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To the yesterdays that make us who we are today.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Infiniteness of Yesterday features characters from my novel The Other Side of Tomorrow which is currently no longer available for sale. Due to this some of the timeline has been slightly altered to better suit this story. If you read The Other Side of Tomorrow and read this one some details might not line up “correctly”. I promise you’re not missing out on anything by not reading that book. It’s a Young Adult novel and this book takes place years in the future.


PROLOGUE
HARLOW


“Harlow?”

I turn around at the sound of his voice. Soft, coaxing, nervous almost.

A gasp erupts from my throat the sight of him kneeling on one knee.

My hand flies up to cover my mouth as my eyes widen.

Shock.

I’m frozen. Suspended in this tiny space of time. One second feels like one minute.

“Jameson?” I mouth his name in question, barely breathing it into existence.

I look at the diamond. It’s large, beautiful, too extravagant. My hand trembles against my mouth, unsteady with nerves and surprise, and … fear too.

Because when my boyfriend proposes to me, my first thought shouldn’t be about the boy I loved—the man I can’t seem to resist no matter how far I try to push him away.

“Harlow, the last two years have been some of the best of my life,” he starts, a nervous smile on his lips. His nearly black hair curls against the collar of his shirt, his brown eyes are anxious but happy behind his glasses. “I love you. I love your daughter. I love our life together. Please, say you’ll be my wife?”

I close my eyes, guilt ridden and unable to look at him.

Spencer, my mind whispers to me. What about Spencer?

The man who took all my firsts.

My first kiss.

My first time.

My first love.

But first doesn’t always mean last.

I drop to my knees in front of Jameson, taking his face in my hands as tears course down my cheeks.

I open my mouth, and I answer him.


CHAPTER 1
HARLOW


“Roe, if you don’t get your cute butt out of bed, I’m going to have to do it for you,” I yell down the narrow hall, knowing my six-year-old daughter has heard every single one of my pleas repeatedly, but chooses to ignore them.

For Monroe, sleep is her favorite thing in the world and she’s only six. I don’t know what I’ll do when she’s a teenager.

Spotting the missing pink and purple Skecher tennis shoe halfway under the couch, I scoop it up and then I’m plowing back into her room, setting the shoe beside its mate.

“Up, up, up. Get up,” I chant, opening her closet door to pull out an outfit.

Since she’s not out of bed yet she’s lost the privilege of choosing her own outfit for the day.

“Mom,” she complains in a way too adult voice. “Five more minutes.”

“You said that five minutes ago, Roe. Now get up. You have to brush your teeth and hair, get dressed, and eat breakfast.” I’m exhausted and it’s not even eight in the morning yet, but that’s what you get when you have a kid. “Your dad is coming all the way here to pick you up, the least you can do is be ready.”

“Daddy’s coming to get me?” She sits straight up in bed, her sandy—not quite brown, not quite blonde—hair sticking up wildly. I’m surprised a couple of birds haven’t set up nest there. “Why didn’t you say so?”

I roll my eyes, throwing my hands in the air in exasperation. I carried the child for nine months, cooking her chunky butt, only to birth her and her dad be her favorite person. It figures. Not that I begrudge that. Her dad really is great with her.

She hops out of bed, running across the hall to the bathroom.

The toilet flushes a minute later, and I yell, “Wash your hands!”

In the kitchen, I pull out everything I need for her scrambled eggs and toast. Since I’ve been fighting to get her to wake up and get ready I have yet to change out of my pajamas, shower, or even brush my own teeth. I didn’t have to go into work until ten, but after a call this morning I’m now supposed to be there in an hour.

“Brush your teeth,” I remind her when I spot the blur of her form running back to her bedroom.

“I did!”

“You and I both know you didn’t. Back in there, young lady.”

Monroe groans dramatically but crosses back into the bathroom. She’s a spitfire, and I love that about her, but some days it’s exhausting.

Before I can get the eggs on the stove there’s a knock on the door and my body tenses automatically.

Even though we’ve been co-parenting for the biggest part of our daughter’s life, I still feel a bit awkward being around him.

Putting the fork in my hand down I walk the three feet to the apartment door and open it for him.

“Spencer,” I greet. “Good morning.”

His blue eyes are bright, not a trace of dark circles or any hint of a bad night’s sleep. Unlike me. He’s probably been up for hours already, working out and doing whatever the hell else it is he does. Look in the mirror and tell himself how gorgeous he is, probably.

“Morning, Harlow.” He holds out an iced coffee. “You look like you could use this.”

“Thank you.” I take it from him gratefully. “Your daughter is being a terror this morning.”

“My daughter.” He cracks a tiny grin. “Funny, I’m pretty sure she gets that part of her personality from her mother.”

I roll my eyes and playfully slap his side.

Spencer and I get along well, and have what I would consider a friendship, but there’s always been this undercurrent of something else that makes me feel tense. Not in a bad way, Spencer is a genuinely good guy so it’s not like I’m uncomfortable, but there’s this edge to our relationship that I feel like I have to tip-toe around. I’ve often wondered if he feels it too, but I haven’t wanted to ask.

“How was your drive?” Small talk is the best route this morning as I resume Monroe’s breakfast.

“Nice. I listened to an audiobook.” He stands with his hands in his designer jeans, looking around my apartment like he’s never been here before. Which he has, often. The scruff on his jaw is thicker than normal and he reaches up, scratching it. “Why do you live here, Harlow? I could get you a better place.”

I stiffen, moving the eggs around the skillet with a spatula. This isn’t the first time he’s said this, and each time it grates on my nerves. I know he doesn’t mean it to be condescending, and is oblivious to how this comment makes me feel—like he thinks I can’t provide for our daughter—but that doesn’t make it okay to continuously say to me. The two-bedroom apartment with a loft is a few blocks from the beach in Santa Monica. Yeah, it could use some TLC but it’s not a dump and I think I’ve made it into a home.

