condom,” he jokes, causing us both to laugh.

      So funny.

      My palm strokes his cheek, his head lowering at the same time so our mouths can meet.

      The kiss is deep with lots of tongue. Passionate.

      More passion than we shared the first night in that hotel room, so many weeks and weeks ago when we barely knew each other’s first name.

      Now, we’re going to be parents, and that alone connects us.

      I give in to the kiss, squeezing my eyes closed, every sensation heightened. The feel of his tongue, the weight of his body on top of me, the sounds we’re making.

      The mattress dips.

      The sheets rustle.

      Our lips smack and suck.

      Mateo moans.

      I moan.

      His hand sliding up my leg is a soft, gentle caress. I feel the thick bulge pressing into the valley between my legs; he’s resting there now though it’s wet and pulsing.

      Waiting. Wanting.

      Selfish and greedy, so unlike myself.

      Apparently, my pussy is in charge of me the way a man’s dick is in charge of him, aka I am pregnant.

      “You want it bad, huh?” He’s stroking my tummy now, beautiful mouth twisted into a grin, the tease.

      I shrug. “Whatever, no big deal. We can stop now if you want to take naps.” I feign a yawn, my pussy dampening with fury.

      For a brief moment, I see the tentativeness in his eyes. He’s thinking, Shit, what if she’s actually tired? I don’t want to beg this pregnant chick to have sex with me if she wants to take a damn nap.

      He pulls back, calling my bluff. “Okay, we can stop.”

      Oh my god, is he being serious right now?!

      My hand clamps down on his shoulder, dragging him back to where he belongs—about to push inside me.

      “Just do it,” I whisper, hoping I sound seductive and not desperate.

      “Yeah?” he asks. “Just…stick it in?”

      “Yup, slide on home.”

      So romantic. So matter-of-fact I want to laugh at the absurdity of my blunt honesty.

      “Hey,” I add, “I made a baseball reference—aren’t you proud of me?”

      “Slide home.” He laughs. “So proud of you. I’ll have to share a laugh about it with your brother around the dinner table sometime—he’ll love that joke.”

      “Are you trying to kill my boner?”

      He presses forward, the tip flirting with my slit. “Don’t say boner.”

      I kiss the tip of his nose. “Boner.”

      Mateo lowers his head a few inches, the hair along his forehead tickling the side of my neck.

      He’s breathing hard now, taking deep steadying breaths, bracing one arm on either side of my head as if doing a plank.

      I kiss his right bicep. Sniff it, wanting to inhale the smell of him, feeling some kind of way about how intimate this night has been. Huge. Monumental.

      One part dreadful, one part wonderful.

      Moments I will never get back and thankfully never want to.

      For a night I didn’t plan, it’s gone surprisingly well—he didn’t kick me out. Didn’t curse me or call me names or leave. That did cross my mind—that he would storm out in a rage.

      Not that he’s the type, but you really never know how a person is going to react to unexpected news.

      Granted, he mostly pieced the puzzle together himself.

      His dick is meant for me is the first thing that comes to mind when he’s all the way inside, a tight fit. Blessedly tight.

      “Fuck you feel good. You’re so wet.”

      In sex talk, that’s a compliment, and I preen under his appraisal, mentally patting myself on the back as I accept him into my body.

      My hands glide along his rib cage, down his spine, over his ass.

      Body like a mythical god, there is nothing about Mateo Espinoza that screams amateur—he needs his body for work and knows how to use it for sex, rolling his hips once he’s adjusted.

      “Goddamn, you’re sexy.” His lips meet my shoulder, planting kisses there.

      I feel sexy.

      Being pregnant has only made me love and appreciate my own body more. My boobs, my ass, my legs.

      They’re giving Mateo and me both pleasure right now, his moaning filling the room when he begins rocking back and forth inside me, moaning, moaning, moaning.

      No barrier between us, not that we had one the last time we slept together.

      And as if the moment wasn’t already perfect, we come at the same time after only a short time, the tingles ebbing and flowing in my core and brimming into a massive orgasm.

      Mine.

      Then his.

      We’ve barely worked up a sweat, lying there next to each other once Mateo rolls off my body, head on the pillow beside mine, his hand grabbling for mine.

      He holds it, breathing heavy as we stare up at the ceiling.

      “Sorry about that,” he eventually says.

      “Sorry about what?” I turn to face him, rolling to my side and propping myself up on my elbow.

      “For coming so fast—what am I, sixteen?”

      My eyes get wide. “You were having sex when you were sixteen? Dang, I was like, twenty-two.”

      Three years ago. My experience in bed is less than impressive if I’m weighing it against his, apparently.

      “I wasn’t being literal, I just meant sorry I spilled my load five minutes after we started.”

      I think I’m blushing, but it’s hard to say with my heart beating this fast, cheeks already flushed. “Trust me, I don’t think I was in the mood for marathon sex—we didn’t have to do it for an hour.”

      He smiles at me, closing the gap to kiss me on the nose and brush a strand of hair from my perspiring forehead. “We have plenty of time to make up for it.”

      “Ha.” I laugh. “What, a few weeks? When do you leave town?”

      It seems as if the blood drains from his face—expression falling, mouth downturned into a sour countenance as reality sets in.

      He will not be here in a few weeks.

      “Shit. Fuck. I’m leaving for Arizona!” He abruptly rolls in the opposite direction to climb off the bed and start pacing the floor for a second time tonight. “I can’t just leave you here—what am I going to do?”

      His arms flop, and I try not to stare at his dick.

      “Leave me where? Your condo?” I’m confused, and he’s frantic, and I’m not sure I’m following his rant. “Here?”

      “Here,” he repeats, frustration lacing his tone. “In Chicago, while I’m gone. What if something happens to you or the baby?”

      Me or the baby.

      That’s the first time I’ve heard those words strung together in a sentence, and I don’t hate hearing them.

      He stares at me. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

      My head shakes. “Now you’re talking crazy.”

      Not go to spring training? Not go to work?

      Baseball is his job, not his damn hobby. What the heck is he rambling on about?

      He’d be fired if he didn’t show up.

      Or heavily fined.

      Or traded.

      Or become a laughingstock in the industry—I can see the headline now:

      JOSÉ ESPINOZA OF THE CHICAGO STEAM STAYS BEHIND TO BE FIRED BECAUSE OF THE UNPLANNED PREGNANCY OF TRUE WALLACE, OF THE WALLACE SPORTS DYNASTY.

      Sports dynasty? That thought makes me snort.

      Mateo is not staying behind in Illinois, not because of me.

      I watch him from my spot on the bed as he dramatically paces, covers pulled up past my breasts, hair falling over my bare shoulders.

      Luckily, I grew up with two overdramatic siblings, both of whom used to throw temper tantrums on the regular. For example, when Buzz was a senior in high school, he got fourteen full-ride scholarship offers to play baseball at various colleges and universities around the United States.

      The decision—which school’s offer to accept—was insurmountable. He simply could not choose.

      So he threatened that he wasn’t going to accept any of the offers—not a one. He flipped his shit, told my parents he was never going to college, was going to find a job and work and coach little league, end of story.

      Mateo pacing the carpeted bedroom floor is no big shocker, and I know just how to handle it.

      I find my most soothing voice. “Mateo, it’s fine—you won’t even be gone that long.” I speak with authority. “You’ll be back soon enough. It’s not the end of the world.”

      What is it, one month?

      Two?

      I can never remember how long my brother Buzz is gone, only that he leaves and I’ve occasionally gone to visit him to mooch on his backyard. Free pool time, free food, fun and sun and cute boys.

      Mateo isn’t listening. He gets to the end of the room and spins around, pivoting on his heels. “Come with me.”

      “Go with you? To Arizona?”

      “Yes.”

      I nibble at my bottom lip. He wants me to go to Arizona with him? I mean, technically I could; I am homeless, after all, and squatting with my brother. And yes, I can travel and take my computer for work—that’s not an issue.

      But…go with him? I hardly know him.

      “I don’t know, Mateo…”

      It’s too soon, isn’t it? Too soon to hop on a plane and follow a man to a different city?

      The bump in my stomach rolls its eyes, a not-so-subtle reminder that I wasn’t worried about knowing him when I let him have sex with me a few months ago, and I definitely wasn’t worried about not knowing him well enough when I let him go down on me just now.

      Sorry, little baby, Mommy is a hypocrite.

      “It’s only for a month. Please just think about it. I spent all this time not knowing you were pregnant, and I want to be with you. I want to spend time with you and watch the bump get bigger—is that weird? I don’t want to FaceTime you and see you in a month and lose more time. Please think about it.” He’s rambling and repeating himself. “You must think I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have.”

      It actually does sound like the perfect plan, and I really don’t have anything going on in my life that would prevent me from leaving Chicago. But I’ve never been impulsive—if you don’t count the one-night stand we had. Which I do not. Does sex even count as impulsive?

      Pfft.

      The poor man gives me a pathetic smile, which has me patting the bed to make room for him beside me—like a mother might do for a child.

      “Come here.”

      He comes to me, crawling back onto the mattress and settling in, head automatically going to my lap so I can stroke his hair.

      Men—they’re like grown children.

      “We’ll figure it out—it doesn’t have to be tonight. Good lord, you just found out I’m pregnant. Pump the brakes on the planning.”

      “I’m going to be a father,” he says out loud. “Everything is different now. I won’t be able to stop myself—it’s what I do. It’s what I’ve done since I was un niño. A kid.”

      I get what he means. In an instant, both our lives changed forever.

      He tips his head back in my lap to look up at me. “Just think about coming with me. I have a nice little house I rent in a gated community. No one will bother us, and you can relax.”

      I’m quiet while I consider his words. “I’ll think about it.”

      In the meantime, I have doctor’s appointments and phone calls for work, and scheduling for the upcoming school year—students with athletic talent that want to be represented by our agency.

      Everything has fallen to the wayside, it seems, except for the baby stuff.

      First things first. “We have to tell our families.”

      Mateo looks solemn. Nods. “Sí. We have to tell our families.”
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      Me: We need a game plan.

      True: For what?

      Me: Telling my parents and sisters. It’s not going to be easy—it’s going to be a circus. Shit show. Loco.

      True: Don’t remind me. They’re going to HATE me when they find out.

      Me: They’re not going to hate you—they’ll be shocked, but I think my mom will be thrilled. Pop will probably be pissed, but he gets mad about everything so that won’t be anything new.

      True: That doesn’t make me feel any better.

      Me: Want to get together to figure it out? Nice dinner, get dressed up? Tonight?

      True: You fed me last night—you want to spend more time with me already?

      Me: If you haven’t figured it out yet, I want to spend ALL my time with you—I’m trying to get you to move in with me, remember?

      True: Let’s just start with dinner.

      True: We can do tomorrow, that works.
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        * * *

      

      “I have something for you.”

      We’re at a nice restaurant for our official first date, seated at a quiet corner table, plenty of people gawking at us but giving us our privacy—for the most part.

      “Something for me? What?” True lifts her gaze to look at me from across the table, the dim lights making her dark eyes smokier, hair glossier, skin more radiant.

      She’s glowing—or maybe it’s just the lighting. Either way, she’s beautiful and pregnant and mine.

      Well. Not yet, but she will be.

      I hope.

      True hesitates. “Mateo…”

      She’s caught off guard by my pronouncement and clearly not sure what to say, but it’s not a gift I have for her; it’s a letter. One I wrote and want her to read when she’s alone.

      I’m impatient. The damn thing has been burning a hole in my pocket since I wrote it, so I slide it across the table in its white sealed envelope, instructing her to put it inside her purse.

      “Read that tonight when you’re in bed and it’s quiet.”

      She nods.

      Stares at the envelope a little bit longer before finally taking it, folding it in half, and sliding it into her dainty black purse.

      Once it’s tucked away, she gives me her full attention, and I give my full attention to her red painted lips. She’s done herself up (like I was hoping she would), already making the night more special than the last time we went out, even more special than the night she came to my house and we had sex again for the first time in three months.

      True is wearing an understated black dress showing off her smooth shoulders, a small freckle winking at me from across the table. It’s a tighter fitted dress, displaying the belly that’s beginning to form, not hiding anything from anyone who has the audacity to look her over. Anyone with a fully functioning set of eyes might notice she’s pregnant if they’re looking hard enough.

      Her hair is in a loose braid, falling over one shoulder—a bit messier but sexy, perfect for the outfit she has on and making me want to reach across and play with the ends of it. Roll the silky locks between my forefinger and thumb.

      I bet she smells fantastic.

      She certainly looks fantastic, good enough to eat. Unlike the bread basket that’s been placed in the center of our table. I only have an appetite for True Wallace tonight.

      After we order and everyone goes away, when the servers stop fussing and asking us if there’s anything else we need, we’re left alone—or what feels like alone, considering we’re in a room full of people. Other guests, servers, bartenders, bussers, hostesses—all of them walking back and forth, back and forth, bustling in an orchestrated dance I’m doing my best to ignore.

      I only have an appetite for True tonight.

      “So,” she begins, “I was wondering…if you’ve thought about a paternity test? I’m willing to take one if that’s what you want.”

      Say what now? “Um. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.” I trust her. Why wouldn’t I? It’s not like she couldn’t have her pick of men to knock her up; there wouldn’t have been a need to trap me. Plenty of bigger fish in the sea would have been proud to fuck True Wallace if she was looking to ensnare someone rich.

      “Are you sure? Because it seems like the smart thing to do.”

      “Are you purposely trying to put doubts in my mind? This isn’t a romantic conversation at all.”

      I’m beginning to pout, our evening taking a serious turn when really all I wanted to do was flirt. Maybe get her good and turned on so we can have sex again tonight, her swollen tummy more of a turn-on than I would have imagined.

      She’s so damn sexy.

      “Let me know if you change your mind,” she’s saying, munching on a sliver of bread (no butter). “I wouldn’t blame you.”

      “Uh…it’s not like you wanted to tell me.” Pretty sure she was going to keep it a secret for the rest of our lives, until the day we bumped into each other, she with her child with darker skin, inky black hair, and a dimple—exactly like mine.

      Would I notice if I came face to face with my own flesh and blood?

      I like to think I would, but…

      To appease her, I give her a noncommittal, “I’ll let you know if I change my mind.” But don’t hold your breath if you’re waiting for a DNA test.

      She swallows the bread in her mouth. “Have you thought about what you’re going to tell your family?”

      My, my, my, she’s a little ray of pitch-black tonight, hitting me with all the hard questions.

      “Not really.”

      True fiddles with her fork. “I’m far enough along that I’m past the period where I’m in any real danger of losing the baby. We can, um, find out if it’s a girl or a boy real soon.”

      “I remember you mentioned that the other night.”

      There’s a brief pause. “Of course, we don’t have to find out—we can be surprised when the baby is born.”

      Is she out of her mind? Why would we wait to find out?

      “What about one of those gender reveal parties? I can get a confetti cannon.”

      True blinks.

      Laughs. “First of all, that would all be fine and good if we were normal people doing this the normal way and we didn’t still have to shock the shit out of our families by telling them we got ourselves accidentally preggo. We can’t tell them during a gender reveal party—can you imagine what the video would look like? Mass chaos.”

      Crying. Lots of crying and yelling.

      Ay-yai-yai.

      “Fine. No to the confetti cannon.” Party pooper. “What about one of those balloons that explodes with…”

      “More confetti? Mateo, that’s the same thing.”

      “A giant cake?”

      She licks her lips. “I like cake.”

      My brows shoot up with optimism. “You’ll think about a cake?”

      “Cake for sure if there’s a baby shower.”

      I sit back confidently. Cocky. “Oh, there’s going to be a damn baby shower alright—try stopping me.”

      That makes her laugh all over again. “You can’t throw your own baby shower—it’s tacky!”

      “But I want presents.” I’m whining.

      “Trust me, your sisters will throw one if they don’t hate my guts.”

      “How can they hate your guts when you’re carrying my child?” I utter the sentence like it’s a no-brainer. My sisters would never be so catty as to not celebrate the impending birth of my kid.

      Never.

      I wouldn’t allow it, first of all.

      Second, they love parties. Parties with cake, parties with food, parties with snacks, any party that’s a party.

      I change the subject to lighten the mood. “Do you think it’s a girl or a boy?”

      True leans back in her seat, hands on her stomach. She begins rubbing the bump, and I swear to fucking god it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole damn life.

      What has gotten into you, bro? You used to think strippers were sexy, and here you are lusting after the pregnant mother of your kid from a one-night stand.

      “I wish I knew, but honestly, I can’t tell one way or another. You know, that intuition? Guess I’ve just been waiting for the ultrasound that will tell me. Us.”

      “Well, I think it’s a girl.” My tone is cocky and confident.

      “You sound so sure.” True giggles as the server brings over the first course, and it occurs to me that all we ever do is eat. I haven’t arranged to do anything fun—like indoor miniature golfing or walking through the aquarium, or cooking classes. Those are all romantic and fun dates, yeah? Why do I keep inviting her to eat?

      I’m a boring, unimaginative idiot.

      Doh!

      “We call this particular brand of confidence showboating—it’s all a façade,” I explain. “But it would be cool if it’s a girl. Then again, how cute would a mini me be?” Or a mini her?

      Then it occurs to me that True isn’t the only one who’s going to be in my life forever—her brother is, too. Even if I get traded to another city, even if I retire from the game and quit altogether—I will see Buzz Wallace for the rest of my life.

      He is going to hate me so much.

      “How are you going to tell your brother? Tripp knows, right?”

      “Yes, Tripp knows. And my best girlfriends, and Molly.” She bites her lower lip. “I’m not sure what to say to Buzz. I just worry he’s not going to take it well.”

      “Because it’s me?”

      Her head shakes. “No, because it’s me. I’m his baby sister. We may only be a year apart, but in his mind, I’m the baby, his to watch over and take care of…and I think he’s going to be super dramatic about it ’cause that’s what he does.”

      “I can see that. Once when he hit a home run, he cried.”

      One of True’s eyebrows arches. “What?”

      “Yeah—I mean, it’s not really a big deal because we’ve all cried at one point or another, especially when we make it to the playoffs, but every now and again if he hits a doozy of a home run, your brother will cry.” I dip my spoon into the soup I ordered instead of a house salad.