But I guess compared to Spencer’s palatial beach house in Malibu this is nothing.

“I like it here,” I bite out, transferring the eggs to a plate. “And I don’t need, nor do I want, your help buying me a place. I’m a big girl, Spence.”

He winces. Normally nicknames are a sign of playfulness, but we both know I only call him Spence when he’s grating on my nerves.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know.” I keep my back to him, buttering the toast. “But you have to stop it. Take this to Roe.” I thrust the plate at him.

Honestly, I’m surprised she hasn’t barreled out here already to greet him.

He looks down at the plate with a tiny smile. “Eggs, huh?”

“Monroe likes them,” I whisper, trying to fight the memories threatening to pull me back in time. Of course, he knows our daughter likes eggs, but he also knows I hate cooking them. They’re so slimy and it makes me gag every time I have to crack an egg. I can eat them just fine, it’s just the actual raw egg that gives me the ick.

He takes the plate from me now, strolling down the hall to her room. A moment later he says, “Um, Harlow?”

I curse under my breath. I don’t like the hesitant tone in his voice.

I trudge down the hall, poking my head in her bedroom. “Monroe.” I cover my face in my hands. “What did you do?” She needs to be walking out the door in less than ten minutes to get to school on time and she’s wearing makeup. Red lipstick lines her lips, outside the lines, and mascara streaks her eyes.

I feel my heartrate pick up because I don’t have time for this.

“I wanted to wear makeup,” she reasons logically.

I exhale a breath, and Spencer must sense my rising panic, because he says, “Don’t worry. I’ll clean her up and get out of here on time. You just … do whatever you need to do.”

“Thank you,” I mouth.

I lock myself in my bathroom and take the world’s quickest shower, pulling on my uniform for Cool Beans—the coffee shop I work at that’s owned by my sister’s fiancé’s family—in record time so I can kiss Monroe goodbye before she leaves.

Standing in the doorway, I watch her and her dad for a moment, her small hand grasped in his as she talks his ear off about some YouTube video she watched of a kid unboxing a Barbie doll. I’ll never understand why she’d rather watch another child open toys than play with her own.

Spencer looks back at me with a smile and I wave before closing and locking the door behind them.

Quickly, I put on a light layer of makeup, spray some perfume onto my body, and scarf down a dry granola bar.

Grabbing my bag, I sling it over my shoulder, swiping my keys from the narrow table beside the door. With one last look at myself in the mirror hanging above the table, I wipe a streak of mascara from beneath my eye and then I’m out the door.

Jogging down the many stairs of the apartment building I finally make it to the parking lot where my old red Nissan Altima I named Cherry waits for me. I always thought it was dumb, people naming their cars, but for some reason I started calling her Cherry and it stuck.

Like my apartment, Spencer occasionally reminds me he could buy me a brand-new car, all I have to do is say the word.

Unlike him, I’m fine with my car. It’s reliable, and while it may be getting up there in years, it runs fine. He can enjoy his gas guzzling Range Rover and whatever sports car he’s no doubt got parked in his garage.

Sometimes it’s crazy to think that Spencer and I were a couple, a young one, sure, but actual boyfriend and girlfriend. Our lives have taken us in such different directions since those days.

I’m living what I guess is a normal life, with a simple job, and taking college classes online.

But Spencer?

He’s quickly become Hollywood royalty. Practically overnight, too.

One minute we were a young couple, struggling with becoming parents at an age that made things extremely difficult, and the next thing I knew he was scouted by a modeling agent. Shortly after, he was taking acting classes and signing with a manager.

It felt like I blinked, and he went from my Spencer to one who belonged to the world.

I exhale a breath as I roll down my window, letting my blond hair blow in the breeze.

I don’t even know why I’m dwelling on things this morning. It’s in the past.

Our lives went in directions neither of us ever expected, but things happen for a reason, and while I might struggle in some ways, I am happy. It took me a while to get to this point, but I think I’ve come out stronger for it.

Pulling into the lot for Cool Beans with five minutes to spare I park next to my friend Poppy’s vehicle.

Clocking in, I put my bag in the locker they have for each employee in the breakroom and grab my apron. I’m tying it around my waist when Poppy breezes into the room.

Her fire engine red hair, bright orange on the tips, is up in Pippy Longstocking type pigtail braids. Hot pink eyeshadow with blue and purple mixed in is smoked around her eyes and her lips are covered in a blue lipstick similar to the shade blended in her eyeshadow.

Poppy is vibrant—not only in her style, but personality too. She’s a take-no-shit kind of girl and I love that about her. When she was first hired at Cool Beans, I was a little afraid—well, mostly intimidated—by her. But quickly she’s become one of my best friends.

“Thank God you’re here. Or maybe not God, but Tessa for getting you to come in now. It’s been non-stop since we opened. People love their coffee. I can’t say I blame them. I’ve already had three shots to keep going.”

“Shots?” I eye her skeptically.

“Of espresso. Get your head out of the gutter.” She grabs a water bottle from the mini-fridge and takes a long gulp, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “You take one tequila shot on the job because it’s your birthday and suddenly everyone thinks you’re an alcoholic.”

I try not to laugh, but it’s impossible.

“I have to get back out there. I left Pablo on his own and there was murder in his eyes when I said I had to get a drink.”

“You could’ve gotten a drink out there.” I adjust the strap of my apron so it’s not cutting into my neck so much.

“Where’s the fun in that?” She winks at me. “Clock in and get your ass out there. We need you.”

Then she’s gone, leaving behind the scent of her peach perfume.

I already clocked in, so I pull my hair back into a ponytail, put on my hat, and I’m ready to go.

[image: ]


Over the years, Cool Beans has turned into a hotspot in Santa Monica—one of those places that locals love and unfortunately tourists have discovered as well. The line goes out the door well through the morning and lunch time rush.

Wisps of hair escape my ponytail from rushing back and forth taking orders and filling some when I can. Pablo and Poppy haven’t even had a chance to take their break yet. Things usually slow around two o’clock but it’s another hour away.

“Hey, stranger,” I say to the handsome man who stands in front of me.

He pushes his glasses up his nose, brown eyes sparkling with amusement. “Are you flirting with me?” He runs his fingers through his inky black hair.

I fight a smile. “Maybe.”

“I like it when you flirt with me.” He leans forward, planting a kiss on my lips. “I’ll get the usual.” He holds out a ten-dollar bill. “Keep the change.” Leaning his elbow against the counter and eyeing the line behind him, Jameson asks, “Busy day?”

“A little more than usual.” I scribble his typical order on the side of the cup.

Fondness warms his eyes. “Reminds me of the day we met.”

“Now it sounds like you’re flirting.” I smile at him, sliding the cup over beside the other orders waiting to be filled.

He’s not wrong. It was a similarly chaotic day when I met Jameson Scott two years ago. I took his order and went to make it myself to help the staff that was behind and walked right into a high school girl that was employed at the time. The two iced coffees she’d made ended up all over me and the floor. Somehow, instead of looking like a clumsy mess, he found me endearing and stayed through his lunch break which happened to coincide with mine. We ended up sitting at one of the tables outside just chatting about anything and everything.

We walked away with each other’s numbers and a date already planned for that weekend.

We’ve been together ever since.

Sometimes I wonder what he sees in me. He’s six years older than me, a software engineer with a promising future, and I’m a teen mom working in a coffee shop taking online classes so one day I can make more of myself than only filling orders. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but it’s not what I dreamed of.

For whatever reason we click and neither of us has ever looked back.

“Are you coming over for dinner tonight?” I ask him after I take the next customer’s order.

“Yeah, I won’t be working late. Do you need me to pick up Monster from your mom’s?”

My mom and dad are saints, and while I know they were as shocked as I was about my pregnancy, they’ve stood by me, and love Monroe the way grandparents should. Spencer or I take her to school in the morning, but my mom always picks her up and looks after until I get off work—or Jameson, who in recent months has been swinging by to pick her up so I don’t have to. It was a while before I introduced him to Monroe. I’m protective of her—that’s my number one job as her mother, to keep her safe. I wanted to be sure that Jameson was the kind of man I thought he was and that this thing with us was serious. I would never want to bring men in and out of my daughter’s life.

I’m lucky to have found a guy who not only loves me, but my daughter as well. She loves that he calls her Monster instead of Monroe or Roe. It’s their special thing.

I bite my lip. “If you don’t mind.”

“You know I don’t. You’re busy, I’ve got it.”

I appreciate the way he looks out for me. He knows that between being a mother, work, and school, I’m tired. I’ve been running on fumes for months. I know when it’s all done it’ll be worth it, but getting through it isn’t easy.

“Thank you.” I lean over and give him a quick kiss as Poppy calls his name.

Raking a hand over his clean-shaven jaw, he flashes a smile my way before grabbing his cup. “I’ll see you later, babe.”

I wave after him, the high I felt in his presence quickly disappearing as I see the line has grown even longer. But I plaster on a smile and keep going.


CHAPTER 2
HARLOW


"Mommy! Mommy! We stopped at the store and look what Jae let me get!”

My tornado of a child barrels into the apartment and straight to where I sit on the narrow gray couch with my laptop doing schoolwork. I quickly move my computer to the coffee table as she dives onto the couch, her backpack falling to the floor as she waves the tiny heart shaped balloon on a stick.

“Isn’t it cool, Mom?”

“It’s awesome!” I try to sound as enthusiastic as she does. She’s so exuberant that at times it’s difficult to match her energy.

I look up to find Jameson locking the door behind him. When he turns around there’s a bouquet of white tulips in his grasp. “I wanted to get you flowers. I knew you had a busy day.”

Gratitude fills my chest. “Thank you. You’re so sweet.”

He’s already walking into the small kitchen with them to grab a vase. He practically lives here and knows where everything is.

“How was school?”

Roe kicks off her shoes, still waving the balloon around so light pouring in from the windows bounces off it. “It was good. We’re learning factions—no, fractions.” She corrects herself.

Fractions? In first grade? I can barely do them now and I’m twenty-two. I guess the fancy-pants school Spencer insists on her attending is ahead of the curve.

“Fractions? Wow.”

“Ms. Lenard is always so happy to see Daddy.” She draws the word out from one syllable to three. “She likes talking to him, I think. And touching his arm.”

“Hmm, interesting.” I stifle the urge to roll my eyes. You’d think a teacher would be professional enough not to fawn over a celebrity, but that’s too much to expect apparently.

Jameson comes into the living area with the vase, setting it on the console beneath the mounted TV. I don’t miss his amused smile.

“Can we get a kitten?” Roe asks, not missing a beat. “Drew in my class just got one and it’s so cute, Mom. He showed everyone a picture on his cellphone—why can’t I have a cellphone, again? Everyone else does, so I think I should too. It only makes sense. It’s a safety concern.”

Jameson rubs his jaw to hide his barely contained laughter at my daughter who can’t help but talk a mile a minute and has a vocabulary that frightens me at times. She’s going to be smarter than me by the time she finishes elementary school.

“For starters, pets are a lot of work and need lots of time and love⁠—”

“Oh, but I’ll love it so much!” She waves the stick around. The balloon attached to the end nearly smacks me in the face.