      “He’s so emotional.”

      “It’s a shock he’s never thrown a tantrum.”

      “Newsflash: I’ve seen him throw them plenty of times. Don’t most male athletes?”

      I chuckle. “Oh yeah—yeah, we sometimes do. Throwing bats, kicking, picking up the garbage can in the dugout and tossing it, swearing so much at an umpire we get fined.”

      “How much does that cost?”

      “I don’t know, around five grand I would imagine—it’s never happened to me, but I’ve heard rumors. We’re supposed to keep the language clean, but that’s like telling a bear not to shit in the woods.”

      “I typically deal with college athletes—I’m not all that familiar with the pros.”

      That’s right—I keep forgetting True works in the recruiting aspect of the business.

      “How has work been for you?”

      She shrugs, drawing my eyes to her bare shoulders. “It’s been great working from home. I don’t think my boss realized until I restructured my travel schedule due to all the morning sickness that I could get so much accomplished being home. Plus, I’m saving them tons of money by not flying. Not needing hotel rooms. Not buying athletes and their parents meals. We can do all our meetings via video calls—it’s been a dream.”

      “At least you’re happy doing what you’re doing.”

      True deliberates. “Ideally, I won’t be at this company forever. I consider it a stepping stone, but nothing else has come up yet. My dream job is working with an athletic apparel company on their marketing team. Lots of fieldwork. But that was then, and this…” She rubs her belly again. “We’ll see how it goes. I think I can do both—I know I can. I’ll just have to decide if I want to when Baby Burrito comes along.”

      “Did you just call the baby a burrito?” I think my heart just melted. “That’s fucking adorable. We should get pictures taken of it wrapped in a swaddling blanket but with lettuce coming out of the top. How stinking cute is my kid gonna be?”

      I can’t take it, the visuals of a photo session already formulating in my mind, all the things I’m going to do with my kid in the off-season.

      “I should probably upgrade my phone so I can get the one with eight camera lenses.”

      True looks confused. “There is no phone with eight camera lenses.”

      “Not today there isn’t, but there will be by the time the baby is born.”

      We laugh at the joke.

      “Can I clear these plates for you, Mr. Espinoza?” the server asks when True and I have finished our starters; I hadn’t noticed my soup is gone and the bowl is empty.

      The table is cleared, new silverware set for the entrees, and True is leaning forward with her elbows propped on the table.

      “Parents, families…who are you telling first, your parents or your sisters—or both all at once?”

      “I don’t know. It’s almost impossible to keep anything a secret, so I might as well do it all at once. If I only tell my sisters, within seconds one of them will call or message my mother, who will call me immediately to yell. But if I tell my parents and not my sisters, then the whole drama becomes why I waited, and they feel betrayed and they fixate on the fact that I waited to tell them instead of the news I’m sharing.” I snatch a hunk of bread from the basket. It’s cold, but I need to keep my hands busy and there is no paper napkin to shred apart. “Having a family full of strong, independent women is the bane of my existence.”

      “I bet.”

      “Are we doing it together, or do you want to be on your own?”

      “You would go with me?”

      “Of course.” Her expression tells me she thinks the question is loco. Crazy. “It might get loud,” I warn her just as our meals are brought to the table by several servers—all young men, who probably requested the honor so they could talk to me. “You’ve met my sisters. Now pretend they’re older and grayer so you get an idea of what my mother is like.” My steak is set in front of me. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll survive, no matter how loud it gets.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      She sets down the knife she’s been using to cut her chicken and looks up at me. “Do you think I’d abandon you if you wanted me there?”

      I mean, she did wait months and months to tell me she was knocked up and avoided all my calls, so it does stand to reason that perhaps she’d want to avoid confronting my family about the same exact thing.

      “It’ll be nice. I’m sure it will be fine, too. They’ll be happy.” Once the shock wears off. “What about your family? What are we going to do?”

      “Ugh, I don’t know. My mom is going to cry—I’m sure she’ll go through a range of emotions. Like, first she’ll be excited and cry. Then once she realizes I’m not in a relationship, she’ll get upset. But then she’ll be happy again, then she’ll be confused. So it’s going to be a whole production. I’ll for sure need a nap afterwards.” She puts a piece of chicken in her mouth and chews, but I can tell she’s not done talking. “Tripp already knows, and he’s being supportive, but I haven’t told him you’re the dad. So I’m not sure what he’ll say, but I don’t think he’ll care.” She backpedals. “I mean, obviously he’ll care, but it won’t matter that it’s you. He won’t freak out.”

      “Unlike Buzz.”

      “Exactly. Unlike Buzz, who’s one hundred percent going to spin this around and make it about himself.”

      Jeez, I don’t even want to think about how this is going to go.

      Luckily, if I’m in the room when she breaks the news, he’ll focus any negative attention on me. I can take the blame. I can take the guilt trip. I can take the ranting and raving we both know is going to follow the announcement.

      “Maybe we should send a singing telegram to Buzz’s house instead. Bet he’d love one of those.”

      “Oh, he totally would.”

      “What if we gave them gifts, like you girls like to do when you’re asking someone to be in your wedding?” Speaking of which. “Should we get married?”

      True rolls her eyes and eats more chicken. “Shut up.”

      “Okay. Just so we’re on the same page.” But if she wanted to, the door is open, and I’d probably be down to at least give it a shot.

      “What does that mean, ‘so we’re on the same page’? Does that mean you don’t want to marry me?”

      “It wouldn’t be my first choice since I believe you shouldn’t get married because of kids. I’m saying if you wanted to, I’d consider it.”

      True snorts. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “I’m a good catch!”

      “So am I.” She’s cutting sections of chicken on her plate into small, bitable pieces. “You just said babies are no reason for two people to get married, now you’re arguing that you’re a good catch and I should marry you.”

      Valid point. “I’m offended you don’t want to marry me, that’s all. Not that I want to marry you, but you should want to marry me.”

      “You’re starting to sound painfully like my brother. This is the way he argues—so nonsensical it actually makes sense. Knock it off.”

      “Well, he and I do spend way too much time together.” I don’t feel like I have to defend myself, but it does make sense that Buzz Wallace and I would pick up some of each other’s habits, good ones and bad, from time spent at the stadium.

      During the season, we practically live there.

      Or, I do—he’s a married man now and only shows up when the coaching staff dictates the schedule, while I, as the single loner, hang out there more for lack of anything better to do.

      “We’re not getting married,” True declares with a smile.

      “Not yet anyway.” I smile back, happy the matter is settled. “If it’s a boy, can we name him something cool like Airplane Maximizer or Longshot McGee?”

      True stares at me—stares through me, eyes narrowing.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” I clear my throat but can’t resist adding, “But some celebrities name their kids shit like Pilot Inspector, and I think it’s dope as shit.”

      More staring. “Celebrities who name their kids things like that are begging for attention. Besides, I have no interest in shouting for my kid in the house and calling it Pilot. Or Airplane. You’ve lost your damn mind, and I’m the one with the overactive hormones.”

      My shoulders lift in a shrug. “I have sympathy hormones—I’m not thinking clearly either.”

      “Are you gonna start eating for two, too?” She’s creating the perfect bite with her fork, stabbing a piece each of chicken, asparagus, and potato onto her fork all at once and eating it slowly, eyes sliding closed with a moan. “Mmm—so. Good.”

      I watch her eat half the food on her plate before digging into mine, the sounds she’s emitting and the faces she’s creating making it hard to concentrate. Her smile, her rolling eyes, the licking of those pink lips—I doubt she realizes she’s doing any of these things, so blissfully unaware is she, so fixated on her dinner.

      It’s fascinating. Is this what all pregnant women are like, or just True?

      Or is this how she eats a meal in general? There’s no way of knowing until I’ve spent more time with her, which I totally plan to do.

      She catches me watching. “I’m so sorry, I haven’t been able to keep food down without gagging. Thank the lord it’s gotten better.” She dabs at her mouth with her napkin. “I’ve actually lost a few pounds instead of gaining for all the puking I’ve done.”

      That fills me with some guilt.

      Had I known, I would have been there for her to at least rub her back or hold her hair while she was hunched over the toilet.

      “Don’t apologize—keep eating. I’m enjoying watching you.”

      Her groan is audible. “That’s your polite way of saying I’m making a spectacle of myself.” She sets down her fork. “Which makes me a hypocrite because do you know how many times I’ve threatened to murder members of my family for loud chewing? Infinite times.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean—my father slurps his cereal. Tripp moans when he eats soup, I’m not sure why. Buzz will sit and go, ‘This is so good,’ the entire time he’s eating something delicious. It’s enough to make a person insane. And here I am, doing the same thing. Try to deny it—I’m making noises, aren’t I?”

      Yup, she sure is. “It’s cute.”

      She skewers me with her gaze. “Cute? My bad manners are cute?”

      “Yup.”

      “Ugh!”

      The self-loathing radiating from her body has me laughing despite myself, despite knowing it’s going to get me into trouble.

      Damn if she isn’t adorable though, huffing and puffing and pouting because she’s freaking loud when she eats.

      “Promise me you won’t let me eat like a pig when I’m further along.”

      I shake my head. No bueno.

      “Mateo!”

      “What? Stop getting worked up about it. Finish your dinner.”

      Begrudgingly, she picks up her fork again, slowly loading up the tines of her fork, slowly lifting it to her mouth in an attempt to be dainty and serene.

      She fails miserably.

      “Stop looking at me.”

      “I’m not looking at you.”

      “Yes you are.”

      So argumentative.

      “What are we, five-year-olds in the back of Mom’s station wagon? Are you going to tattle on me next?”

      True pauses with the fork halfway to her mouth. “Oh god, what if our child is a tattletale?”

      “It won’t be—we won’t let it. We won’t even put Band-Aids on our kid when he or she gets a cut. We’ll just rub dirt on it.”

      We laugh at that.

      “Our baby is going to be the cutest,” I lament. “Bet it has tons of hair.”

      Dark hair, dark eyes, like Mom and Dad.

      True looks down into her plate, suddenly shy. “It’s so strange to think we’re going to be parents. I’m having a hard time wrapping my brain around it.” She looks up. “I took at least twelve pregnancy tests, you know—I should have ordered them in bulk or bought stock in the testing company.”

      “Were you scared or just shocked?”

      “Mostly shocked. I never thought I would just have a child—I think I’ve always known I was going to have one, but more in my thirties? I have nothing right now, not even a place to live. I’m squatting in my brother’s guest bedroom and barely had anything to bring along.”

      “In your defense, it wasn’t very long ago that you graduated from college.”

      “Um, but you’re not that much older than I am and you have a condo and a car and a career, and I’m stuck in this in-between and throwing a baby into the mix now. I suck.”

      “Aren’t your friends having babies?” Mine are.

      “Yes. Most of them are engaged or married.”

      True looks forlorn.

      I attribute this mood swing to the hormones and not anything I’ve said or done in the past ten minutes to cause the switch.

      This is normal, Mateo.

      I googled a few of the symptoms since finding out I’m going to be a dad so I know what to watch for, and so far, True has displayed a few of them:

      Mood swings (not hot)

      Emotional (not hot)

      Appetite (hot)

      Loss of appetite (not hot)

      Pregnancy brain (kind of cute)

      Increased sex drive (hot!!)

      That’s the one I keep hoping will rear its head in my favor, totally willing to take one for the team and bang one out for the sake of the baby.

      I’d screw True any second of any day if she wanted to fuck.

      I’m giving like that.

      “You suddenly got quiet,” she says, stabbing at her potatoes. “Was it all the talk of marriage? Ha ha.”

      “No, I was making a mental checklist and ticking things off,” I admit like an idiot before I can stop myself.

      “What mental list?”

      “Um.” Shit. “I googled pregnancy symptoms and was wondering when you’re going to hit the stage where all you want to do is have sex.”

      Her expression is blank.

      She blinks twice. Three times.

      “Who says I haven’t?” Stuffs a forkful of food in her mouth and chews, grinning between swallows—or is that a smirk? Hard to say.

      “Uh—you haven’t used my body for your own purposes enough. I’m offended. That’s what it’s here for.”

      “Mateo, you’ve known a couple days that we’re having a baby, I’m not going to start jumping your bones—we ease into that.”

      “You’re a few months along and we’ve only done it twice, the first time included. Which means we have catching up to do if you want—take my body, it’s yours.”

      True laughs. “Men are so easy. As if there was any doubt.”

      “I take offense to that…kind of.”

      She scoffs. “You do not—but thank you for the offer.”

      There’s hesitation in my voice when I ask, “Does that mean you’re not interested in sex at all, orrr…?”

      “It means that right now, this very second, I do not want to bang you. What I want is chocolate.”

      Fair enough. “What about after chocolate?”

      “Oh my god, Mateo, would you let me eat in peace! Jeez.” She huffs, polishing off the rest of her meal with a satisfied sigh, nodding when the server comes by to ask if we’d like to see the dessert menu.

      The question is a no-brainer for True; if I don’t give her something sweet, she’s going to gnaw my arm off, or at the very least, chew my ass out.

      Pregnant chicks are scary as fuck.

      I remember when Sophia was pregnant; I remember her being irrational and irritable, snapping at her poor husband Mark when he forgot to do something. I also vaguely remember Sophia wanting food brought to her in the middle of the night—fast food, usually—and Mark having to deliver. French fries and ice cream. Cheeseburgers. Tacos. Lo mein.

      “Have you had any cravings yet?”

      “Not really. I haven’t been able to eat anything so I’ve been craving nothing. Hopefully I won’t—it would be great if I didn’t have to buy new clothes. My leggings have lots of stretch.” She laughs at her own little joke, eyes scanning the small dessert menu. “Ugh, too many choices. I can’t decide.”

      I’m terrified to tell her to order whatever she wants or one of everything because she might do it, and there isn’t enough room at this tiny, square table.

      I silently wait.

      She glances up at me after a few quiet moments. “Doesn’t lava cake sound good? Or this warm blondie brownie with ice cream on the side and caramel drizzle? Mmm.” She hums. “Oh! They have key lime pie. I wonder what the crust is like…”

      It goes on like this for another ten minutes—at least—the expression on her face a mask of confusion and excitement as she deliberates. Kind of like a little kid at Christmas waiting to see Santa Claus at the mall, she’s practically vibrating.

      And all over dessert…

      Wish she was this excited about the idea of having sex with me again, but I can’t win every battle.
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      Dear True…

      Dear True and the baby.

      Stuffed to the gills, I ate half of two desserts. Unable to make up my mind, Mateo put me out of my misery by ordering one himself and handing me the spoon once it was set in front of him.

      I didn’t hesitate to dig into the warm raspberry crumble.

      What a glutton.

      I’ve removed the letter Mateo handwrote, reading and rereading the salutation. It seems this first part was written and erased several times. Dear True.

      My name, just mine. Then, and the baby, which brings a smile to my face as I lie on my bed, in the dark at Tripp’s house.

      A key falls out of the folded sheets of paper, and I furrow my brow, curious, and read on…

      Dear True and the baby,

      I just wanted to let you know how…excited I was to find out we are going to be a party of three. Maybe not a family that lives together, but a family all the same. I always thought I would be a young dad, but there has never been anyone who’s come into my life who I wanted to keep here. And sure, maybe we’re having a baby because we made alcohol-fueled choices, but sometimes the best things come from a simple mistake. Shit, I don’t even want to call it a mistake, because I’m not even mad about it, not even a little.

      That’s not why I’m writing, though, and not what I wanted to say.

      I know you didn’t think I was serious when I asked you to come stay with me in Arizona, but I was. So I wanted to say it again and ask you again if you would consider coming.

      We don’t even have to share a room—there is a guest bedroom with a bathroom and double bed, so we can go as friends and perhaps leave as…

      Better friends.

      I want to get to know you with no expectations.

      We are in this for a lifetime, and I think it would be the best thing for all three of us if we are friends. Maybe you’ll consider letting me in with the possibility of more.

      But first, baby steps—no pun intended.

      I am enclosing the key to the house I’ve rented in Goodyear, the city where we prepare for the season, and it’s yours if you want it. If you don’t, just hand it back to me and I won’t say a word. I won’t push or question you about it.

      I palm the key in my hand; it’s grown warm from my body heat. It’s gold and worn from years of use, and I stare at it before clutching it in my palm.

      In my heart of hearts, I know what I’m going to do; I’m going to go with him or meet him there because he’s right—we should get to know one another on a deeper level. Not just this surface bullshit where we go to dinner a few times and ask the same mundane questions all people ask.

      Plus, we have to figure out what the hell we’re going to do with this baby. Where it’s going to sleep, if I’m going to breastfeed, what strollers we’re going to need.

      Oh my god.

      What hospital will I deliver at?

      I haven’t finished the letter. Flipping it over, I begin the second page.

      My name is Mateo José Espinoza. I was born in Illinois and raised in the suburbs. I’ve never wanted to do anything but play baseball, but if I wasn’t playing ball, I’d probably be an architect, or I’ve always wanted to open a steakhouse, but what professional athlete doesn’t? LOL.

      You already know I have six sisters, and I can honestly say I don’t regret never having a brother. My dad was the rock of our family, and I’ve looked up to him my entire life even though he works so hard he’s barely around.

      I like steak and seafood and my mother’s enchiladas. I love dogs and am afraid of cats, and most small lizards. They creep me the fuck out.

      The last vacation I went on was Cozumel, Mexico, while I was on a cruise with my family; we do one at least once a year when I’m done with the season.

      I’m telling you all this because I want you to get to know me. I come from the type of close-knit family that is going to welcome you with open arms…once the initial shock wears off. LOL.

      I’ve been praying about this and I know this is the course I’m supposed to be set on. Not to sound sappy or religious or loco, but don’t you think we were sent to each other for a reason? I’m sorry you weren’t planning for this, but I’m not sorry I wasn’t wearing a condom, because then where would we be?

      I will do right by you in all the ways that matter.

      I promise, True Wallace, I will not let you down.

      And now I’m crying.

      Tears stream down my face.

      I will not let you down.

      I feel like I’ve let Mateo down already from the weeks and weeks and weeks of hiding from him, guilt eating at me, chipping away at the thrilling feelings I’ve had for him the past week. The last few days of letting him inside my world a little at a time…

      You are a horrible human, True Wallace.