“You didn’t let me finish, Roe. Secondly,” I emphasize, giving her a pointed look because we recently had a talk about interrupting people when they’re speaking. She was sent home with a note from her teacher about disrupting class and talking over other children. I know my girl doesn’t mean it in a bad way, but it’s still a habit she needs to break. “Secondly”—I repeat for good measure— “the building doesn’t allow pets.”

She sighs, hopping off the couch. “What a bummer. Can I have a phone then?”

I should’ve known she wouldn’t forget about that part. “No, phones are expensive and you’re too young.”

She purses her lips. “When will I be old enough?”

“I don’t know,” I admit honestly with a shrug. “But I know first grade isn’t it, not for me and your dad at least. Drew’s parents might be okay with it, but not us.”

I know in the world we live in that a cellphone wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for her to have, but God forbid I just want her to be a kid as long as possible. At least Spencer is just as reluctant as I am, though his reasons are probably different than mine. I’m sure his concern is her stumbling across articles about the latest female he’s been spotted with.

“Fine. Okay.” She spins around, her skirt puffing up.

I can almost always count on her dropping something if I tell her that her dad doesn’t approve either.

“Go wash up.” I swat her butt playfully. “I’ll get dinner finished.”

She runs down the hall, the door to her bedroom slamming closed a second later. It doesn’t slam because she’s mad. It’s just Roe. She can’t do anything slowly or quietly.

“I wish I had half her energy.” Jameson shakes his head, unable to hide his smile any longer. He rubs the back of his head, ruffling his wavy hair. “It would help me during my long days stuck at my desk. She’s a force to be reckoned with.”

“Maybe it’s because she was born during one of the worst storms Santa Monica has ever seen,” I muse.

I stick my hands in the back pockets of my jean shorts, standing in front of him. At six-foot-four Jameson is a whole foot taller than me. I have to lean my head back to see him fully.

“I think she’s special. Like her mother.” He finally swoops in for a kiss.

He cups my cheeks in his hands, kissing me deeply. I feel it through my whole body. It’s nothing like the quick pecks we exchanged at Cool Beans this afternoon.

He doesn’t kiss me long because we both know tornado Roe will be zipping by any moment.

“I’m going to go pop the garlic bread into the oven,” I blurt, trying to ignore my desire for more than a kiss. “And cook the pasta.”

Things have been busy and even though it’s only been a few days I’m aching for his touch.

But sex will have to wait. For now, at least.

He chuckles, pulling off his tie that was already loose. “I’m going to shower and change really quick.”

Jameson might be a smarty pants when it comes to software and I know he loves his job, but he hates dressing up more than anything in the world. Even though we don’t officially live together, he spends enough nights here to keep clothes around. His apartment might be nicer, but with Roe it’s not like I can exactly sleepover unless she’s with her dad. This is her home.

Sticking the garlic bread in the oven, I warm the homemade spaghetti sauce I made earlier and set the water to boil for the pasta.

With that part taken care of, I grab Roe’s fallen backpack from the floor and pull out her homework packet as well as her planner I need to sign. She never remembers to have me sign it, but lucky for her I don’t often forget.

Flipping through the worksheets I knock on her bedroom door.

“You may enter.”

I stifle a laugh and twist the nob to find her sitting on the middle of her bed, surrounded by the millions of pillows she insists are absolutely necessary—her words, not mine.

Her room is a little girl’s dreams. Despite money being tight, I managed to get her a nice white bed frame with a pale pink canopy above thanks to a thrift find. She wanted her walls painted a soft blue color except for the one behind her bed that’s white with pink polka dots. I know it’ll be a bitch painting over it whenever we move out, but it’s worth it to make her happy.

“Homework.” I wave the packet, and she hops off the bed, pushing her sandy hair out of her eyes.

“Ugh. I told Ms. Lenard it’s stupid that we go to school all day and then bring it home with us. It’s the worst. I want to play with my dolls.”

“Did you really say that?” I keep my tone stern even though I want nothing more than to laugh.

I don’t know where Monroe gets her spitfire personality from. Neither Spencer or I are shy, but we’re not bold and lacking a filter like the child we made.

“I’m not a liar, Mom. Of course, I told her.”

I press my lips into a thin line, trying not to let my laughter shake loose. “Did you get in trouble?”

I haven’t looked in her planner yet to sign off on it, but I won’t be surprised if there’s a note from her teacher.

“I had to put my card on orange. Orange, Mom. I went from green to orange. She skipped right over yellow.” She lets out an exasperated sigh and takes her homework from me.

“Get started on what you can. I’ll help you with the rest after we eat dinner.”

“I already did it with grandma. Obviously.” She rolls her eyes.

“Don’t sass me,” I warn. It’s like I have a teenager on my hands already. “Pick out your outfit for tomorrow, then. If you don’t, I get to choose.”

“Is Daddy taking me again? I asked him but he said he wasn’t sure if he could, and he’d let you know.”

“I haven’t heard from him.”

She frowns, already walking over to her closet.

Shaking my head, I return to the kitchen to finish up and plate the food. By the time I’ve put all our plates on the table Jameson is out of the shower, dressed in a pair of old distressed jeans and a t-shirt that says Ah! The Element of Surprise.

“Smells delicious, babe.” He places a kiss on my cheek. “What do you want to drink?”

“Just a water.”

“Roe-Roe-Roe-Your-Boat, what about you?” He calls out as Monroe runs down the hall.

“Capri-Sun!” She launches herself into the chair and it slides across the floor.

Monroe has two speeds. Fast and faster.

Jameson grabs her Capri-Sun, my water, and his beer—somehow managing to hold them all in one hand as he closes the refrigerator door with the other.