      But he knows now—you told him!

      That doesn’t stop the shame from coming.

      You are going to make it up to him by allowing him to get to know you and be a part of your life.

      “Hey.”

      My brother is standing at the bedroom door, dressed in his pajamas—or what men consider pajamas: track pants and an oversized hoodie. Bare feet.

      “Oh jeez, you scared me.” I damn near jump off the bed. “I thought you would be at Chandler’s tonight.”

      “No. It doesn’t feel right leaving you alone.”

      That is appalling. “Tripp, you cannot put your life on hold because your sister is staying at your house.”

      “My pregnant sister.”

      Does he have to be the master of the obvious every damn chance he gets?

      “I’m pregnant, not an invalid. You don’t have to stay home to protect me—I’m fine.”

      His keen eyes don’t miss a detail. “Were you crying?”

      I can’t lie. “Yes, but they’re happy tears.”

      If I was reading his mind, I would hear him saying, You expectant mothers are so hormonal. Women are foreign to my brother anyway; it’s a miracle he can maintain a healthy relationship. And his relationship with his new girlfriend is healthy, from what I’ve seen. He’s more of a team player than I ever imagined he’d be.

      Our mom would be proud.

      “Are you going to be up much longer?” he asks, sounding very much like a parent himself.

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, Dad.” Sheesh, give me a break—is he monitoring my sleep patterns now?

      “I’m not trying to be a nag, but I noticed you haven’t been sleeping.”

      Aww, how cute is he? “Oh my god, you are so worried about me. It’s adorable.”

      “I’m not worried about you, idiot. I can’t sleep unless I know you’re sleeping, and also, my unfaithful asshole of a dog keeps walking back and forth between our two rooms when you’re still awake.”

      Ahh. “It’s a free country—the dog can go where he wants.”

      “Yes, I realize that, True. I’m just saying the noise keeps me awake.”

      But he’s already admitted he’s worried about me, which is nice but not surprising. Story of my life, having big brother looking out for me.

      “Tripp?”

      He stops ranting. “Hmm?”

      “Would you think it was…weird if I went to stay with the baby’s father for a few weeks? So we could figure some stuff out?”

      Tripp wavers. “Stay with him…where?”

      “Stay with him in…” Once I say the word Arizona, he’s going to know. He may not know who Mateo is specifically, but he’s going to know it’s one of Buzz’s friends. Just as he suspected when he first found out I was pregnant.

      Oh screw it. “In Arizona.”

      I swear, every sound ceases as the words sink in, and along with them, implications. Calculations begin in his brain. Timelines, people, men I may have been seen speaking to at the wedding.

      Then again, he was flat on his ass most of the time at Buzz’s wedding, so he wouldn’t have a clue that I was flirting with Mateo Espinoza.

      His eyes narrow dubiously. “What’s in Arizona?”

      “The baby’s father.” Duh.

      “Don’t play word games with me, True.”

      I huff, flopping back in bed against the myriad of pillows I stacked up behind my head before reading Mateo’s letter.

      “You know what’s in Arizona, brother.”

      He gives a stiff nod, acknowledging what I’m not willing to come out and say.

      “I don’t think it’s weird that you would want to go figure your shit out. In fact, I think it’s a great idea.” He pauses. “When would you go?”

      I chew on my bottom lip. “A few weeks, I think.”

      More calculations.

      More timelines.

      More detective work as the gears inside his head spin, more pieces clicking into place for him. Tripp Wallace isn’t stupid—he’ll have this figured out in short order.

      Typical Tripp.

      Granted, he won’t say much—not to my face. But he’ll dig up the details just the same and store them away in his memory bank for a day when he may need them, and not a day before.

      He likes knowing things.

      In a past life, he was probably something noble and annoying, like a barrister or a detective. Or a crime scene investigator.

      He doesn’t say anything else from the door, just studies me until I can’t stand it anymore.

      “Would you say something!” He’s so infuriating! It’s easy to forget I’m the one shacking up in his house and not the other way around. I want to kick him out of “my room” and demand he goes away.

      On the other hand, it’s lovely to have the company even if I feel like a beached whale.

      Shouldn’t have gone with those desserts…

      Bad True.

      “You’re going to Arizona.” Pause. “Have you told Buzz you’re going to be desert neighbors?”

      “Not yet.” Soon, but not yet. I mean, it’s not like I’m going to be able to keep the secret from him—freaking Mateo is so excited he’ll probably announce it on the jumbotron during one of their preseason games.

      Wait…

      Do they have jumbotrons at baseball stadiums, or has baby brain already eaten half the neurons in my head?

      “Don’t you think you should tell him before you leave so he doesn’t find out the hard way and cause a scene?”

      Buzz is that predictable; we both know how he’ll behave.

      “I…I’m going to. You know how he is. I’ve been…holding off.”

      Tripp leans his shoulder against the doorjamb, his massive frame encompassing the entire space.

      “I get it, True. He’s a whacko.” My oldest brother crosses his arms, looking deep in thought. “I think you need an audience when you tell him to take some of the sting off. Out. Sting out?” He’s struggling to find the words. “Maybe civilian witnesses.”

      “Not family?”

      He nods. “Some family, but definitely a mix, so he doesn’t cause a scene. Maybe even a really nice, fancy restaurant?”

      A quiet, fancy restaurant—that’s how some men break up with their girlfriends, in public where a woman is less likely to get hysterical and embarrass them both.

      “Are you insane? He is one hundred percent going to cause a scene!”

      “Yes, I am aware of that, True—I’m just suggesting it to make it less awkward.”

      “There is no such thing as less awkward when it comes to Buzz. The only thing that’s going to make it less horrible is not telling him at all and introducing the baby during its first Christmas.”

      “Or, we could say you’re babysitting.”

      I sputter out a laugh. He really is funny on occasion—not very often, but it does happen.

      Of the three of us, Buzz is the comedian.

      “Listen,” my brother says, “just get it done, ’kay?”

      I nod glumly. “I will.”

      “I know you will.” God, he sounds like such a dad. His hand grips the doorway as he pushes himself away from it. “Well, I’m beat and going to hit the sack. Get some rest, okay? Don’t stay up too much longer.”

      The letter in my hand gets gripped tighter. “I won’t. Thanks for checking in on me.”

      Tripp nods. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      When he’s gone and the sound of his feet disappears down the hall, I rise to close the door behind him, shutting myself in so I can return to my letter.

      Lie here debating, staring at the spot on the wall I’ve identified as a focal point, seeing nothing and thinking of everything.

      What a mess.

      Seconds tick by, then minutes.

      One half hour.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      I swear if there was a clock in here, I’d hear the second hand moving it’s so quiet in this bedroom.

      Unable to stand it any longer, I text Mateo.

      We barely kissed at the end of our date, but my mind won’t stop thinking about having sex with him again and his offer to bang me when I’m horny and—

      I am a shitty person.

      You can’t use him for sex, True!

      No, you’re not—you like him, plus you’re already pregnant, so what’s the harm?

      He likes you, that’s what the harm is!

      But you like him too! This is going to lead to something good IF YOU LET IT.

      Stop talking to yourself! Ugh!

      Me: Are you up?

      Mateo: Of course I’m up, it’s only 10:30.

      Is it? It feels so much later…

      Mateo: Is everything alright?

      Me: Yes, everything is fine, I just can’t sleep.

      Mateo: Aww, and you wanted me to talk to you until you get tired.

      Not exactly.

      Me: Um. I had something else in mind.

      Mateo: Like what? You want to video-chat or something?

      Me: Uh…you’re getting warmer.

      Mateo: True Wallace, are you asking me to have phone sex with you?

      Wow, he’s really good at this game.

      Me: Warmer still…

      Mateo: Okay so this is where you’re losing me. I guess I’m not sure what you’re asking me.

      Me: Remember that part of our conversation tonight where you said I could tell you when I wanted to have sex and you’d help me?

      Mateo: Duh, obviously. Visions of your pussy are burned into my brain.

      I squirm in bed at his use of the word pussy, ass wiggly on the mattress, free hand raking over the soft fabric of the bedspread. He needs to not use words like that; they’re turning me on.

      Me: How long would it take you to get here?

      Mateo: Here…as in your brother’s house? I’ve never been there—what’s the address?

      I text him the street and wait.

      Mateo: Twenty minutes, tops. Zero traffic.

      Mateo: Why?

      Me: I think you know why.

      Mateo: Ummmmmm…I don’t.

      Me: Haven’t you ever heard of a booty call? I believe your sister mentioned one last week.

      Mateo: OMG could you NOT?

      Me: LOL now you sound like a girl.

      Mateo: Well COME ON, don’t bring her into this.

      Me: Sorry… **clears throat**

      Mateo: Is your brother home? I didn’t think they had an away game this week.

      Me: They don’t—he’s home.

      Mateo: You want me to come have sex with you IN YOUR BROTHER’S HOUSE WHILE HE IS HOME?? Are you TRYING to get me killed?

      Me: First of all, he’s SLEEPING.

      I think.

      Me: Second of all, I am a grown woman.

      Sort of.

      Me: Third of all, you said…

      Mateo: I know what I said, but your brother is terrifying. He’s way bigger than I am.

      That’s not even a little bit true, and it makes me laugh, which gets me more turned on.

      Me: Please, Mateo…please…

      Dang, listen to me beg; pregnant girls do not fuck around.

      Mateo: I mean…

      Me: Pretty please…no one has to know. Won’t it be exciting to have sex and maybe get caught?

      Mateo: That sounds like the opposite of exciting.

      Me: …

      Mateo: What did you say the address is?

      I send it again.

      Mateo: You are going to be the death of me.

      Mateo: Leave the front door unlocked.
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      I turn the lights of my car off before I pull into the driveway—wait, no—park out on the street, curbside. Walk from a neighbor’s house down the sidewalk and up the drive.

      Like a kid sneaking back inside the house after sneaking out.

      Tripp Wallace’s house is dark for the most part, one single light glowing beside the front door, shitty lighting for someone who should have more security if you ask me. Definitely no deterrent against someone casing the place to rob it.

      The door opens before I’ve made it entirely up the driveway, True shrouded in darkness, ushering me through.

      She’s wearing a nightshirt and not much else.

      “Shh.”

      No shit I’m going to be quiet; does she think I’m going to risk having my ass kicked by her brother?

      I can’t believe I’m about to sneak into his house to begin with; I feel like a kid. The adrenaline flowing through my veins right now is the same rush I get before running out onto the baseball field during a game.

      That good.

      Endorphin high.

      Imagine how good I’ll feel when I’m buried deep inside her, or have my head buried between her legs.

      Gorgeous, gorgeous legs…

      Wrapped around me.

      Doubt I’ll have to wait long—True seems to be in a rush. A rush to get me into the house and up the stairs and into her room. Happily, I lag behind as she guides me along through the dark house, holding out her hand so I don’t trip on the bottom step of the staircase.

      We creep down the hall like two thieves in the night.

      The house is quiet as a tomb except for our heavy breathing and stifled laughter.

      My heart is beating out of my chest.

      “This is kind of fun,” I whisper as we shut ourselves into her room.

      I shuck my jacket, tossing it onto a chair in the corner, then my shoes. Socks.

      How undressed am I supposed to get knowing we plan to have sex? Is it tacky to peel my jeans off? Pull the hoodie up and over my shoulders? Would she think I was being a pervert if I stripped my clothes down to my boxer shorts?

      “Maybe you should just take your pants off.” True is already climbing back onto her bed, covers drawn, folded down like they might be at a hotel.

      “Okay.” It’s nice having zero guesswork involved, and I set about removing my pants and sweatshirt, until I’m standing like a dope in the center of her room wearing nothing but my briefs.

      “Are you going to stand there staring at me? This feels time-sensitive, don’t you think?”

      “Now you’re making me feel like a workhorse with a job.”

      She lies on her back and spreads her legs. “Are you mad about it?”

      Um, no.

      I practically jump on her, leaping into the center of the mattress, burying my face in her tits.

      She laughs, gasping for breath, giving me tiny pats on the back to stop me from goofing around. “He’s going to hear us—you can’t make me laugh. What the heck is wrong with you?”

      I blow a raspberry on her stomach, just below her breasts.

      “I’ve been wanting you to touch me since I got home tonight,” she says, voice raspy.

      That surprises me—True Wallace does not seem like the needy or wanton type. She comes off as more controlled and not the least bit impulsive.

      Her booty call text tonight shocked the shit out of me.

      “You have?”

      “Oh yeah—it’s the baby hormones, but I find you so, so sexy.”

      She’s definitely hopped up on pregnancy hormones; no way would she be saying this otherwise.

      Perhaps this is what it’s like when she’s in an actual relationship once she lets her guard down.

      Either way, I’m interested to find out.

      We have only done it twice now, but we’ve already gotten into a rhythm where we feel comfortable with each other. Comfortable enough that I don’t hesitate to remove the panties from her body, slowly sliding them down her thighs.

      The sleepshirt comes next, and before long, we’re both naked as the day we were born.

      True moans when I slide my hands up her rib cage, cupping her breasts, kneading her nipples with the tips of my fingers.

      Her body has my child growing inside, and it’s the sexiest thing I have ever seen. No cover model on any magazine compares to how beautiful this woman is.

      She’s unabashed.

      Unembarrassed.

      Unapologetic.

      Her tits are amazing and she smells amazing, too.

      I’m basically crouched between her spread legs, and I can’t decide if I should immediately go down on her or climb up her body and do the old-fashioned dry hump. It’s a classic that I love and would love to bring back—my sex life full circle.

      There is nothing better than a dry hump ending in a climax, and I fondly recall coming inside my jeans as the horny teenage boy I was in my youth.

      Ahh, those were the good ol’ days.

      Decision made, I climb my way up her body, dragging my hard erection over her smooth leg until it’s lined up at the apex of her thighs.

      “Are you actually trying to dry-hump me right now?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “I’m here for it,” she moans, head thrashing against the pillow when the tip of my cock rubs against her clit.

      She’s already wet; I can feel my dick getting soaked, and it’s not even close to being inside.

      “Don’t get too comfortable fucking me this way. At some point, I’m going to demand you c-come inside me. I want to feel you.” Her head tips back again. “God your dick is incredible.”

      She sounds like a porn star, the noises she’s making.

      “Shh, babe—quiet.”

      “Then shut me up. I want your tongue in my mouth.”

      Whoa.

      Booty call True is a sex goddess.

      We mimic sex as I move up and down over her, sliding back and forth, back and forth, up and down her body—up and down her pussy, fond memories rekindling.

      This is a night I’m not likely to ever forget.

      True looks up at me, and I try to read the expression on her face, the expression in her eyes as she watches me move over her.

      It’s as if she wants to say something, but no words can escape her lips because they’re parted. The kind of parted lips that come from being aroused and turned on and lost in the throes of passion.

      Eyes slightly glazed over.

      Cheeks red, flushed from her rising heartbeat.

      I’m sure I look almost the same way in her eyes.

      Everything about this moment has gone from fun dry-fucking to serious, passionate…

      Something.

      I don’t know because I can’t put my finger on it, but the mood has definitely changed. It’s charged.

      Electric.

      We’re not even worried in the least that her older brother is going to come storming down the hall and knock on the door, because we’re lost in each other.

      I can see it and I can feel it.

      Up and down.

      Up.

      Down.

      Skin to skin.

      Fuck, this body of hers.

      It was meant for me.

      Made for me, even.

      I think I’m romantic because of being raised by all women, if you don’t include my father, who is not actually a woman. Ha ha. But you get what I’m saying. Because I grew up with six sisters and one mother, which is seven women, there was no way—no chance in hell I was escaping from that household anything short of a male feminist.

      Every holiday was a lesson in the importance of meeting someone’s emotional needs—dinner reservations and small tokens of affection.

      Chocolates for Valentine’s Day. Gifts for Christmas. Cards for birthdays, maybe flowers. All things I learned were important to my sisters, so maybe they were important to someone I might want in my life.

      I know I need to show that someone how I feel.

      Watching my sisters go through heartbreak with every shitty boyfriend. Listening to my mother lecture them on the way they deserve to be treated by a man. Listening to them lecture me on the way to treat a woman.

      So the romance thing? Easy.

      If that’s the type of man True Wallace wants in her life—something I have yet to discover—then she needs to look no further than me. I am a Renaissance man, born to please my woman.

      Happy wife, happy life.

      Just ask my father how he’s sustained several decades with my mother with very few fights—that I can remember, anyway. No knock-down-drag-out fights that some couples have. Certainly having seven children…which included six girls…would have caused some fights, yeah?

      But no, not really.

      Arguments, yes.

      Fights? Eh, hardly.

      Then again, Mom comes from a family with three girls and two boys, which means my aunts are often all up in my parents’ business. Which means any arguments or fights Mom and Dad had? Are and were going to involve his wife’s sisters.

      There’s no getting around it.

      Dad isn’t an idiot.

      No man wants to fight with his wife and her sisters all at the same time because they can’t keep their nose out of each other’s business—and certainly not out of his.

      The last thing he ever wanted was Aunt Zoila, Aunt Gabriella, and/or Aunt Mia coming to Mom’s rescue during an argument. What sane man wants to argue with four women at once?

      It’s bad enough that Dad has six daughters.

      They kept trying and trying until they had a son, then Gloria was unplanned, and well—none of us would have it any differently.

      “Eres tan hermosa,” I whisper, my cock hard and balls heavy. “You’re so beautiful.”

      “I don’t want to wait anymore, babe. Stick it in.”

      I falter.

      Stick it in?

      Do women say shit like that?

      Apparently, they do, or maybe it’s just women with two dickhead brothers who have no filter.

      I want what my parents have: years-long—decades-long commitment. They laugh and love and enjoy spending time together, and you cannot fake that for that long. What they have is real, and what they have is what I want.

      And I want that with True Wallace.

      This is no longer just about sex or the baby.

      I’m not even mad about how sappy I sound in my head right now. And I’m about to give her what she wants.

      I have a feeling that once True Wallace completely lets her guard down with me, she’s going to be the partner I’ve been looking for my whole life. Granted, it’s only been twenty-nine years, but still.