“Go long, Roe.” He tosses her the Capri-Sun and she makes a dramatic show of catching it, nearly falling off the chair in the process.

My stomach rumbles as we’re finally seated at the table. I didn’t realize how late it’s gotten, but my belly didn’t forget.

We dig into the spaghetti and meatballs. Both of them appear as ravenous as I am.

“You make the best balls, Mommy.” Monroe tries to fit an entire meatball in her mouth, gives up, and bites a fourth of it off.

Jameson has to smother a laugh while I shake my head, far from surprised by her declaration.

“Yeah, Harlow”—Jameson speaks up— “your balls are the best.”

“Shut up.” I playfully push his shoulder, but it’s impossible not to be amused by the whole thing.

“Mom”—Monroe begins in a voice that sounds suspiciously like my parent voice— “you said shut up isn’t a nice thing to say, remember?”

I frown. “I … I did say that.”

Kids, they never forget a thing and they’re more than happy to call you on your own bullshit.

She lowers her lashes, her blue irises barely peeking. “Don’t let it happen again.”

Jameson coughs into his napkin, trying yet again to hide his laughter.

Luckily, we finish dinner without any more incidents.

“I got the dishes, babe.” Jae drops a kiss on the corner of my mouth. “Take care of Roe.”

I smile gratefully at him as he gathers up the dishes to take to the sink.

“You know what time it is?” I ask Monroe.

She holds up her right hand, shaking her head dramatically. “Don’t say it.”

“I have to say it.”

“No, you don’t.”

I fight a smile. “It’s bath time.”

“I said don’t say it, Mom. If you don’t say it, then it’s not true.”

“But it is true.” I tap her nose. “I’ll get it ready for you.”

“Ugh, I’m not even that dirty.” She stomps down the hall, pausing outside the bathroom so I can get the water running for her.

“You’ve been to school, you’re dirty,” I argue. “I’ll get some clean PJs for you.”

“Not my unicorn ones. I’m not feeling very rainbow at the moment.”

I hesitate by the bathroom door. “Because you have to take a bath?”

“Yes.” She leans her head back. “It’s going to wash away my sparkle.”

I bite my lip, so I don’t let my laughter escape. “Okay, then.”

Closing the door behind me I grab some pajamas—not unicorn ones—from her room and bring them back. She’s already in the bathtub laying on her back looking up at the ceiling.

This child takes dramatic to a whole new level.

I put her pajamas by the sink like I always do. The water sloshes as she sits up, the back of her hair drenched now.

“Remember, wash your body with soap. Use the cloth.” I point to the one I set out previously. “Wash your hair, too. Don’t think I won’t know if you just got it wet.”

“I know,” she groans. “I’ve got this.”

That’s what she always tells me before she tries to pull one over me. So many nights I end up having to force her back into the shower to wash her hair. I hope I’m not the only one with a child who acts like she’s allergic to soap and water. I continue to give her a chance to handle it on her own, wanting her to take that independence if she wants it.

Shutting the door behind me, I take a second to catch my breath before joining Jameson in the kitchen.

“Need any help?” I call out.

He shakes his head, turning around. “Nope. Just finishing up.”

Coming up to him, I wrap my arms around his solid stomach. I don’t know how he finds the time to exercise with as busy as he is at work, but he says it’s his me time. My me time usually consists of stuffing my face with Oreos.

Resting my chin on his chest, I look up at him. “What did I do to deserve you?”

“Well, you make the best coffee, so it was easy to fall in love with you.”

I stifle a laugh. “Oh, so my ability to make coffee is my only redeeming quality?”

“One of them.” He winks. “Is the Tiny Terror giving you trouble?”

“She’s hated baths since she was a baby.” I pull away from him and hop up on the counter. “She used to scream bloody murder during every single bath, so at least that doesn’t happen anymore.”

“Don’t worry. One day she’ll love them and run up your water bill.”

I shake my head. “I can’t believe she’s six.”

Jameson has known her since she was four and even in that short time she’s grown and changed so much already. As much as she might try my patience at times, I wish I could slow things down, savor the simple moments a little longer.

I know they’ll be gone in a blink. These times are a short blip in my life.

Jameson narrows his eyes on me, probably wondering where my contemplative look has come from. “You’re a good mom. You know that, don’t you?”

I wrap my arms around myself. “Some days I feel like the worst parent in the world and others … she’ll do something, or say something, and I think maybe I’m doing all right at this whole thing. Parenting is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I love being her mom.”

“You’re amazing,” is all he says, kissing me gently.

I don’t know what twist of fate sent Jameson into my path, but I’m glad for it.


CHAPTER 3
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Stop being a creep and go talk to her.”

I look to my left at my friend T.J.

“I have no idea what you mean.” I play dumb. I haven’t told my best friend about the crush I have on the blond, though now I know I’ve been blatantly obvious about it.

He snorts, tapping the side of his pencil against our shared four-person table. The two guys across from us look like they don’t give a fuck what we’re talking about, but I’d bet my ass they’re listening to every detail.

“Don’t be dense. You’re constantly checking her out.”

“I am not,” I bite out, feeling my cheeks heat. “She looks familiar is all.”

And she does. I haven’t been able to place her yet, but she reminds me of a girl I used to know. Wow, how fucking cliché does that sound? Thank fuck I didn’t say it out loud.

T.J. rolls his eyes, blowing out an exasperated breath. “That’s Willa’s sister. You know the girl who needs the kidney or whatever.”

“Oh,” I recall her more now, but I’m still having trouble placing her. “She stopped coming to school a few years ago, right?”

“She’s homeschooled now, that’s all I know.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “Sad about all that with her.” He shakes his head, sitting back in his chair. “I can’t imagine needing an organ—depending on a machine for life. Damn.”