      A guy can dream big, can’t he?

      Carefully, I reach between our bodies and, using one hand, grab hold of my cock to ease the tip into her wet slit. Inch by inch and goddamn it, it feels good. Heaven on earth.

      Stop romanticizing this, dude. She called you to bang her; she’s not looking for a ring.

      “Faster.” True’s demand wakes me from my daydream.

      No, not a daydream—fantasy.

      Having her as my girlfriend is a freaking fantasy.

      “Yes…” she moans. “Feels sooo good.”

      Faster faster, more, more, more.

      I give it to her, panting like a lovesick dog, breaking out into an actual sweat. Me, a guy who can run miles in minutes with no problem. What the actual fu—

      “Fuck…oh…yes, Mateo, yes.”

      Whoa. I’ve barely made a sound because I haven’t had to. She’s making enough noise for the both of us, and if I don’t keep her quiet, big brother is going to be banging on this door louder than I’m banging her.

      True comes before I do with a shrill moan I’m betting I’ll hear again in the hospital labor and delivery room when she’s giving birth. What a monster I am.

      I do my best not to crush her when I collapse, spent, rolling to the side and staring up at the ceiling.

      It’s quiet. Peaceful.

      Until…

      “I think I hear something.”

      “That’s my lungs struggling to find air,” I joke, chuckling while she shushes me.

      “I heard something.”

      We listen.

      Someone is definitely maybe awake, definitely maybe in the hallway. Or not.

      “Shit,” I whisper uncertainly. “You heard that too, right?”

      We are so screwed.
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      Mateo presses his index finger to my mouth, giving his head a little shake to quiet me as he inches down my body again.

      He pauses.

      “I think that was a door.” His lips say the words though no sound comes out. Luckily, I can read his lips.

      There’s shuffling outside, feet against the carpet.

      A knock on my door.

      Crap!

      This seriously cannot be happening.

      “True?” My brother jiggles the doorknob. Hesitates. “Open up—is everything alright?”

      Mateo and I go completely still, freezing on the bed like stone statues.

      “True?” Jiggle, jiggle.

      “Say something,” Mateo whisper-hisses as he flies off the bed, fumbling around for his pants and making a beeline for the first available hiding spot: the closet.

      I wait until he’s safely inside before calling out to Tripp.

      “What’s up?”

      He knocks again. “Open up. Why is the door locked?”

      Ugh, what is he, the noise police? Why isn’t he going away?

      WHY ISN’T HE.

      GOING.

      AWAY.

      Big brothers are so freaking annoying.

      “Um, j-just a second, jeez!” I locate my bathrobe and pull it on, running my fingers through what is surely sex hair before rushing to unlock the door and yank it open.

      “What.” I sound peeved because I am, yanked out of a sex euphoria by my obnoxious older sibling who seems hell-bent on checking on me as if I were a child and not the one having a child.

      He stands there glaring, mammoth arms crossed. “Is everything okay? I thought I heard noises.” His neck cranes so he can peer over my shoulder. “It sounded like you were being strangled by an alley cat.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t hear anything.”

      “You heard nothing? It was coming from this side of the house.”

      “Maybe you heard the sound of your own nosiness.”

      Tripp rolls his eyes. “That’s impossible—you can’t hear your own nosiness. Why was your door locked?”

      He is going to beleaguer the point until it’s dead in the ground.

      I widen my stance. “I’m not allowed to lock my door? What is this, Mom and Dad’s house?”

      His nostrils flare. “What if there’s a fire and you can’t get out?”

      “Suddenly you’re worried about fires? You’re being ridiculous—having my door closed and locked is safer than having it open.”

      I pull my robe together and hold it closed with one hand while wedging my body in the crack of the open door to block his view.

      We have a stare-down—a standoff, if you will—the kind we had when we were kids and both refused to back down from a bet or a squabble. Or if we were arguing over the last Oreo in the cookie jar.

      Can’t stop, won’t stop, won’t back down.

      “Why was your door locked?”

      I barely contain my ire.

      He has ruined my orgasmic state with his high-handed brothering.

      “Fine. I won’t lock my door anymore. Happy?”

      My brother’s inquisitive brain isn’t done piecing together the puzzle of the sounds he heard, and he tilts his head inward. “You’re sure you didn’t hear anything weird?”

      Why is he like this!

      “You know what,” I blurt out, aggravated. “Maybe I didn’t hear anything because I was too busy masturbating.”

      His jaw drops to the floor.

      Good.

      “Now. Will there be anything else? Or can I get back to my nocturnal extracurricular activities?” My tone challenges him to say more stupid shit, but he doesn’t—can’t—his face turning crimson red before he spins on his heel and stomps back down the hallway from whence he came.

      His door slams shut.

      I shut mine too—locking it behind me.

      “You can come out now.”

      Mateo falls out, laughing. “I cannot believe you told your brother you were masturbating. What expression did he have on his face?”

      I widen my eyes, flare my nostrils, and drop my jaw, exaggerating all three movements before sticking out my tongue. “Like this. The face you’d make walking in on your parents having sex.”

      We laugh and laugh and laugh some more.

      Quietly, of course, before it’s time to get him dressed and sneak him out the front door.

      I kiss him on his way out, pulling him in by the collar of his hoodie, drawing him close.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      The thrill of the evening still has my heart racing.

      “If anyone was going to booty call me, I’m glad it was you.”

      “Aww.” Another kiss on his lips. “Drive safe.”

      “I will.” He begins his jog down the sidewalk, turning back toward me when he’s on the road, hands stuffed into the front pockets of his sweatshirt. “Dream of me tonight, True Wallace.”

      “I…”

      Will.

      Unable to finish the sentence, I give him a little wave.
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      Me: Can I ask you something?

      True: Of course.

      Me: Why didn’t you get ahold of me after we slept together? What did I do wrong?

      True: Nothing. You did nothing wrong.

      Me: But you wouldn’t let your brother give me your number. I just—it’s been on my mind to ask because I thought for sure I did something wrong that night. Maybe said something to piss you off.

      True: No, Mateo, you didn’t do anything wrong. This was definitely an “it’s not you, it’s me” situation, which sounds cliché but…that’s definitely what it was—me being afraid of my own damn shadow.

      True: Plus, to be honest, I was kind of embarrassed that I slept with someone I barely knew. I was scared you were going to tell people and my brother was going to find out and I kind of FREAKED out.

      That makes sense, actually.

      True: Then I went back to traveling for work, and then I got sick (which we now know was morning sickness), and I came back from a trip and my freaking roommate had defaulted on our rent and we got evicted. It was a blur.

      Me: It’s fine—people get ghosted. I just wanted to ask.

      True: It was shitty of me to ignore you. The least I could have done was say, “Look, I’m not interested.” But I was immature and selfishly avoiding you because it was the easy thing to do.

      True and I are finally at a place where we’re being honest with each other, and I never want that to change. I want it to keep getting better.

      I want to be her best friend.

      Everyone thinks a guy’s best friend should be another guy, but I always thought it should be their life partner. Just like my mom and dad. Mom and Pops.

      I send her a few more messages asking about what time I should be at her brother’s place—today is the day we’re going to tell Buzz about the baby if True can muster the courage. It seems sometimes, where her brothers are concerned, she’s still their younger sister and still afraid of what they’re going to say.

      How they’re going to react.

      I know it’s going to be really freaking hard because Buzz Wallace is stubborn, proud, and overprotective.

      I grab my car keys off the table by the front door of my condo, giving it one last glance to make sure none of the lights have been left on before walking out the door.

      The ride to Tripp’s place is stressful. It seems like every song that comes on the radio reminds me I’m about to walk into the lion’s den.

      My palms are sweating and my gut clenches a bit, the nerves getting the best of me.

      I arrive at Tripp’s place and pull into the driveway, noting the vehicle I’m all too familiar with parked behind True’s car. Jiggle the car keys as I walk up the sidewalk to impending doom.

      “What are you doing here?” Buzz demands to know when he throws open the front door by way of greeting.

      Goddamn, he’s one rude son of a bitch. “That’s no way to say hello to your best friend.”

      “You’re not my best friend, Noah Harding is,” he tells me bluntly, in no mood to joke around.

      Shit.

      This isn’t going to end well.

      If he’s already agitated by the sight of me on his brother’s front step, just think of how irritated he’s going to be when we tell him I got his sister pregnant.

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I say, trying to step around him and into the house.

      He’s not having it and bars my entry. “Seriously, dude, why are you here?”

      “I was invited.”

      “By who?” He glances over his shoulder at his sister, who’s now lingering in the doorway of the dining room located just off the entryway.

      “By me,” she says, walking forward. “And Tripp, obviously.”

      “Let him in, asshole,” comes another male voice from the back of the house.

      The dog barks but doesn’t come charging to the door.

      Buzz eyes me suspiciously but steps aside. “Something shady is going on and I don’t like it.”

      Well, one thing’s for certain—nothing escapes his notice.

      “You think because I’m here something shady is going on?”

      I mean, he’s not wrong—but super rude of him to be this suspicious. What the fuck did I ever do to this guy? I thought we were friends, and he’s acting like I’m here to bang his sister then steal her away.

      Which…I kind of already did.

      Ha!

      I enter the house, gazing around, seeing it for the first time during the day. Obviously the last time I was here it was the middle of the night, having been snuck in through the front door then snuck up into Tripp’s guest bedroom by his sister.

      The good news is, he already knows she’s pregnant. Had he caught us in the act, it probably wouldn’t have been the worst. It would have been burned into his brain forever, but it’s not like he doesn’t know we already had sex.

      Shit, wait.

      I don’t think he knows it’s me who’s the baby’s father, and if he had suspicions or has suspicions, they’re going to be confirmed in a matter of minutes.

      Buzz shoves the door closed and almost clips me in the process, causing me to shift at the last second. His arm goes up and he points toward where I expect the living room to be, through an arched doorway at the back of the house.

      It’s not a giant house, nothing nearly as big as the one Buzz and his wife live in, but Tripp doesn’t strike me as the flashy type. He’s probably taken his football money and invested most of it rather than spent it on expensive cars, watches, and women.

      This is your typical, run-of-the-mill suburban house.

      True sidles up to me with a grimace on her face. “That was so awkward, I’m sorry. He’s like that sometimes, gets weird. I—”

      “Don’t apologize, babe. I know how he is. Are you forgetting I’ve seen his balls?”

      “That wasn’t necessary.” She laughs.

      “Pause.” Buzz interrupts us loudly, staring at me from behind the kitchen island, hands braced apart. “Did you just call her babe?”

      He heard that?

      What the hell—does the guy have spidey senses?

      “Did I?” It’s neither a confirmation nor a denial.

      “Yeah, you did.” His head tilts as he studies True and me as we fully enter the kitchen. “Care to tell me why?”

      Welp. So much for easing into this confession softly and without tension. Maybe getting him drunk will help? Sober Buzz is making me way too nervous.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if I wet my own pants from the nerves.

      This brotherly side of him is already getting on my last nerve, and I haven’t been in the house for more than two minutes.

      Nice welcoming committee.

      Not.

      “Why are you coming at me like this?” I stand on the opposite side of the counter now, mirroring his stance. It’s not that I want to be confrontational, but I’m certainly not going to back down when he’s trying to bully me.

      I have every right to be here; he just doesn’t know it yet.

      Dick.

      “Coming at you? This is my house—I can say what I want.”

      Tripp—who has been riffling through the refrigerator mostly ignoring me—rises to his full height and turns. “Um, this is my house. Stop being an asshole or you can leave.”

      I knew I liked the giant bastard.

      He has a stalk of celery in his hands, proceeds to the sink to wash it, then gets out a cutting board.

      We all turn as he causally begins slicing the celery into pieces large enough to dip in peanut butter, which he spoons from the container onto a plate.

      Crunch, crunch.

      His chewing fills the silence of the room before he swallows. “So, not to be rude, but what are you doing here?”

      True and I glance at one another.

      I’m not sure if I should start talking or let her start talking, since these are her brothers, her family members. Then again, I’m part of it too and want to be a united front, which puts it well within my rights to begin the conversation.

      Crap, I wish we’d gone into this with a game plan.

      “Maybe we should go sit in the living room,” True finally says, choosing her words carefully.

      “People only say that when they have bad news,” Buzz decides, not moving toward the living room.

      “It’s not bad news,” his sister explains, though we both know her brother isn’t going to think this is the same kind of good news we do. “Just come sit down and stop being stubborn.”

      “I’m not stubborn,” he grumbles, snatching a piece of celery from Tripp’s plate and begrudgingly stalking toward the room with the fireplace and television.

      He plops down in the recliner with his legs spread, leaning forward and resting his chin in his hands.

      “Is he here because you invited him, or did Tripp invite him?” He’s cross-examining us before we have the chance to take seats on the couch.

      “Um, I did.” True says the words slowly.

      She glances at me with a shrug, unsure how to proceed.

      “Why?”

      “It’s complicated,” True says, twisting her hands as if wringing out a dish towel over the sink.

      “That’s what people say when they’re in a relationship but don’t want to admit they’re in a relationship,” her brother snorts, grabbing the remote control for the TV and pointing it at the fireplace, near where the TV is located.

      I take True’s delicate hand in mine and squeeze.

      You’ve got this.

      “If you’re not going to spit out the reason we’re all sitting here, I’m going to lose interest real quick.”

      Tripp lobs a pillow at him from the other couch, and it lands square in his face.

      “Put the remote down and pay attention, dipshit.”

      Buzz grumbles, but it’s clear Tripp has the authority amongst the three as oldest, so he zips his lips and sits up straighter.

      “It’s complicated.” Buzz uses air quotes as he brings the conversation back to the topic at hand. “Explain what that means.”

      “The relationship between Mateo and me is…”

      “Do not say complicated one more time,” he huffs, irritated.

      “Hey—let her talk,” I warn, becoming as aggravated as he is but protective, too. If I have to sit here and listen to him treat his sister like this, I’m going to wind up doing something I’ll regret, like planting him a facer.

      “That’s not our news,” she eventually says, sounding uncertain.

      “Are you getting married?” Buzz guesses with a laugh.

      True laughs, too. “Married? No.”

      “You’re already married?” Wow is he bad at this. “Did you go to Vegas when I wasn’t paying attention?”

      “Oh my god, Buzz, no. Would you stop?”

      “If you’re here to ask permission to date this guy, the answer is no. You told me once not to give him your info, so I have no fucking idea why we’re all sitting around like we’re at summer camp about to light a bonfire and sing ‘Kumbaya’.”

      The perfect opening if I’ve ever heard one.

      “See, the thing is…” True begins weakly. “The thing…”

      She wrings her hands together again, and I notice Tripp noticing, too. His brows furrow at the same time his mouth frowns.

      Being in front of the firing squad, aka your siblings, is a different kind of nerve-racking and painful—especially if you’ve lived your entire life constantly bidding for their approval.

      Which she has.

      I put a hand on her back and rub in slow circles below her shoulder blades.

      Buzz’s hawklike gaze watches.

      “So at your wedding, Mateo and I started talking…”

      “You’ve been dating since my wedding! That was months ago!”

      Soon we get to find out if it’s a girl or a boy, and we still haven’t decided if we want to know. Still aren’t sure if she’s coming with me to Arizona, still aren’t sure, aren’t sure…aren’t sure about anything.

      “Stop interrupting,” True finally scolds. “Just stop. It’s making me nervous—if you want to hear what I have to say, stop.”

      My hand continues rubbing her back.

      “Do you want me to say something?” I ask quietly, ready and willing to take over the conversation if she wants me to, but also willing to stay silent and let her do the talking.

      Whatever True wants and needs from me.

      Her head gives the barest perceptible shake, and she brushes the hair out of her face. “Alright. I’m just going to say this. Tripp, you’ve probably already pieced the puzzle together by now, having half the information.”

      Our eyes meet and he nods.

      “Buzz. Trace.” She uses his real name—his birth name—letting him know this is about to get serious. “Mateo and I slept together the night of your wedding, and I got pregnant.”

      Holy shit, way to rip off the Band-Aid, True.

      That’s my girl, balls to the wall.

      The only sounds that can be heard are the dog gnawing at his rubber ball in the corner of the room, the sloppy, wet noises and his little dog teeth squeaking against the rubber, making me cringe.

      Tripp sees me looking at the pooch and smiles. “That’s why I call him Chewy.”

      Ha ha.

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” True eventually asks Buzz, who hasn’t moved a muscle.

      “How could you not tell me you slept with José Espinoza?”

      Hi, I’m sitting right here.

      Buzz stands.

      I lift my chin high.

      “His name is Mateo, and I don’t have to tell you every man I have sex with. Get over yourself.”

      “What?”

      “I said, his name is—”

      “I know what his goddamn name is!” her brother bellows. “When were you going to tell me you slept with him at my wedding?!”

      “It wasn’t at the wedding, and it’s none of your freaking business who I have sex with!”

      “Stop being so literal, and stop saying you have sex with people, I swear to god…” He takes a deep breath and starts over, calming himself down with the same breathing techniques we’re taught at work. “True.” This time he’s more composed. “When were you going to tell me you slept with Espinoza?”

      He barely looks at me.

      “Honestly? Never.” Her chin is tilted up defiantly—it’s a look I’ve seen my sisters give me dozens and dozens of times. “I just said, it’s none of your freaking business who I have sex with.”

      I almost expect him to cover his ears with his hands at the mention of the word ‘sex’ and follow it with La la la, I can’t hear you!

      “They were going to tell you in nine months,” Tripp interjects under his breath, clear as a bell and loud enough that we all hear him.

      Buzz’s head whips around. “What did you just say?” He’s yelling again.

      “Did you miss the part where she said she’s pregnant?” Tripp rolls his eyes. “Here you are focusing on the fact that they had sex.”

      He spins around to face us again. “You’re pregnant?”

      “I’m not,” I joke. “She is.”

      “You’re not funny!” Buzz shouts—a shout so loud and so over the top True actually starts to laugh, putting a hand over her mouth to stifle it so she doesn’t piss him off any worse than I already have.

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “In nine months, duh,” Tripp repeats, amused with himself and obviously proud he’s in the know.

      “Shut. Up!” Buzz pauses, the puzzle pieces of information clicking into place for him one at a time until finally, “Wait…you knew about this?”

      Tripp’s massive shoulders rise up then come down.

      “You fucker!” Buzz’s fist pounds down on the coffee table like a hammer, and for a split second, I swear he’s going to lunge at his brother. “Fucker, how could you keep this a secret from me?”

      “Easy—I keep secrets because you keep calling me fucker.”

      Buzz rolls his eyes. “What else haven’t you told me?”

      “Oh, we don’t tell you tons of stuff.” Tripp whistles. “But this was a doozy.”

      Buzz looks at his sister then, eyes sliding from her face to her collarbone. Down her chest to her stomach, where the telltale sign of a baby bump has emerged, small but present.

      “Holy. Shit.” He can barely peel his eyes off that bump. “Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “Not yet.” She hesitates. “I wanted…I w-wanted you both to know first. You and Tripp.”

      “But you’ve been living here with him. When did you tell him? Did he know this whole time?” Buzz points a thumb at his brother, firing off questions. “Why didn’t you come live with Hollis and me? We have more than enough room.”

      “Because…” True swipes at the hair in her face. “He’s hardly here, and I needed space. Time to think. He’s not all up in my business.”

      “I wouldn’t be all up in your business!”

      She gawks at him. “Are you insane? Your favorite thing to do is gossip and talk shit about people!”

      “No it is not!” He’s objecting, but his guilty eyes betray him. “I hate talking shit about people! I’m nice!”

      It’s true; he isn’t the worst considering he can be a real douche canoe some days.

      Look at him now, running hot then cold then hot then cold. He hasn’t even reacted to the part about True having a baby; he’s more worked up about the fact that she’s living with the wrong brother and that we banged at his wedding and that he wasn’t the first to know.

      “Trace, you play matchmaker with everyone—I didn’t need you trying to do it with me.”

      She’s calling him by his real name again, and I hold back a grin.

      “Um, newsflash—hellerrr, I don’t know if you know this, but I’ve repeatedly told José he cannot have your number. That is not me playing matchmaker—that is me being a cock-blocker.” He looks pleased with himself, standing tall, chest out. As if he’s done her a favor. “Little did I know you were already screwing! I feel so betrayed.”

      He does everything but put a hand to his brow and toss himself on the couch.

      “You are getting so off topic here. Mateo didn’t come here to tell you we’re having sex. We wanted to tell you we’re pregnant.”

      “Pregnant,” Tripp repeats, biting into his celery.

      “Pregnant,” Buzz says again. “Wait—you’re having a baby?”

      “Oh my god!” True hefts herself off the couch and walks to the kitchen, clearly intent on ignoring her idiot brother and fetching herself some water. She takes out a glass from the cabinet and goes about the task while Buzz sputters in the living room.

      “You’re pregnant?” Back to the shouting.

      “Damn is he slow on the uptake.” I can’t stop the words from coming out of my mouth, and Tripp nods in agreement.

      “So slow.”

      “Shut up!”

      “Hey, we don’t use those words in front of the baby,” Tripp scolds. “Clean up the language—we have to make some changes around here.”

      “I’m not living here forever!” True singsongs at the sink. “I’m moving out as soon as I find a place.”

      “You’ve not even looked at one single place.”

      She shrugs to herself. “But I will.”

      Little do they all know, I want her to move in with me. We may not be in a relationship-relationship, but she’s the mother of my first child and I’d like to think we’re…

      I don’t know.

      Falling in love maybe. Or will.

      Or might.

      Tripp stops chewing. “Don’t be so hasty. You don’t have to decide now.”

      “I’m deciding right now—I’m moving out.”

      “Take your time and think about it.” He winks at her, resting one arm on the back of the couch.

      She rolls her eyes.

      “She can move in with me,” Buzz argues, not wanting to be left out.

      True snorts.

      “Why are you like this?” he asks her, disgusted by her reaction to his suggestion, which—honestly? Is pretty damn great of him. The fact that they’re bickering over her living with them is great, actually.

      No less than I would do for any of my sisters, though Gloria basically does live with me when she gets sick of our parents.

      “Who else knows?” Buzz wants to know, following her into the kitchen.

      “Tripp. Chandler. Molly.” True lets the silence linger a few seconds. “And now you.”

      So few people.

      Her shoulders rise and fall as she breathes out a puff of air. “I had to tell someone. Molly said it wasn’t healthy for me to keep the secret, and it wasn’t good for the baby to keep the news to myself.”

      “Molly,” Buzz repeats. “The fifteen-year-old neighbor kid said that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Pause.” He cocks his head to one side, tapping his hands in the universal gesture for time out. “You told the neighbor kid before you told me?”

      Here we go again…

      “I mean, she’s the one who found me throwing up in Tripp’s toilet, Buzz. What did you want me to do!”

      His face contorts. “Ew.”

      “See! You are so unbelievable! You just said you wanted me to stay at your house, but then you say ‘ew’ when I mention puking!”

      “Not the same thing. You made no mention of barfing—which is gross. I’d rather it be in his toilet, unless you’re done having morning sickness, in which case the offer is back on.” He’s leaning against the counter now, more at ease than he was a few minutes ago, which is a good sign.

      “So now what do we do?”

      We.

      As if this is a team effort.

      Team Espinoza-Wallace doesn’t have the worst ring to it.

      True throws her arms around her brother, and I hear a little sob escape her throat as she hugs him.

      “Thank you. I love you,” she gushes. “I was so scared to tell you.”

      We’re all smiling and laughing—and sure, mine may be a little forced because I’m still terrified Buzz might haul off and decide he still wants to nail me in the nads, but all in all…

      It couldn’t have gone any better.

      Besides, if True is right and Buzz and Hollis are having a baby too, then he’s keeping secrets of his own and will need our forgiveness when they finally break the news.
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      We.

      There’s that word they love using.

      I become emotional when my brother tosses out the ‘we’ word the same way Molly uses it. The same way Tripp uses it. The same way Mateo uses it.

      We.

      As in: we are a team.

      You are not doing this alone.

      Why I ever thought I was alone is beyond me.

      It’s because I wasn’t in a relationship when I got the news, and I thought that somehow made me…alone in all this.

      But I’m not alone at all. I’m surrounded by people who love me, and shame on me for forgetting that.

      I should have known it would be like this the second I stepped over Tripp’s threshold, my brothers always stepping in to protect me.

      Nothing has changed over the years.

      A tear stains my cheek and I wipe it away.

      “Jesus, do not start to cry on us,” Tripp warns, but it’s too late.

      I am crying big, wet tears.

      Ugly ones too, I’m sure.

      Mateo rises from the couch and walks to stand beside me, gently rubbing my back in the same slow circles he was using on the couch before.

      Feels so good.

      “She’s been doing this all week,” Tripp informs Buzz, the expert—at least in his mind—on everything I do since I’ve been living in his house.

      “How would you know? You haven’t even been home in days,” I shoot back with a sniffle. He’s been out of town playing in whatever football game he played in, in whichever city.

      “Can we get back to the part where José is banging my sister? I’m shook.” Buzz shoots a pointed glance at Mateo, glaring at him. “I trusted you, man.”

      Luckily, Mateo doesn’t have to defend himself because Tripp continues playing peacemaker. “What is the big deal, Buzz? For god’s sake, what is the big deal? This could have been some asshole we know nothing about, some schmuck who’s only using her—but it’s someone we know, and Christ, can’t you just admit he’s a decent guy? It could be worse.” He looks over at me. “No offense, True.”

      Um. None taken?

      They argue about it as if Mateo and I aren’t standing in the same room, going round and round about Mateo being a teammate and bro code this and bro code that.

      “Could you not!” I yell, interrupting. “Guys! Guys. None of this is helping—I don’t need to stand here and listen to this.” I put my hand on Mateo’s arm. “We’re…doing this together, whatever that looks like. We don’t know. But I’m not going to let you treat him like garbage because I slept with him.”

      “Uh, are you forgetting the baby part?”

      My hands go to my stomach and I rub. “Of course I haven’t forgotten.”

      “Are you…” Buzz hesitates. “Excited?”

      “Yes.”

      Beside me, Mateo is nodding too. “Very. My family is going to flip.”

      “So you haven’t told anyone either, eh?”

      He glances at me. “I haven’t known that long, so I haven’t had the chance. I’m still kind of processing.”

      Buzz with his non-filter looks at me. “What the fuck, True? Have you been lying to everyone?”

      “Kind of. But I was scared, okay? I didn’t know what to do! That’s why I came here…I had to think.” I just needed a place to come and stay so I could think…

      Mateo takes his hand off my back and puts it around my shoulders, pulling me in. Kisses the top of my head.

      “Dude. This is so fucking weird,” Buzz blurts out. “It’s like I’m having a nightmare but I can’t wake up.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      All three of us tell him this at the same time and we laugh, because it’s funny, then we laugh some more because we all get a case of nerves at the same time.

      Tears well in my eyes again, from emotions and tension and hormones, and before I know it I’m crying all over again.

      Tripp, Buzz, and Mateo all look at me.

      “Oh my god, this could be like Three Men and a Baby, that movie where the three guys find a baby and raise it in their swanky loft apartment in the city!” Buzz gasps on the tail end of his great idea.

      “Did you seriously just say that out loud?” Mateo is shaking his head.

      “How fun would that be?” Buzz is warming to his idea. “The media would eat that shit up.”

      “Are you hearing yourself? You sound psychotic.”

      “Okay, but you have to admit it’s a great idea.”

      He does sound crazy.

      I wave a hand in front of his face to remind him the mother of this child he’s talking about kidnapping and raising with his two buddies is sitting in front of him.

      “Hello! I’m right here.”

      I swear, Buzz can be such a tool sometimes with the worst freaking ideas. Where do the ideas even come from?

      So dumb.

      “I’m sorry but that movie is like, thirty years old—no one would have a clue what you were talking about. They’d have to google it.”

      “Whatever. If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “You are not using your niece or nephew as a publicity stunt.”

      Buzz points a finger at Tripp. “No, he’s the one who does the publicity stunts.”

      It’s true.

      Back before Tripp was in a relationship with his girlfriend Chandler, they had a few public run-ins that made him look horrible in the news and on social media.

      Chandler single-handedly flipped him on his ass, in the middle of the dance floor at Buzz and Hollis’s wedding, and the entire world saw it.

      So what does he go and do? He stages a dinner date to make them look chummy, spinning the situation to look as if he planned the wedding blunder—making it seem as if Chandler actually liked him when in fact she thought he was an asshole.

      Because he mostly is.

      Anyway, the whole thing was a comedy of errors, and now months later they’re in love and dating when they both have the time.

      “I’m a new person now—leave me alone.”

      “So no to raising the baby just the three of us? Ugh, fine.”

      No matter what, Buzz can always make me laugh with his shenanigans.

      He means well, he just sometimes comes off harsh, and it’s on the tip of my tongue to ask about Hollis and the strange looks they were exchanging last time we had a family dinner, my sneaking suspicions nagging at the back of my brain.

      Hollis is pregnant and he hasn’t said a word about it, so you have nothing to feel guilty about, True.

      Nothing.
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      Since Buzz found out about the baby, he has been over at Tripp’s house constantly—as if he has nothing better to do than drive me insane with his nonstop hovering.

      The worst kind of mother hen.

      Zero parts mother, all parts hen, he stands up and follows me any time I leave a room like a puppy dog tailing its owner.

      Both he and Chewy follow when I get off the couch and head to the kitchen to refill my water glass, and I abruptly stop walking, causing him to smash into my back—the way we used to in the hallway in middle school as a joke on our friends or anyone behind us.

      “Why’d you stop?”

      “Why are you following me? I’m not going into labor in the kitchen—I’m not even twenty weeks yet. You have to get a life, man. Don’t you have things you should be doing?”

      Like packing to move west for a month?

      Practice?

      Getting your house ready to be vacant for four weeks?

      Everything and anything but standing over me?

      Enough is enough.

      “Give me some space—you’re suffocating me.”

      “Hold up, did you say labor?” Buzz’s face is blank, his mouth turning down at the corners, a puzzled expression crossing his features. “You’re going into labor?”

      I push out a sigh. “I said I wasn’t going into labor—are you paying attention?”

      “Yes,” he mumbles then directs his pout in Mateo’s direction. “She’s mean when she’s hormonal.”

      Since Mateo is a smarter man than my brother, he doesn’t reply.

      But I do.

      “I’m not being mean, Buzz. I’m fed up with your hovering—there’s a big difference.”

      He scoffs. “Potato, po-tah-to.”

      Buzz is infuriating.

      In. Furiating.

      I’m not in the mood for this.

      When the door to the laundry room opens and Tripp comes walking through it, I sigh with relief. He’s always a good buffer when I need brotherly Buzz to ease up on me.

      “Hey, Mateo.” He nods toward my…non-boyfriend, setting his car keys on the counter and directing his gaze toward our brother. “Why are you here?”

      Again.

      “Can’t a guy come check on his preggo my eggo?”

      Leggo my eggo. Ha ha, good pun, moron.

      I wonder what he’s like at home with Hollis.

      Horrible, I imagine.

      I sigh. “Would you please tell him to stop checking in on me? I’m not a child. Mom hasn’t even been this bad.”

      Mateo and I video-chatted with my parents to break the news since they’re not in town and have no idea when they’re coming back. I actually thought about flying to Florida to do it in person, but…

      Modern technology saved me a trip.

      Obviously, my mother cried and vowed to fly home the first chance they got, after Dad played golf with his buddies, of course—the main reason they’re down south in the first place.

      It was their first opportunity to meet Mateo, and considering the circumstances, I’d say it went…great?

      I think.

      “Hey sweetie, how are you!” Mom has her reading glasses on so she can see the phone screen better, her face so close to the camera I have to tell her to move back. Or set it down somewhere and lean it against something.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s coming, nugget, don’t worry.”

      A silence follows as she finally notices Mateo sitting next to me on Tripp’s couch.

      “Who’s this now?”

      Dad chooses that moment to plop down, too. “Hey—that’s José Espinoza.” He turns to Mom. “True, that’s José Espinoza.”

      Out of respect, I don’t roll my eyes. “I know who it is, Dad.”

      “Okay, but what’s he doing there?”

      “We’re…friends.” Shoot, that sounded terrible. The last thing I want to do is downplay our connection right out of the gate. “We’re together, I mean. Together.”

      “Dating?” Dad asks. “You’re dating a ballplayer?” He sits back in the kitchen barstool he’s occupying, crossing his arms and looking pleased as punch. “Well I’ll be damned. Who’d have thought.”

      Me.

      I would have thought because when have I ever not dated athletes or coaches or staffers?

      “How nice!” Mom enthuses. “It’s good to meet you, José. I wish we were in town—we could have had dinner. I make the most amazing lasagna.”

      “I’ll have to take you up on that offer soon, ma’am. Um. Mrs. Wallace.”

      I don’t miss Mom nudging Dad with her elbow. “Did you hear that, Roger? He called me ma’am.”

      “I heard him, Genevieve.”

      “Where did the two of you meet?” She’s got her face in the camera again, trying to get a better look at us. The thing is, she can’t do that unless we move closer to our camera. Still doesn’t stop her.

      “Officially? Buzz and Hollis’s wedding,” Mateo supplies. “True and I shared a dance and then I sweet-talked her into sharing a drink with me.”

      That’s not all he sweet-talked me into, I want to add.

      I can feel the sly grin forming on my face.

      Pfft. Shared a dance…

      Hilarious.

      “You were too busy wrangling the Two Stooges,” I tease, referring to my brothers. No matter where they go, one of them causes a scene, and the wedding reception was no exception.

      Mom forgets her manners and grunts. “Don’t remind me. The video of Tripp spread out on the ballroom floor pops up every so often on my Instagram discover feed.”

      Um.

      Okayyy…

      “It was a wedding none of us will ever forget,” Mateo says. “For other reasons.”

      I clear my throat, grateful for the segue. “Well, see, Mom and Dad…that’s what I called to tell you. Mateo and I…well.” I let out a long steady breath, Mateo’s hand going to my back the same way it did when we told my brother.

      Gosh, why is it so hard breaking news like this!

      It’s happy news!

      News that should be done in person, not over the damn phone, and certainly not in a video chat!

      But—I want to know if the baby is a girl or a boy, and once I do that the entire thing is going to feel more real than it already does, and if I keep the secret from my folks any longer, I might burst from guilt and excitement.

      “What’s wrong, dear?”

      She can tell just by the look on my face that something is up. Not wrong, just…not right.

      Is that the kind of mother I’m going to be? One who just…knows?

      With freaky-deaky intuition like my mother has?

      God I hope so.

      “Sweetie, what is it? You can tell us.”

      Mateo’s hand is still on my back.

      Constant.

      Reliable.

      Steadfast.

      The sexiest of traits among men.

      “Mateo and I—that’s his name, by the way: Mateo José—have something to tell you.”

      “You’re pregnant.” Mom says it matter-of-factly, nailing it on the first try, unlike my brother, who kept guessing and guessing and getting it wrong.

      It throws me completely off.

      “What?”

      “Is that it? Am I right?” I can see her take Dad’s hand and squeeze it. Is she happy about this?

      She certainly doesn’t look or sound devastated.

      “Am I right?” she repeats again when I sit here not responding, my mouth falling open a little.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mateo responds for us. “True is pregnant.”

      “OH!” Mom hops up out of her seat, practically knocking it over. “Oh, did you hear that, Roger! Did you hear that! I’m going to be a grandma.” She’s practically spinning around the kitchen of their rented Florida condo. “What name do I want the baby to call me? Glamma? GanGan?”

      Or, you know—Grandma?

      I had no idea my mother was so extra.

      Wow, she is reeling, fluttering about their kitchen, muttering and crying. When she sits back down, she’s dabbing her eyes with the end of a flip-flop-covered, terrycloth hand towel.

      This is going a million percent better than I predicted, way better than I hoped.

      Mateo’s hand moves from my back to my leg, giving my thigh a rewarding squeeze. See? it’s saying. You survived. They’re happy.

      Roger Wallace still hasn’t uttered a peep; then again, he hasn’t had the chance—not with Mom’s flitting around making all that noise.