His words sober me. It’s a scary thing to think about, one I’ve never considered before. “Yeah.” My eyes drift back to Harlow, watching as she doodles something on the edge of her notebook.

I can’t help but wonder what it’s like for her—having her sister go through something like that.

Mrs. Harrison, our hairbrained Family and Consumer Sciences teacher, has been shuffling papers on her overflowing desk for the last ten minutes. We’re always lucky if she gets class started in the first thirty minutes of the ninety-minute period.

“Aha, found it,” she mutters to herself, procuring her planner from underneath a mountain of folders.

Maybe we’ll start early today after all. Early for her, that is.

She swipes her bright purple reading glasses from her desk and puts them on, wiggling her nose. “Let’s see here.” She peruses the planner. “Ah, yes. We’re cooking today. I did buy the ingredients, didn’t I?” The last part is uttered under her breath. “I did,” she adds boldly. “I’ll be dividing you into groups of two or three since this class is small.” There’s a collective groan in the room at not being able to team up with our friends. “I know, I know. But I find when I let you all have kitchen days with your friends nothing productive happens.”

She’s not wrong.

“She’s crazy.” T.J. shakes his head. “She probably didn’t get the ingredients anyway.”

Colby, one of the guys across from us finally joins our conversation. “I heard some students slipped acid into her coffee a few years ago and she tripped so hard she saw butterflies and now she’s terrified of them.”

“Is that why…?” I trail off, pointing lazily toward a butterfly someone drew on the corner of the whiteboard in what I assume is black sharpie since it’s been there since the start of the year.

“Mhm,” Kyler, the other guy sharing our table hums. “Maybe we should send her some of those caterpillars you watch grow into butterflies. I think Amazon has those.”

T.J. chuckles, crossing his arms over his chest. “Amazon ships bugs?”

“Dude”—Kyler sits up, grinning broadly— “they ship all kinds of things. My sister got this weird glass orb thing that’s like its own enclosed ecosystem or some shit.”

“Gentlemen.” We look over to see Mrs. Harrison glaring at us. “This isn’t free hour.”

We all shut up immediately and she begins dividing the class into groups.

When she gets to my name I perk up, crossing my fingers that by some miracle I’ll get paired with T.J. No such luck though, but I have no complaints when it’s Harlow’s name she says.

Despite my brush off to T.J. there is something about the sophomore girl that catches my attention. Normally, I’m not one to go for underclassmen but there’s something about the girl that I’m attracted to. She’s pretty, of course, but I think it’s her easy smile and carefree laughter I’m drawn to the most.

“Okay, that’s everyone.” She sets her roster down and claps her hands. “Into the kitchens, children.”

T.J. shakes his head. “Let’s get this over with and hope no one burns the kitchen down.”

Pushing my chair back, I get up and walk over to Harlow. She’s probably seven or so inches shorter than me and tilts her head back to look at me.

“Hi, partner.” I hold out my hand. “Name’s Spencer.”

“I know who you are.” She stares at my hand but doesn’t take it. “We’ve been in the same class all year.”

I grin. “True, but we’ve never worked together.”

I follow behind her into the workspace. There are six mini kitchen set ups and since we’re the last to enter we get stuck in the corner.

Mrs. Harrison rifles through the giant pantry at the very end, and even from back here I know she’s muttering to herself.

“Cookies!” she finally exclaims. “We’re making cookies today!” She starts pulling out ingredients for chocolate chip cookies and I leave Harlow in the kitchen so I can grab our supplies. “Let me find the recipe.” Mrs. Harrison spins in a circle, looking around. “Might have to print it off.”

She waddles away, to print it I assume, but there’s no telling with her. We might be lucky if she even comes back.

In the kitchen, I set the ingredients down and grab an apron, sliding it over my head. Harlow already has hers on, the strings wrapped around her narrow waist twice.

“You ready to do this thing?” I rub my hands together in anticipation because who doesn’t love cookies?

Harlow raises a single blond brow, her lips twisting in amusement. “You seem awfully excited.”

“It’s cookies. Who wouldn’t be excited?” They’ll certainly make this drag of a day somewhat better.

But of course, Mrs. Harrison hasn’t returned with the recipe yet. I wouldn’t be surprised if she isn’t lost in her own classroom.

Harlow leans her hip against the counter. “True. Cookies are my favorite thing in the world.”

I arch a brow, lips curling in curiosity. “Really? What kind is your favorite?”

“Oatmeal.” She fiddles with the end of the chocolate chip bag.

My lips part and I stare at her in astonishment. “Oatmeal is not an acceptable flavor for a cookie.”

“Tell that to my stomach.” She laughs softly, moving a piece of hair behind her ear. She then realizes she hasn’t put it up yet and quickly gathers it into a ponytail.

“Oatmeal is so … bland. Like they’re made from cardboard.”

I realize belatedly that critiquing the cookie choice of the girl I have a crush on is probably not working in my favor.

“Well, I love them,” she argues, turning to look inside the oven. It’s probably a good idea, her checking it and all, knowing Mrs. Harrison there could be a nest of squirrels living in there. Closing it, she leans against the counter. “If it makes you feel better, chocolate chip is third place—but seriously, cookies in general are my favorite dessert. I love them all, but you asked what my favorite is and it’s oatmeal.” She adds a tiny shrug on the end as if to punctuate her love for them.

“If they’re your third favorite, what’s the second?”

“Oreos,” she answers with a tiny smile.

“Recipes! Recipes! I have the recipes!” Mrs. Harrison waves the printed sheets of paper through the air.

When we finally have ours in hand we get to it, working silently side by side for a bit.

“Add the eggs now,” Harlow directs.

“You do it.”

“No.” She rolls her eyes at me and for some reason it makes me smile. “Eggs freak me out.”