      She’s bawling now. “W-what did your parents say, dear?”

      The question is directed at Mateo.

      “We haven’t told my parents yet, ma’am—we wanted to tell you first. We’ll meet my folks in person this weekend, I hope. I’m trying to coordinate it. But…I have a few nieces and nephews already, so I don’t think it’ll be a big deal.”

      I wonder if that’s true.

      What mother wouldn’t be excited for their child’s first child?

      I’m certain he’s downplaying it for Genevieve Wallace’s benefit, and for that, I am grateful.

      There is more crying and Mom keeps hugging Dad, probably because she doesn’t have my shoulder to sob into. There is no way I’ll escape her emotional displays of affection.

      I tell her we’re going to find out the sex of the baby.

      Tell her the appointment is coming up and that I’ll tell her everything when she’s back in town, whenever that is.

      Dad asks Mateo a few questions—mostly about baseball, of course—before we disconnect the call.

      “When did you say you’re going to the doctor?”

      “Huh?” I didn’t hear a word of what either of them said, lost in my own daydream.

      “I asked when your next doctor’s appointment is.”

      Good lord. “You absolutely do not need to know when my appointment is.”

      Buzz looks at Mateo. “Are you going?”

      “Uh. Yes?” The duh is implied.

      This incites my brother. “Why does he get to go and not me?”

      Rudely, he points an index finger at Mateo accusingly, pointing as if he’s a trial attorney prosecuting a witness on the stand—a jury on television, more like—throwing around legal terms in a desperate attempt to win his argument.

      “I object!”

      “You can’t object.” I pat my mouth as if this is the most boring conversation in the world. “He’s the father.”

      “You object to my objection?” he sputters. “On what grounds? Circumstantial evidence does not make him any more special than it makes me.”

      My brother is insane.

      After having sat and listened to my brother whine for the past half hour, Mateo speaks up from his spot on the sofa, where he was peacefully clicking through the channels. “Actually, that makes me way more special—super special, some might say—than it makes you.”

      So there.

      Buzz gasps. “How dare you.”

      “Don’t you have a wife?” Tripp tosses out, bending to scratch Chewy behind the ears.

      “Yeah—she told me I was acting like a lunatic and not to come home until I chilled out. I’m driving her batshit crazy. Her words, not mine.”

      “That’s because you’re bored. Maybe we could go play catch,” Mateo offers kindly.

      “Changing the subject isn’t going to change the subject, so…yeahhh.” My stubborn, bullheaded brother nods his head as if his decision is final. “I think I’m going to that appointment.”

      “No you’re not,” Tripp tells him.

      “You’re not the boss of me, last time I checked.” Buzz snorts so loudly I’m surprised he doesn’t choke.

      “I am the elder Wallace.”

      More snorting. “Dad is the elder Wallace.”

      “Well you’re not going, case closed.”

      “Give me one good reason why.”

      They are seriously arguing amongst themselves as if Mateo and I are not here, posturing and peacocking to be the alpha male.

      “One, you can’t go if I can’t go, and two, there is no number two.”

      So there.

      Matter settled.

      Thank God.

      “Hi. Hello,” Buzz continues in a way only he can. “No one is stopping you from going. I didn’t say you can’t go, I’m telling you I’m going. The more the merrier at these ultrasounds, am I right or am I right?”

      They high-five.

      “This escalated far too quickly,” Mateo mutters from behind me. I can’t tell if he’s as horrified as I am or just mildly amused—or both?

      The brothers Wallace are being ridiculous, and if our mother were here, she’d make them stop talking stupid, stop this nonsense, stop quarreling.

      But she’s not, because they remain in Florida vacationing.

      I have to deal with these fools myself.

      “Um hi. Hello!” Great, I’m quoting Buzz now. “Listen up, both of you—neither of you are coming to this appointment. Not this one, not any after that. Ever—so get it out of your heads.”

      “She’s so cute,” Tripp tells Buzz.

      “Look at how mad she’s getting.” Buzz chuckles. “She’s all red.”

      “Knock it off, you jackasses! You are not coming to the doctor with me!”

      Tripp hums in disagreement. “Um. Technically are you even going to see the doctor, or just the tech doing the ultrasound?” He sounds offended by me, like I know nothing and he’s the expert and he’s going to win this argument on a technicality because I suck at arguing with these idiots.

      Well he is wrong.

      They are not going to win this one.

      I am about to lose my damn mind. “Tripp, it doesn’t freaking matter—you are not coming!”

      “Fine,” Buzz says under his breath. “We’ll draw straws so only one of us goes. Whoever wins has to promise to video-chat.”

      This is getting worse and worse.

      “Okay, let’s draw straws,” Tripp says.

      “Rock paper scissors?” Buzz counters back, always having to have the last word.

      Eye roll. “Fine.”

      They begin rock, paper, scissors, smacking their closed fists and flat palms and scissors fingers against their open hands, shouting “BEST TWO OUT OF THREE!” when they tie.

      Which they’ve done twice now. This never-ending bullshit has become the story of my life, and someone should make a movie about two grown men—both professional athletes—who act like children and terrorize their family.

      “No one is coming!” I yell, already worked into a snit, my blood pressure no doubt skyrocketing past healthy and normal. “Listen to directions, both of you!”
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      They both come when I have my twenty-week appointment.

      Both of them, plus Mateo’s little sister Glory, plus his sister Rosie, and his mother, who wasn’t about to be left out once she heard the appointment was turning into a family affair.

      I glance around the room, spread out on the exam table, clothed in the ugliest gown I’ve ever seen: threadbare, open to the back. I’m freezing my ass off and dying of embarrassment.

      “Has espacio para tu madre.” Make room for your mother, Mrs. Espinoza demands, Mateo translating for her, squeezing into the exam room, the sonographer perched on her stool, looking curiously entertained.

      It was easy for the guys to bribe the technician to let everyone sit in the room for the circus show—not many people say no to famous athletes, certainly not three of them in one room.

      Once they were bribed with a few hundred-dollar bills and the promise of autographed merchandise—plus a box of it for the receptionists too—it still wasn’t easy getting everyone back to the exam room.

      Jeez, and they were so loud, too.

      Like elephants stampeding down a hallway.

      I throw an arm over my eye to block them all out, wanting to fade away into the dimly lit room. Disappear into the table.

      They ooh and ahh when the sonographer—Jennifer—pulls my gown aside to display my belly.

      “Looks like a beer gut.” Buzz laughs.

      Tripp smacks him in the arm. “Now is not the time.”

      “Sorry.”

      I can’t tell if he’s sorry or not because my attention is suddenly drawn to the small screen next to my exam table, and Mateo takes my hand.

      It’s the baby.

      Our baby.

      Baby Wallace it says in the upper left-hand corner of the screen.

      I stare at that name, feeling slightly pink in the cheeks.

      Baby Wallace.

      Baby Espinoza.

      I wonder if his mother has noticed; if she has, she hasn’t mentioned it.

      The room is blessedly quiet, everyone’s eyes glued to the tiny black and white monitor, the small outline of the teeny baby inside my belly projected onto the screen.

      “There are the hands,” Jennifer tells us.

      “I’m getting her her first baseball glove,” Buzz announces. “A pink one.”

      “We don’t know if it’s a girl,” Gloria says.

      “I don’t see a wiener,” my brother tells her. “Trust me, I’m the expert on those.”

      Could he not?

      “Are we sure we want everyone to know?” Jennifer asks. “Did you want me to just write it down so you can do a gender reveal party?”

      “Dear god no, we’re not having one of those,” Tripp grunts.

      “That’s not your decision to make, asshole.” Buzz nudges him hard enough with his elbow that I see it from where I’m lying. “Don’t you think it would be kind of neat to do the giant balloons filled with confetti? We can each pop one.”

      I hear Tripp’s “Eh…maybe.”

      “Jennifer, you’re going to have to give us some time to discuss it as a group before we decide.”

      “Ignore them, Jennifer,” Mateo says. “They have no say in this.”

      “Eh,” Tripp says again, earning a laugh from Mateo’s mother and sisters and a groan from me.

      “Jennifer, when they’re paying the doctor bills and buying diapers, they can have a say in what we decide.”

      “Dibs on buying diapers,” Buzz shouts, rather loudly for such a small room. He immediately gets shushed by half the people in it. “Sorry.”

      “Does this hospital have security officers?” I wonder out loud as the wand thingy moves across my stomach.

      “Yeah, two of them.” Buzz laughs. “Robbie and Kris—we gave them both autographs at the door and tickets to the season opener.”

      Mateo looks up at him, surprise on his face. “You carry around tickets to the season opener?”

      “Er, no—he’s going to email me his address and I’m going to send them.”

      My baby’s father nods. “Ah. Smart.”

      Jennifer clears her throat as a warning, and Mrs. Espinoza loudly sniffs her disapproval of the direction the conversation is taking.

      The whole thing has gotten so far off track it will be a miracle if anyone notices the baby sprouting two heads and little devil horns up on the ultrasound screen.

      “Guys, time and place. Time. And. Place.” Glory gets the room back on track—sort of.

      “So that doesn’t answer the question of if we want to know the sex of our baby or not,” Buzz whisper-talks into the dim room.

      “Mateo and I will discuss it ALONE once Jennifer kindly clears the room. This is ridiculous.”

      And so typical of a Wallace gathering.

      It cannot and never will be normal.

      What is normal anyway?

      Boring, that’s what.

      Jennifer shoots the group a silencing look. “Give me a few more minutes of quiet, guys, and then we’ll have you wait outside.”

      “Hey, I paid good money for these seats,” Tripp grumbles.

      “You paid no money for these seats. I’m the one who told Robbie and Kris they could have tickets to the game.”

      Tripp scoffs. “You’re not paying for those either, moron. You’ll have your manager send them over—get real.”

      “So? They’re still not free. Someone’s gotta pay for those.” He glances around the room at his captive audience. “I’ll pay for those tickets in home runs, sucker. BOOM goes the dynamite.”

      He makes a fist then makes it explode, making half the room laugh.

      Even Mrs. Espinoza can’t keep the giggle out of her scowl.

      “Dammit, Buzz!” I curse. “Shoot, sorry,” I mutter, remembering myself and the women in the room—the ones just getting to know me. The last thing Mrs. Espinoza needs to know is that I occasionally have the mouth of a truck driver.

      In my defense, I work in a male-dominated industry and half the dudes are sexist pigs who underestimate me on every level. I have to level the playing field somehow, and my vocabulary is a great place to start.

      I grimace, staring back at the tiny monitor, at my baby, whose uncles are completely stealing the show here. Damn them, can’t they shut up for three seconds?

      “That’s definitely a wiener,” Gloria mutters.

      “Mmm, are you sure about that?” Jennifer interjects, moving the wand here and there, the gel sticking to my belly. “Lots of teeny tiny baby parts.”

      She hums, lips sealed.

      Moves the wand around some more. Then, satisfied, she sets it aside and straightens to glance around the crowded room.

      “Okay everyone, I’m going to need you to quietly exit and quietly wait in the lobby.” She pauses. “Quietly.”

      “Gotcha.” Mateo’s sisters link arms and grab their mother.

      Mrs. Espinoza leans down and kisses me on the forehead, then her son on the top of the head.

      A sweet moment I store away, grateful she was here today.

      Everyone shuffles out, winter jackets in hand.

      I hear them meandering down the hall, my brothers’ loud whispers still too damn loud and not at all quiet as they’ve been told repeatedly, but it makes me smile regardless.

      My brothers.

      I lay a hand on my stomach.

      Maybe, baby, you’ll have a brother like that one day. Or maybe you’ll be the brother.

      Two boys and one girl.

      I could live with that for the rest of my life.

      Just imagine…

      I turn my head toward Mateo.

      He kisses me on the lips, something he hasn’t done much of—certainly never when my brothers are around, those heathens.

      I sigh, content.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-One

          

          

      

    

    







            Mateo

          

        

      

    

    
      “I am never doing that again.” I’m stretched out beside True on my bed that night after our appointment, just…exhausted. “Ever.”

      I never realized how damn tiring the Wallaces are, and I’ve only spent time with the three of them.

      It’s way worse than seven Espinoza siblings by far.

      Buzz is like four people wrapped into one childish, ridiculous, loud man-child.

      “We are never doing that again,” True agrees. “I can’t believe we let it happen to begin with.” She’s lying on her side, looking like she belongs on my bed, in my condo. “My brothers are so embarrassing.”

      “My sisters didn’t seem to think so. God, I’ve never heard Rosaria laugh so loud—she sounded like a hyena.”

      Frightening, really.

      “I’m glad your mom was able to come today even if it was crazy in that room. Poor Jennifer.”

      I groan. “Don’t go Poor Jennifer-ing Jennifer—she knew what she was getting herself into when she agreed to let them in that room. Buzz was making farting noises with his armpit in the lobby when she came to collect us—none of his behavior came as a surprise.”

      “Can you not remind me how immature my brother is? And can you believe he’s married? Like, someone actually married him. On purpose.”

      I roll to face her, resting a hand on her belly. “Some good things came out of that wedding.”

      Her expression softens and she blushes, putting her hand on top of mine. “That’s true.”

      We lie here like this—perfectly content and quiet, my hand on her stomach, her hand on mine, rubbing the life that’s inside of her body. It still amazes me that we’re doing this.

      I can hardly fucking believe it.

      Wild.

      Surreal.

      “Come with me to Arizona, True.” I say it in a near whisper, meaning every word. Wanting it.

      She’s quiet, but I know she’s been thinking about going with me because we’ve discussed it before. Or, I’ve asked anyway—not sure if she has taken my requests seriously, so I ask again.

      “You don’t have any appointments coming up now that this one is out of the way, and if you do, we can fly back.”

      Money is not an issue.

      “What am I supposed to do while you’re working? Wait around?”

      Is that what she thinks?

      “No—you can work. You can use the office that’s in the house and then we can go on dates and get to know each other, and if you can’t stand me by the end of the thirty-seven days…” I swallow. “Then we’ll work out a custody schedule and I won’t insert myself in your life unless it has to do with the baby, and we can co-parent like champions.”

      That sounds depressing as fuck.

      True considers this as she’s done before, her head giving the barest of nods.

      “Wait—what does that mean?”

      “It means…okay. Yes. Yes, I’ll fly out and stay with you in Arizona so we can get to know each other better and see where this goes.”

      She’s holding her breath.

      “Seriously?” I push myself back and up to my knees, bouncing on the mattress. “Are you being for real?”

      True laughs and holds her stomach. “Yes, I’m being for real.” Her hands are pushing at my thighs now. “Would you stop that?”

      Playfully I lower myself again and brace myself over her. “You have no idea how happy this makes me.”

      Contento. Happy.

      Emocionado. Excited.

      “And my brother will be there with Hollis so we can hang out together when y’all have free time.”

      “Are you trying to kill my boner?”

      “You have a boner?” Her hands slide down my abs until they’re moving across the silky mesh of my shorts, giving my erection a flirtatious squeeze. “Are you talking about this boner?” She pauses. “Did you know when I was in school, there was a kid named Andy and Boner was his nickname? I always wondered what that meant and never knew.”

      “There was a kid nicknamed Boner at your school? That sounds fucking terrible. The guys must have been total assholes to stick him with a nickname like that.”

      “Or they didn’t know what it meant either?”

      “Oh, they knew what it meant. All guys know what it means the second they get one.”

      The good news is, True is still rubbing mine, so I let the conversation continue.

      “You think so?” she asks.

      “Absolutely.”

      My hips slowly begin to rotate.

      We are going to bone. Screw.

      Bang.

      Score!

      “Yeah, and he was a really nice guy, too,” True goes on as I dip to kiss her neck. “I wonder what he’s up to right now.”

      “I don’t.” My nose is nuzzling the skin below her ear, a spot that drives her wild.

      “But Boner? Come on now.”

      I am trying to come now, if she’d stop talking about some other dude while I’m trying to seduce her.

      “You smell so good,” I murmur into her ear, nibbling her lobe.

      “Thank you, I showered today.”

      “Sexy,” I tease, gliding my hand down her shirt, over her boob, rib cage, and waist. “Are these granny panties new?”

      I snap the elastic band.

      “They are,” she moans. “Came in a four pack. Cotton.”

      “Nice.”

      “I thought so.”

      “Mmm, Hanes,” I say breathlessly. “Mami sexy.” Sexy mama. “La mina.” Mine.

      “Uh-huh,” she moans, entirely unaware that I just called her mine. “I love it when you speak Spanish to me. It’s so sexy.”

      “Not as sexy as you are in these high-waisted briefs.”

      True laughs. “They’re about as sexy as those jalapeño boxer shorts you had on last week.”

      I pull back to look at her face. “You don’t like my jalapeño boxer shorts?”

      This is news to me.

      “Um, they’re saggy in the ass, so that’s going to be a hard no.”

      Huh.

      “I like those damn things, and now I have to burn them.”

      “Don’t go doing anything drastic on my account.” She giggles. “It’s not like they’re jalapeño face.”

      “Wow. True Wallace has jokes.”

      “Some.” She blushes at the compliment. “I’m not as funny as my brothers…”

      When she says it that way, it sounds like she means it.

      “Hey.” I tilt her chin with the tip of my finger. “You’re adorable and funny and clever.”

      I love it.

      I love her.

      I love True Wallace, the mother of my unborn baby.

      Of course, I don’t tell her that; it would freak her the fuck out, and the last thing I need is for her to run from me again.

      Nope.

      I’m keeping that information in my back pocket for now.

      “Lie here and let me take care of you.”

      “Pfft, I planned on being lazy.” She stretches out, spreading her legs. “I had a rough day.”

      She did not, but we had a few moments where the day was a bit…much.

      Her mom and dad video-chatting a few times, not wanting to be left out of the excitement.

      My mom.

      Two of my sisters.

      Her brothers.

      Molly texting, not wanting to be left out either but having a babysitting job across town.

      It’s been a lot.

      But I guess what do you expect with families like ours?

      Chaos.

      True’s hair fans out on the pillow, looking all kinds of mermaid sexiness, dark against light. Tight t-shirt. White cotton underwear.