I hesitate. “They … freak you out?”

She pouts her lips. I make a note that they’re the perfect shade of pink. “That’s what I said.”

“How?” I ask, curious how an egg could possibly freak someone out.

“The egg white is so slimy and the yolk—” She gags then, not a fake gag either but the real kind that makes you question whether someone is about to puke all over you.

I hold up my hands in a gesture of surrender. “Fine, fine, I’ll do it, but you’re really going to have to get over that phobia.”

“Maybe one day, but today—” gag “—is not it.” She turns away when I add in the two eggs. “Get rid of the shells”—she pleads, skin paler than before— “and then stir them in please. And wash your hands!” She tacks on the end request with pure desperation.

I try not to laugh. “At least you said please.”

She grabs onto the back of my shirt, and I stiffen for a moment in surprise before I relax.

“Is there a name for fear of eggs?” I can’t help but ask.

“Ovophobia,” she replies immediately, and I feel her forehead press against my back. She can probably sense my surprise, because she adds, “I googled it one time.”

“Not an egg in sight,” I announce.

Her fingers uncurl from my shirt, and she hesitantly pokes her head around to the mixing bowl, exhaling a sigh of relief.

“I can handle scooping them onto the parchment paper.” She hip checks me out of the way, grabbing up the tiny scooper.

I don’t argue as she lines them up in tiny, neat rows. I would never be able to get them so precise.

The oven is preheated, so as soon as she’s finished, I open it up so she can stick the tray inside.

Closing the oven, she rubs her hands together with a smile. “You watch these bad boys like a hawk. Cookies are temperamental. I have to go to the restroom.”

Before I can reply she runs off to get permission from Mrs. Harrison and then the hairbrained teacher follows Harlow into the main classroom muttering to herself about, “Where did I put the bathroom pass again?”

How she makes it to school fully-clothed, and ready to teach is beyond me. I shudder at the thought of her showing up one day without pants.

“Spence, come help us man.” T.J. waves me over to where him, Kyler, and a girl named Jessa are trying to mix everything together and somehow fucking it up. “How do you already have yours in the oven?”

“Because it’s cookies. It’s idiot proof.”

“Then here.” T.J. shoves the mixing bowl into my hands.

Kyler’s busy looking at his phone and Jessa is filing her nails. Fucking gross.

Mixing it together, I pass it back to him and then hang out with him until Harlow gets back. I must be over there longer than I think, because suddenly I smell something burning. At the same moment Harlow returns from the restroom and gasps dramatically.

“You idiot! You burned the cookies!”

She rushes for the oven, and I run from T.J.’s station to meet her.

“The cookies!” she cries again. “They’re ruined!”

She’s not being dramatic either. All the cookies are blackened discs, nowhere near edible.

Shit.

I can’t believe I messed this up. I had one job to impress the girl I have a crush on.

Her hazel eyes meet mine and the horror in them makes me take a step back like she’s physically pushed me away.

“You’re dead to me.”


CHAPTER 4
HARLOW


“Imiss your face.”

“I miss yours, too.” I frown at the image of my sister on the computer screen. “How’s med school treating you?”

My sister is starting her first year of medical school over an hour away at Stanford. She was certain she wouldn’t get in, but I had no doubt in her capabilities. Nearly six years post kidney transplant she’s still glowing and kicking ass at everything. After her experience with her disease, my sister decided she wanted to be a transplant surgeon. Still, one day she’ll need another transplant, maybe even more than one, and I hope I’ll be a match. When she needed one before I was too young to test, but I would in a heartbeat. Willa is more than my sister. She’s someone I look up to and admire. She’s a force to be reckoned with, fighting against every bad thing that’s ever been tossed her way.

“Lots of studying already, but I’m excited.”

“Where’s Jasper?”

“Over here!” I hear him yell and Willa swivels her laptop so I can see her boyfriend cooking something in the kitchen. He waves with a wooden spoon in his hand. “How’s it going, Low?”

“It’s going.” I rest my head on my hand as my sister reappears in the frame. “Where’s Mo?”

I shake my head. “My poor daughter and all her nicknames. It’s a miracle she knows who she is.” I blow out a breath and fiddle with the earrings circling my ears. “She’s spending the weekend at Spencer’s.”

“Whoa.” Willa rears back a bit. “Is that animosity I sense in your tone?”

I guess I didn’t tamp down on my annoyance like I meant to.

“Ugh.” I tug at the hair close to my scalp. “I’m just in a mood.” I puff out my lips. “It’s time for my period,” I rationalize.

“Harlow,” she prompts. “Spit it out.”

“It’s just … he gets three weekends out of the month with her and gets to take her to do fun things, while I’m stuck being the mean parent with the day-to-day things.”

Willa stares through the camera at me, her lips pursed. Willa likes Jameson, but she’s always been firmly team Spencer—as if there are teams—but I guess I can’t fault her since he is a good friend of hers.

“Harlow,” she says in a tone like she’s scolding a child. “You’re the one who won’t give him more time in the week with her. You know Spencer would change up the agreement in a heartbeat.”

I narrow my eyes on her. “And you remember why we settled on this. I don’t want her being exposed to his lifestyle that much. Weekends are bad enough when he’s not off somewhere working.” I don’t miss the grumbling tone to my voice.

She snorts, eyes glittering with amusement. I’m glad one of us is enjoying this conversation. “You make it sound like he’s a drug dealer.”

“Might as well be. Paparazzi are vicious, Willa. Don’t dismiss my feelings on this matter. I want my daughter safe. I don’t want her face splashed in magazines, articles written about her, strange men and women following her. Forgive me for being protective.”

I’ll never understand how family vloggers willingly spill their children’s information all over the internet for everyone to know. As Monroe’s mother I feel like it’s my sole responsibility to protect her and keep her safe. Children don’t belong on social media or on gossip magazines.