      None of it is blatantly sexy; she’s certainly not lying here in Victoria’s Secret pin-up lingerie, but something about it has me harder than any porn I accidentally watched the past few weeks.

      Listen, I was desperate, okay?!

      White tee.

      Dark nipples.

      Wiggling hips.

      Baby bump.

      Muy caliente…

      Very hot.

      I kneel between her legs, adjusting us both on the bed so I can sprawl out below her and not fall off the mattress, my ass in the air as my head and fingers and hands graze her through the fabric of her underwear.

      I wet it with my tongue.

      Suck.

      Suck until her hands grasp the bedding with white knuckles.

      That’s my girl.

      I know she’s not going to want to finish unless I’m buried deep inside her—that’s what True does. Impatiently begs and begs until I slip my dick in and pump until she comes.

      This time that won’t be happening.

      She’s going to come on my tongue if we have to stay like this all goddamn night.

      True has herself propped up at one point, using her elbows so she can watch me from her vantage point on the pillow, her eyes glassy with lust, her mouth open.

      When I rake my teeth over her clit, her head drops back, hitting the pillow, a soft moan escaping her lips.

      Escaping her throat.

      She can barely stand what I’m doing to her, and I know the begging is going to begin any second now.

      I’m not wrong.

      “Mateo, please.”

      I shake my head though it’s in between her legs and grunt out a “No.”

      “Why?” she whines.

      I ignore her.

      I want her to relax so she can enjoy herself, not beg for momentary pleasure. I want to draw this out. Torture her a little. Make her want me when I’m not around because all she can do is think about my head between her legs.

      I imagine seeing the top of my head is a turn-on, just like seeing my lips on her pussy is a turn-on, too.

      I’ve always been turned on by the sight of a woman’s head bobbing up and down as she sucks my dick, so I can’t imagine this is any different.

      Pushing the fabric of her underwear aside, I lavish her clit with a lick straight down the middle of her slit and bask in the moaning coming from her throat.

      “Mateo.”

      At what point will she learn she can’t have the D in the P just because she begs for it?

      It doesn’t take long before her thighs begin to quake.

      Shake?

      The thrashing of her head on the pillow intensifies. The hand clenching the bedspread clenches harder.

      True is a goddess laid out before me. Beautiful.

      Pregnant.

      Halfway to rocking an orgasm.

      “Are you trying to make me go into early labor?”

      I ignore her.

      “I s-swear t-to g-god, Mateo, if you don’t…”

      Naughty, naughty, using the Lord’s name in vain. She should know better than that.

      I feast on her, going at it like both our lives depend on this.

      I moan too, humming into her core, adding to the vibrations.

      “Oh god…”

      There she goes again.

      “Oh…”

      She’s close.

      My thumb goes in slow circles just at the top of her pussy, round and round, while my tongue licks and my lips suck, grinding my stiff boner into the covers, not nearly close enough to finding my own release.

      I’ll handle that after I handle her, maybe give myself a handy after she climaxes.

      “Sshh…” True is pushing sounds out of her lips, none of which make sense. “Ahh…ohhh…uh…yee…”

      I smile into her pussy, parting it with my fingers to lick deeper.

      Sweet, sweet pussy.
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        * * *

      

      “That wasn’t fair.”

      “What wasn’t?”

      “You, making me come from oral. I hate that.”

      “You hate oral?” I can feel my brows shooting into my hairline, stunned expression surely across my face.

      “No, I hate not feeling in control. I love being on top so I can control my own orgasm.”

      Eh. “That sounds overrated. Isn’t it better to be so out of control you’re calling out to God and saying words no one can understand?”

      Beside me, she shrugs. Turns again to face me, looking like an angel, naked and covered with only a white bedsheet. Sex hair tangled and falling every which way.

      “Are you nervous to have me come with you to Arizona?”

      Nervous? “Not at all. Why would I be?”

      She shrugs again. “I don’t know—have you ever lived with anyone before?”

      “I mean…I have six sisters, True. There are no roommates on this planet that are worse than that.”

      “But you’ve never lived with a woman? Romantically, I mean.”

      “No. This will be good practice, eh? Short amount of time, so if you get sick of me, it’ll be over before it begins and…you can come home.”

      “True.” She nods. “I doubt I’ll get sick of you though.”

      I gape at her. “True Wallace, are you giving me a compliment?”

      She pulls a face. “Do you consider that a compliment? The fact that I probably won’t get sick of you?”

      “Hell yeah. Baby steps, True. Baby steps. Pun intended. It took you weeks to tell me about the baby and a few dates for you to get comfortable with me—the fact that you think we’ll get along and you won’t get sick of me while we live together is a good sign.” I nod. “Yup. A good sign.”

      “You keep throwing around the term ‘living together’, but it’s more like we’re getting to know each other for the sake of the baby. Or am I wrong?”

      Okay, Debbie Downer, way to come in hot with the reality check.

      I frown. “I mean, technically we’ll be living together.”

      She smiles at me, eyes soft. “Alright. If you insist.”

      “I do.”
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        True

        Phoenix, Arizona

      

      

      

      “Are you going to tell us if it’s a girl or a boy or not?” My brother is holding a platter of uncooked hamburgers and hot dogs, poised to set them down on the shelf for the gas grill. “It’s annoying that you haven’t said anything.”

      I cock one of my eyebrows. “When are you going to tell the family that Hollis is expecting?”

      Buzz glances up at me, tongs suspended in the air.

      He snaps them in my direction. “Why would you think Hollis is pregnant?”

      I shift next to him, sipping on cold iced tea, standing nearby to keep him company in the backyard while he’s at the grill.

      I let out a pfft. “I saw the looks on your faces that night we were at dinner with Mom and Dad, and I put two and two together. My sisterly spidey senses were tingling.” There is such a thing. “So, am I wrong?”

      Buzz is silent.

      “Blink twice if I’m right.”

      Irritated, he glances over at me, not blinking at all. “Why are you like this?”

      “Because you’re my brother and you practically raised me. Takes one to know one.”

      You practically raised me—words we  use to joke about the years growing up because we spent so much time together as kids it’s almost as if we parented each other.

      Buzz clicks his tongs again. “Don’t let Mom hear you say that.”

      He’s still avoiding the question. But, speaking of Mom, she and Dad will be in Arizona in two weeks’ time.

      “Are you serious? We made her life easier by being up each other’s butts when we were younger—all I ever wanted was to hang out with you and Tripp and follow you around. She hardly had to do anything but feed me.”

      “Until we got into high school and you couldn’t play football or baseball with us.”

      True. “But I came to all of your games.”

      I was never far away even when I began playing sports on my own, volleyball and basketball and softball in the summers for the club team a few towns over.

      Our poor parents could never have a life; they spent it driving us around before we could drive ourselves. And when Tripp got his license, he had to drive Buzz and me. Then when Buzz got his license, they fought over who would have to take me because neither of them ever wanted to.

      Little sisters—what a pain in the ass.

      I didn’t think much of it back then, but now that I’m an adult, I can see how annoying I must have been, following them around, whining, begging for rides and attention.

      I wanted to be just.

      Like.

      My.

      Brothers.

      And what damn good brothers they were, too.

      They complained plenty but always wound up including me anyway.

      Aww.

      Feeling nostalgic, I move closer to Buzz and, without thinking, wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze, enfolding him in a hug.

      “What’s that for?” he asks, hugging me back, tongs still in his hand.

      “I love you.”

      “Aww, sis. I love you, too.” He kisses the top of my head. “Are you having a girl or a boy? I won’t say anything to Tripp—he doesn’t have to know I know.”

      I pull back.

      “You’re a total beast. Are you ever going to let it go?”

      His giant shoulders shrug under my hug. “Not until I know if I’m having a niece or a nephew.”

      “Are you going to tell me if I’m going to be an aunt? Or are you going to keep avoiding me when I ask? The fact that you won’t deny it is proof enough.”

      “Then why do you keep asking?”

      This makes me wonder… “Are you not telling me on purpose because you know it’s driving me nuts?”

      “I’m not saying a word because I’m not saying a word.”

      I smack him in the arm then plop back down at the nearby table.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One week later

      

      

      

      This is the first time I’ve seen Mateo play.

      Sure, he’s been on the field when my brother is playing—obviously—but I’ve never…noticed him. He’s always just been in the background.

      Today I notice him.

      And he is amazing.

      Seeing him doing what he does best is amazing.

      Gone are the days of tight baseball pants and sexy uniforms, but man does he look good even in the baggy ones.

      Good?

      That’s an understatement.

      I’m down in the stands behind home plate with Hollis, munching on a hot dog and nachos, finally at a point where I’m eating for two.

      Me and baby, not me and my inner bitch.

      Hollis? Not so much.

      I glance over at her and have to admit she’s looking a tad bit…

      Nauseous.

      I know that look because it’s the same look I saw when I gazed into the mirror after discovering I was pregnant, except she must be further along at this stage. But then again, I’m just guessing—what do I know about anything anymore?

      I shield my eyes so I can get a better view of the field.

      Better view of Mateo and my brother.

      Working together to win the preseason game.

      I sigh, content.

      The sun is high in the sky and in our eyes, even with the overhang of the stadium behind us providing a bit of shade.

      Anyway, back to Mateo.

      My eyes are glued to him as if we are two magnets being pulled together.

      We’ve gotten closer in the time I’ve been in Arizona. We’re even sharing a bed even though he said I could have the second bedroom to myself. Somehow, once I arrived, it just didn’t feel right.

      I want to be close to him emotionally and physically.

      It’s better than I could have imagined.

      I offer a nacho to Hollis, who’s been sipping on Sprite during the game and nibbling on crackers she had in her bag—clearly, she didn’t get the memo that no carry-ins are allowed!

      Honestly, though, not a soul on earth is going to tell Hollis Westbrooke Wallace she cannot bring her own food into the stadium.

      Hollis declines my offer with a weak smile, and I drape an arm over her shoulder, squeezing.

      Girl, I know what you’re feeling right now, I silently tell her without saying the words.

      The sun feels fantastic, this beautiful summer-like weather doing me a world of good, both for my morale and my body.

      I’ve been soaking it up since I got here.

      The game goes on, the Chicago Steam up by two runs, and it’s looking like they’re going to win the game now that we’re in the home stretch, top of the ninth inning.

      I prop my legs up on the seat in front of me since it’s unoccupied and lean back, the players before me already familiar faces. There’s something cool about watching men you know personally, men whose wives and girlfriends are sitting around you. Their kids too.

      It’s one thing to see a game played on television, another completely to watch it live. I know what all the fuss is about, why fans get so ramped up and excited when they score tickets.

      There is just no beating it.

      When the game is over, our team with another preseason victory, I stand to collect my things, letting everyone around us file out first to avoid the rush.

      But then the loud speaker clicks on and the announcer’s voice booms loudly, and I glance around to figure out what’s going on.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, can you please turn your attention back to the pitcher’s mound? Please welcome Mateo José Espinoza—all-star second baseman and the pride of Chicago—back to the field.”

      The crowd that was on its feet to depart the stadium is now cheering, eventually sitting back down when Mateo ambles toward the middle of the field. No glove on his hand, just a hat on his head.

      He waves. Tips his hat in greeting before accepting a microphone and clearing his throat.

      “Hola, Arizona. Cómo estás?” How are you doing?

      This much Spanish I know, and the fans get loud again.

      “Aren’t you relieved we won today?” More enthusiastic cheering. “I know I am.”

      There’s some laughter drifting my way as I take my seat again, behind home plate, beaming down at the father of my child.

      “I am feeling very lucky today, ladies and gentlemen—I have someone visiting that is with you in the stands today who is very special to me.”

      Oh god.

      He is not.

      I lift my head to meet his eyes, for he has sought me out from his spot on the pitcher’s mound, giant grin spread across his handsome face still shiny with perspiration from the beating sun and the game he just played.

      What on earth is he about to say?

      I can’t even imagine, but I’m about to soon discover it.

      “Familia is the most important thing to me. I don’t know how many facts you know about me, but I grew up with six sisters—five older, one younger—and always knew I wanted a big family. Or maybe I just knew I wanted to start a family while I was still younger.”

      The throng cheers.

      Lots of wolf whistles.

      Shouting.

      All I can think is If he proposes to me right now, I am literally going to leap over this netting to wring his neck.

      “A few months ago, I met someone.” Loud cheering. “Yes, yes, I know. But she’s a private young woman, and she is going to kill me for even saying this.”

      Kill him? That’s an understatement.

      “So I met this young woman, and together we…”

      Don’t say it, don’t say it, do not say it.

      He says it.

      “Well…we’re having a baby, guys!” Mateo throws his hands in the air. “I’m going to be a daddy!”

      Everyone in the stands jumps to their feet to thunderous ovations, the applause deafening—more so than when the Chicago Steam won the game today on the “home” soil of their spring training stadium.

      I cover my ears but have a stupid grin on my face, one I probably won’t be able to wipe off for hours.

      Ugh, why is he like this?

      Still, I’m biting my bottom lip to stop the tears of happiness from spilling out of my eyes.

      Seeing Mateo so happy makes me happy.

      What a weird, wild trip this pregnancy has been, and it keeps getting better.

      Last night when we were in bed together after he’d spent the entire day working, he crawled in and held me close, and we talked about names and things we want the baby to learn and ways we want to parent.

      Strict but loving, no nonsense.

      I draw my attention back to Mateo, who hasn’t said my name or pointed me out to anyone—at least I can have some anonymity while I’m sitting here.

      “It’s a girl!” he adds with a yelp, leaping up to celebrate, tossing his hat into the air like a graduation cap.

      It flies onto the grass where the shortstop usually stands.

      From somewhere to the left of the diamond, my brother emerges—probably from the dugout, stomping across the dirt field to where Mateo stands, kicking up dust along the way.

      “I knew it!” he hollers, running to the center of the field and grabbing Mateo, hauling him up off the ground and spinning him in circles like they just scored the winning home run in a long-fought game.

      Then, Buzz sets Mateo down on the ground, extends his hand, and reaches for the microphone.

      “Hey! I also have something to say!”

      I doubt the crowd was expecting a show like this—nay, a spectacle—but they’re certainly in for a rare treat.

      Totally getting their money’s worth.

      “My wife is pregnant too!”

      My brother and…boyfriend embrace again, whooping and hollering like frat brothers at a keg party.

      My jaw drops open even as I jump up out of my seat and grin down at Hollis. “Ha! I knew it!”

      I lean down and hug her, fans surrounding us and congratulating her as she’s one of the more visible and popular social media darlings of all the WAGs on the team.

      No one knows me, but they most certainly know Hollis Wallace.

      She groans and holds her belly. “When does this get better?”

      I rub her back even as the crowd loudly applauds around us.

      “I don’t know, but we get to do it together.”

      We.

      Us.

      One big wild and crazy family.

      How lucky we are.
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        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read Chapter 1 from Jock Row

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The Friday When We Met.”

        FIRST FRIDAY

        SCARLETT

      

      

      “No offense, Scarlett, but when I invited you to come with us tonight, I didn’t realize you looked like shit.”

      Tessa—a girl I lived next door to in the dorms with freshman and sophomore year—flips her perfectly coifed hair, eyeing up my soft sweater. The one I wear when I’m nursing a cold, or sick, because it reminds me of home; cozy and comforting. It’s more appropriate for a bonfire or night at home than a Halloween party, and when she says I look like shit, she doesn’t mean I look sick.

      She hates my “costume” and I’ve only been in her apartment three minutes.

      “Thanks Tessa. Good seeing you, too.”

      “I’m just being honest. Don’t you want me to be honest?” She’s always been brutally honest, but tonight, I’m not in the mood. “What are you even supposed to be?”

      Nothing? I’m dressed as nothing.

      “I’m getting over a cold, Tessa, and trying not to get sick all over again.” I couch dramatically into the crook of my elbow for good measure. “I told you that when you invited me out.”

      My voice takes on a low croak and I mentally pat myself on the back for how authentically ill I sound.

      I’m not changing my clothes.

      Not tonight.

      “Can you at least take the scarf off? I want to have fun, not cart around my grandma. Or a bear.”

      I forgot what a brat she can be.

      Fingering the gray, cable knit length around my neck, I breathe in the merino wool that’s the only thing keeping my neck warm. “My scarf? What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with it—but we’re going to the baseball house. You know—on Jock Row.”

      When she says Jock Row, her voice changes. Fills with this weird wistful and playful giddiness—like we’re heading to some magical place when we’re not.

      Jock Row: the off-campus housing block where student athletes live and party. Similar to Greek Row, each sport has its own designated apartment or house, spanning an entire city block. They study together, play together, live together. Hell, they even eat together in a special cafeteria I’ve only heard whispers about, with super special, healthy jock food.

      How nice for them.

      I remember listening to her talk about it in the dorms when we were new students; she’d talk for hours about wanting to date an athlete. Wondering what it was like but never having the lady balls to go to one of the parties.

      Well, a lot must have changed in the year since we last saw each other, because she would have never had the courage to go to one of these parties.

      She still has the same stars in her eyes when she talks about it; still has that same breathiness in her voice.

      In a way, I don’t blame her because the guys on Jock Row?

      They aren’t boys—they’re a different breed of student body altogether.

      These boys don’t compare to the guys from back home that I’m used to flirting with: the gangly, juvenile, boys I grew up with who went to college but still haven’t matured, are nothing like the boys of Jock Row.

      Not physically.

      Not mentally.

      These guys? They’re men, with actual responsibilities and obligations. They work hard and play hard.

      Bigger.

      Brawny.

      In peak physical condition—probably the best shape they’ll ever be in their lives.

      Cocky.

      Quick.

      I’ve seen them in action on the baseball field; I know the team is good. And damn—they look good, too.

      Smell good.

      How do I know? I got close to one once, rooting around for a beverage at the football house one weekend awhile back. A big, burly player cut me off in line at the keg, leaning over to grab the beer tap with his meaty fingers and I accidentally caught a whiff. A long, deep whiff—one that ended with an internal ‘ahhh’ that only comes when we appreciate something truly delicious.

      Obviously, I couldn’t not check out his upper torso, muscular forearms, and thick neck in the process—like every female in the room with a set of functioning eyes had been doing.

      Every female—like Tessa and her roommate, Cameron, who’s still in their bathroom primping.

      I know what these two want: they’re hoping to sink their hot pink talons into some unsuspecting athlete. They’re older, wiser, and more confident. Wearing less clothes.

      Tonight, Tessa has been prattling on about the baseball team’s catcher—she bumped into him earlier this week on campus and has been social media stalking him since. Discovered that if she timed it just right, he’d be walking out of the science building at the same time she’d be walking out of the international studies building.

      Guess I can’t fault her; I’ve laid eyes on the guy a few times myself, and really don’t blame her for fawning over him; he’s dark, broody and extremely good looking. Latino to boot.

      “Please just trust me,” Tessa is saying. “I’m no nursing major, but I know this: if you wear that thing to the party, you’re going to have a stroke. And there won’t be anyone there to revive you.”

      “You don’t think there will be any pre-med students there?”

      “Pfft, nooo—they’re probably studying right now.”

      “Thank god—saving lives takes some learn-ed learning.”

      She isn’t picking up on my sarcasm, so I airily forge on, trying a new tactic to stop her nagging. “Let’s silver lining this argument, shall we? The good news is, if I’m wearing this bulky sweater, he’s going to assume I’m your DUFF and won’t look at me twice. See? No competition.”

      “That’s probably true.” Her dark blonde head tilts as she considers it, puckering her hot pink mouth. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” Trust me.

      Her blue eyes—the color of Ocean breeze contact lenses—rake up and down my body for the second time.

      Even so, Tessa is not ready to give up, loathing the thought of an evening next to me while I’m wearing a sweater at a college Halloween party in lieu of the traditional co-ed costume. i.e. let’s see who can wear the skimpiest outfit and claim it’s a costume. “It might be freezing outside, but it’s not going to be cold inside the house.”

      I wrap the scarf tighter, giving her arm a gentle pat. “We’re walking, and I was sick—it’s and I’m not jeopardizing my health for one party.”

      I forgot how judgmental her blue eyes could be, and I’m surprised she can blink with all the mascara clumped on her lashes. “What about your sniffles?”

      “The worst of my cold is over.” I fake another cough. “Can we go? I kind of want to get home a little early and read.”

      “You’ve turned into such a nerd since you got your own apartment.”

      “Nerd Alert!” I tease, pointing a finger at myself. “I just bought a new book—I’ve been waiting for it to release for nine months. Nine! That’s a damn eternity in romance novel years. You’re lucky I dragged myself off the couch.” I protest, head rearing toward their bathroom. “What is taking Cameron so long?”

      “One of her hair extensions was loose. She had to add extra adhesive.”

      “Ah,” I nod knowingly—as if that makes any sense.

      Lucky for me, Cameron—Tessa’s roommate—chooses that moment to come sashaying down the hallway as if she’s on a fashion runway, thumbing a long strand of platinum blonde hair, curls sprayed into submission. The rest of them lay in silky waves, and I briefly wonder how she’s going to walk the entire way on those four inch heels.

      Dark eyes, glossy lips, and black whiskers draw on her face, our girl Cam is ready to hit the Row—dressed like a cat—the least original thing to wear.

      Finally.

      She halts when she sees me, pointing an accusatory finger at my boots. Practically hisses. “You’re not wearing that outfit. It’s butt ugly.”

      Tessa pipes up. “Save your breath—she’s agreed to play DUFF tonight.”

      Cameron scoffs, bless her soul. “Scarlett will never be anyone’s DUFF, even in that ugly thing.”

      That sounded oddly like a compliment. “Aww, you are too sweet.”

      I wrap an arm around her slim waist, squeezing her in a side hug. “I kind of missed you weirdos.”
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        * * *

      

      Oh shit.

      They were right—this outfit was a terrible idea. 

      Why didn’t they try harder to make me change into something new? I swear, they’re abysmal friends.

      I’m dying. 

      It’s hot as hades in this house, the hundred bodies overcrowding the small space is creating a blasted inferno—slutty nurses, shirtless fireman, and slutty devils of every variety—despite the freezing temperatures outdoors. 

      I have no choice but to loosen the scarf clinging to my perspiring neck, a second skin, damp with my sweat.

      Jerking at the end of it with my left hand, I pull it slack, lifting it over my head, relieving myself of one round, mohair loop, then another. Stuff the entire thing in my purse—which is more of a cumbersome tote—all the while holding a red cup in my right. 

      No beer for me tonight, just a copious amounts of water disguised as alcohol.

      And can I just say, finding a liquid in this house that wasn’t beer was damn near impossible. I’d had to leave Tessa and Cam to their own devices to scavenge the kitchen, raiding the fridge. 

      There was a note taped to the door that said, “Off Limits,” but it was old, and faded, and I was way too parched to care.

      Inside, a treasure trove of water, juice, and power beverages. Protein shakes. 

       Snagging two bottles of ice cold water (one for now and one for later) I’d stuffed them into my tote, grateful I had a purse along and wondering why they don’t have water at the makeshift bar in their living room.

      Is it stealing if the fridge was open?

      I meander from room to room, searching for two familiar blonde heads, their kitty cat and bunny ears lost in the sea of sameness, both Tessa and Cameron have gone astray in the short amount of time it took for me to find two water bottles. I fidget, unwinding my scarf, airing myself out by tugging at my sweater, and taking a few refreshing sips of my pilfered beverage.

      Delicious. 

      I fan myself idly, standing off to one side of the living room, doing my best not to die from heat stroke. A melodramatic statement, even for me; but if I manage not to pass out from heat stroke, it will be a damn miracle. 

      I’ll never admit it, but Tessa and Cameron were right—I shouldn’t have worn this. I should have changed when I had the chance. 

      Three more sweeps of the room and I locate them near the front windows, my upper torso suddenly unbelievably itchy. 

      Stupid and scorching. 

      I’m sweaty and irritable and oh my freaking god why am I freaking wearing this! 

      I slide a finger inside the furry collar to alleviate my skin; lower my body temperature, giving it yet another tug. But it’s no use—I’m sweltering in this godforsaken potato sack. 

      I need the porch, porch, porch.

      No one hears my loud sigh over the music; how could they? It’s turned up so loud the windows shake with the base, floor quaking with tiny vibrating. 

      Hating myself just a lil bit, I join the girls; they’re both having more fun and better luck tonight than I, cloistered in a huddle and chatting it up with two handsome young men. 

      Tessa is batting her lash extensions at a tall, dark-haired but lanky guy I can only assume is the star of her fantasies; he looks exactly like the pictures of him she’d shown me back at her apartment. 

      He’s cute. 

      Kind of cheesy, though, laughing a lot too loud; smile just a tad too forced. 

      “Hey guys—thought I lost you.” I raise my water and take a long, refreshing drag. “What did I miss?”

      “Scar, this is Derek and Ben,” Tessa says, introducing me. “They’re both on the team. Guys, this is Scarlett.”

      “I’m sorry—which team are we talking ‘bout?” 

      “The baseball team,” the dark-haired guy mutters, running his brown gaze up and down my outfit. 

      “We were just about to take a selfie,” Cameron adds. “Scar, will you take it for us?” She unceremoniously thrusts her phone at me. 

      I fiddle with the flash, then flip the camera toward me. “You do realize it’s not a selfie if someone else takes it, right?”

      Holding the phone up, I turn my back and snap a rapid succession of photographs, four irritated expressions reflected on the cell phone screen in my hand.

      “Would you quit screwing around?” Tessa is still posing, mouth puckered. 

      “Oh relax, I’m kidding. You can delete those.” I thumb through the pictures before turning the camera back on my friends. “Well not this one—I look adorable. Can you text it to me?”

      “Everyone say, Cleat Chaser!” 

      Just kidding, I don’t actually say that out loud—they’d seriously be so pissed—although it was on the tip of my tongue. 

      “Cheese!” I take another six photos before slapping the cell into Cameron’s waiting palm; she immediately starts shuffling through them, dissecting herself in every one, huge smile plastered on her pretty face. 

      “So, it turns out you were right about the sweater.” I give Tessa a bump with my hip. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m ready to get going.” 

      Everyone stares.

      “I’m hot and itchy—but thank god it’s not a rash, ha ha.” I’m the only one that laughs. 

      Ben, the guy wearing plaid shirt and a cowboy hat I want to knock off his head, points a finger in my direction. “Are you for real?”

      “You have no idea how hot this shirt is, buddy.” I pull a long face, emphasizing my plight. “We’ve been here a few hours already, I wouldn’t hate it if we left. That’s all I’m sayin’.” 

      “Scarlett—did I not tell you you’d regret it?” Tessa bats her sooty lashes in my direction, then up at Ben. “I told her not to wear that.”

      “Guys, we came together and we should leave together.” 

      “Tessa here can’t leave until she helps me with my little problem,” Ben says, eyes dropping down into her cleavage.

       “Little Problem?” My eyes drop down to his dick. 

      “My phone.” He holds his jet black cell in front of him like an offering. Tessa’s blue eyes land on the illuminated screen, her teeth raking across her bottom lip playfully. “There’s a problem with it.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, tilting her head. 

      “Oh! I get it.” I step forward to finish the tease he’s trying his damnedest to deliver, dragging out the pick-up line in a painfully slow fashion. “There’s a problem because your number isn’t in it.”

      “Huh?” Tessa wrinkles her brow, confused, while the guy stares me down, mouth set into a hard line. 

      It’s a test of willpower not rolling my eyes, but I manage. 

      “Tessa, it’s a cheeseball pick-up line. It goes: there’s something wrong with my phone—because your name isn’t in it.” My head wobbles back and forth as I deliver the moronic sentence. “Get it? I read it online, probably Buzzfeed; there was this whole long list of the world’s shittiest pick-up lines and that one topped it.” I look up at two matching sets of scowling eyes. “Don’t get mad; get better lines. Those are awful.” 

      My flirtatious giggle goes unappreciated. “Oh come on, I’m trying to help you!” 

      The guy opens his mouth. “Do you realize…you’re a fucking buzzkill? What the hell are you even dressed as?” 

      He gives me a strained smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. 

      Tessa’s loud, flirty laugh breaks through the tension. Gives Ben a few pats on the cheek, and diverts his attention. 

      “Aww, aren’t you the sweetest! Why didn’t you say you wanted my number?” She takes the phone out of his hands, tapping her number into the contacts as he shoots a distrustful glance in my direction. 

      I clutch my cup; it’s not my intention to offend or piss anyone off. All I want to do is, well—leave. Not create enemies.

      “You know what you could do, Charlotte?” Derek intentionally butchers my name; I can it in his steely gaze. “Run along and get yourself another beer.” He’s on his tip toes, pretending to look into my red cup. “Looks like yours is half empty.”

      “You’re not trying to get rid of me, are you?”

      “Me?” He manages to look affronted, idiotic in his costume of…who knows what the hell he’s supposed to be. A shirtless doctor? Aka: any excuse to not wear a shirt. “No! I live here. It’s my job to make sure everyone is having a good time, and you definitely don’t seem like a good time.”

      I catch his dig. 

      “I’m good, but thanks.” I swirl the content of my cup, peering into it with one eye closed. “Besides, this isn’t beer. It’s water with a little lemon and it’s still pretty cold.” 

      “Water?”

      I scrunch up my nose. “Yeah—I’m not really much of a drinker, and I was just really sick. So—is it really a smart idea to get drunk?” My chin goes up a notch. “I don’t think so.”

      Derek’s face contorts. “Where’d you find water around here?”

      “Uh. The kitchen?”

      “Where in the kitchen?”

      Is this a trick question? “Uh…the fridge?”

      His eyes narrow. “We keep the fridge locked during parties.”

      My brows rise into my hairline. “You do?”

      “Yeah. So no one takes shit.” Like you just did. “Did you miss the big sign that says OFF LIMITS?”

      My cheeks are on fire. No way is he accusing me of stealing from the house; it’s just a bottle of water, from a fridge that was open. Sure, it had a lock on it—and sure, there was a sign, but it was open nonetheless.  

      Crap.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize. “I didn’t realize it was supposed to be locked. It opened right up.” All I had to do was fiddle with the handle a few seconds, and presto—all the drinks for me! 

      He glances down his nose at me for the second time tonight, silently judging me. “Maybe instead of sucking down that stolen water, you should have a beer. Or five—”

      “—You seem uptight,” Ben finishes.

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” I pull at my sweater, peeling it away from my scorching skin, needing room to breathe. The room seems to be getting hotter by the second. “So—Ben. Tell us more about yourself, you seem like a super swell guy. Not at all a dickhead.”

      Cameron pipes up then, resting her hand on his meaty bicep, displayed beneath a black, short sleeve shirt. Changes the topic. “Derek was telling us before how the baseball team won the College World Series last year. That’s the World Series of Baseball, but for college.”

      I cross my arms, shooting the guys a look of disbelief. “Yes, I know what the CWS is Cameron—and Iowa didn’t win it.”

      “Yes they did!” She laughs. “Derek threw the winning pitch—he’s seriously amazing, Scarlett, you should hear the story.” She has her entire arm wrapped around his bicep, giving him an encouraging squeeze. “Tell her the story Derek.”

      I look at Ben. Glance at Derek. Back at the girls I came with and shake my head, dismayed.

      “You realize these two are full of shit, right?” The red cup hits my lips and I take a swig, flipping my hair. “USC won the College World Series last year—they win it almost every year.” The water tastes warm now, tepid at best, as it flows down my throat.

      “How the hell would you know that, Miss Know It All?” Ben, challenges me. 

      Miss Know It All? Wow. I haven’t been called that nickname since middle school. 

      “My dad. He’s not a huge fan of the major leagues, but he loves college ball.” I tap my chin with a forefinger. “I remember last summer, he had the damn finals on for an entire week, on every TV in the house; we all had to watch that dumb game—no offense. The College World series is in June, right? I think I’m remembering that right…”

      When my sentence trails off, Derek jerks his head in a terse nod at Ben, crossing his arms and spreading his legs in a defensive pose.

      Raises his brows. Nods toward the kitchen. 

      “Anyway,” I chatter in an attempt to redeem myself. “I just remember being home and my dad watching that game—the highlights would be on when I left for work, and the game would be on when I got home from work. USC won that tournament, I’m sure of it.”

      Both Cam and Tessa, are having a hard time following the conversation. “Why would you say you won?”

      I blow out a puff of air, gently tugging the sweater from my skin and giving it a few shakes to let the cooler air inside. “They lied because they’re trying to impress you—kind of lame if you ask me. I mean, honestly, you guys are good looking, you shouldn’t have to make shit up. Weak. So. Weak.” 

      I push out my fourth nervous laugh of the evening, hoping they’ll be amused by the teasing tone of voice and take pity on me. 

      “You’re not going to stand here with us all night, are you?” 

      “What else would I do?”

      “I can call one of the rookies to take you home so you don’t have to stand here all night.” Ben drapes his arm around Tessa’s shoulders. “Besides, I want to get to know your friend better and you’re making it impossible.” He tilts her chin up with his thumb, staring down into her eyes. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

      Tessa nods, dumbly.

      “Thanks, but we came together and we should leave together—Girl Code and all that.” 

      The last thing I need is these two apes putting date rape drugs in my friends’ beer and doing god-knows-what, given the chance. 

      “We’ll take real good care of your friends.” He tries to back away.

      “I have no doubt about that.” I grip his forearm as he grins wolfishly down at Tessa. Holy shit is it solid. I give my head a shake. “I haven’t seen these two in over a year, and I’m not leaving them here with you.”

      He glares down at me. “What’s in that water that’s making you so goddamn bitchy?”

      Tessa and Cameron volley back and forth between us, eyes wide as saucers. Horrified and tipsy and excited. 

      “You did not just call me bitchy.” No one has ever called me that—not once—and if I wasn’t so pissed off, I’d be embarrassed. All I’m trying to do is be a good friend, and these assholes are making it impossible. 

      “Don’t call her bitchy, Ben, it’s mean,” Tessa scolds, narrowing her eyes and smacking at his arm. “You should apologize.”

      He rolls his neck, as if he’s getting the kinks out, his big, brown eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “If it’s not the sobriety making her act this way, it must be the ugly sweater.”

      I glance down at my beige mohair confection, affronted. “I was cold. And I was sick!”

      “Aren’t you fucking hot?”

      “Yes.” I admit begrudgingly.

      “You should go outside then and get some fresh air.”

      Yeah, that would feel great—but no way am I leaving my friends unattended with these two assholes. Lord knows where they would disappear to.

      The blond, Ben, casually arches a brow and the guys exchange another glance—so damn shady. I watch as he casually eases out of the conversation and disappears into the crowd, causing Cameron’s lip to bottom out in a pout. Arms to cross. Boobs to rise above the low neckline of her shirt. 

      “What did you say your name was?” Derek asks me.

      My arms cross defensively. “It’s not Charlotte.”

      His face is a blank canvas; impassive. Stony. And directed at me. “Are you going to tell me your name again or not.”

      I make a hmph sound that he probably can’t hear over the noise. “Scarlett.”

      His mouth curves. “Sober Scarlett.” 

       “Oh so you think you’re clever now cause you can rhyme?” I hold up my red plastic cup, raising it in a toast. “Got any other set of skills?”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do with my other set of skills.” He chuckles, pleased with his innuendo; thinks he’s being clever. Tessa must agree because the cheesy line throws her into a giggle fit.

      Gross Tessa, no. 

      Get better taste in men!

      Honestly, what is it with these guys? 

      Bunch of douchey jockholes, congregating in one small space. The room lacks oxygen; that must be why they’re acting like assholes. 

      I smirk at my own joke, but am still unable to figure out why  Tessa and Cam find these idiots so damn charming. Crude and unoriginal, Ben and Derek have one modicum of sense between them. I can tell by the cold glint in Derek’s eye that he’s a colossal asshole and is reigning it in for my friend’s benefit. 

      Stereotypical D1 student athlete. 

      Hmph.

      I sigh into my water cup. What a shame. God wasted all that talent and those incredible bodies on these two creeps. 

      Amazing bodies; average personalities.

      What dicks.

      Derek’s face goes from a scowl to a megawatt smile when his buddy Ben reappears. “Heads up Cock Blocker, the cavalry has arrived.”
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