“I understand wanting to protect her, but don’t you think Spencer wants the same? I don’t think he’d purposely do something to risk her safety.”

I shake my head. “Spencer isn’t the problem. It’s what he does, who he’s become now. He’s a celebrity. I know that’s hard for you to grasp because he’s always going to be ‘Just Spencer’ to you, to me too, but people chase him in the streets.” I’ll never forget early in his career when we were still together, and he came home to our shitty apartment out of breath with fear practically tattooed on every part of his body. When I asked him what happened he said a horde of girls chased him when they recognized him from the teen vampire show he was guest starring on. That incident just cemented the fact that I didn’t want anything to do with Hollywood. “I don’t want Monroe caught up in that. Running away from people. Constant security. Screaming fans. No, thank you. I told Spencer I was scared for the future with all of this, but he didn’t listen.”

Babe, I’m doing this for us, his voice echoes in my memories.

Willa’s face softens. “He wanted to take care of you and Monroe.”

“I know that, but … why are we even discussing this? Spencer is in my past.”

Willa narrows her eyes on me. “He’ll never be in your past, sis. He’s the father of your child. You’re stuck with him for life.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I don’t know why she thinks I don’t know this. “Valid point, but I’m done talking about Spencer.”

Her eyes glimmer with amusements. “Fair enough. What are your plans tonight?”

“We’re having a movie night. Jameson is picking up a to-go order from Moonbeam.” One of our favorite Thai restaurants, and Willa groans with envy because she loves it too. “And then we’re going to rent that new action movie On Demand.”

Thankfully, it’s a movie Spencer isn’t in. As Hollywood’s number one guy at the moment, he’s been in film after film lately even if he’s not the main star.

“I’m jealous.” Willa pouts. “Of the food and the movie night. I’ll be studying.”

“At least I’m making you a bomb ass dinner,” Jasper hollers in the background.

“Yes, yes.” She waves a hand dismissively. “Well, I better get back to this and let you get ready for your night with Jameson.”

I give her a sad wave. “Thanks. I low you.”

She smiles. “Low you too.”

She waves before her face disappears from the screen.

Low you has been our thing since I was a toddler learning to talk. Apparently, I couldn’t say my V’s so I would say I low you.

Closing my laptop, I carry it to my bedroom and set it on the dresser. Opening the top drawer, I grab one of my old holey t-shirts that are the softest and best thing to sleep in and my favorite pair of baggy sweatpants. It’s the epitome of sex appeal. This is what happens when you’ve been in a relationship for a while. Gone are the days of answering the door in lingerie. This is what you get, bud.

I take a quick shower and change into my comfy clothes. When I get out, there’s a text from Jameson saying he’ll be here in ten minutes that was sent five minutes prior.

I toss my hair up in a messy bun, then run around the apartment to make sure things are straightened. I don’t know why I bother. I already picked up around the place when I got back from dropping off Monroe for her weekend with her dad.

I hate having a dirty, unkempt home, but with a child I’ve learned it’s impossible for things to remain neat and tidy. And while I like things organized, I also don’t want to be one of those psycho parents who doesn’t let my kid be a kid. If she wants to play Barbies in the living area, I’m not going to say no. Sometimes I just wish she’d listen when I ask her to put them away. The other day I found Barbie and Ken naked in a play bathtub under the dining table. So many questions about how that happened.

There’s a knock on the door even though Jameson has a key, so I know his hands must be full.

My heart leaps with excitement and I scurry to open it.

The heavenly scent of spices hits my nostrils and I moan, grabbing the paper to-go bags with the moon printed on them.

“I’d like to think that moan is for me, and that you’re horny and so excited to see me, but I’ve accepted at this point that your love for food far exceeds your love for me.”

“Oh, shut up,” I laugh, setting the bags down on the kitchen counter.

He grins at me, kicking off his sneakers. His hair is damp from a shower and he’s dressed similarly to me in sweatpants and an old t-shirt with a porcupine on it that says Stab Rabbit beneath it.

“You went to your place first?”

“Yeah.” He nods, sliding his arms around my waist. “Wanted to get out of my work clothes.”

Pointing to his shirt, then mine, and say, “You. Me. Same.” Releasing me, he starts pulling out the containers from the restaurant. “Did you order the whole menu?”

“Babe, we’re here unsupervised for the weekend. That means I’m over-eating, indulging in more than one beer, and then for dessert I’m going to eat you out.”

I nearly choke on my own saliva in surprise. “Is that so?”

“Mhm.” He turns, grabbing the fancy dishes from the top cabinet.

“Put those away. We don’t need plates.” I grab a couple of containers and carry them to the coffee table in front of the couch.

“I like the way you think.”

He grabs the rest and utensils, then I go back for the beer. When I finally sit down on the couch, he already has the TV on and is scrolling through movies to find the one we already agreed to rent.

He purchases the rental, and we sift through the to-go boxes as it starts.

“This all smells so good,” I whimper, digging my fork into a dish of Pad Thai and taking a huge bite. “I’ve been craving Thai food for weeks.” But most of what I make or order is dictated by Monroe. Not that she’s much of a picky eater but I find most kids to be averse to spicy foods. “Oh, here’s this.” I pass Jameson his beer.

“Thanks.”

We grow quiet as we get absorbed in the movie and stuff our bellies.

Eventually I end up with my head in his lap, his fingers gently stroking through my hair. The gesture is soothing, but I don’t find myself drifting off to sleep even though I should be tired enough. Instead, I’m wired, my body aching with need for his touch in other places.

The rarity of nights like this, just the two of us, has me sitting up and swinging my legs around him so I’m straddling his lap. I find his cock half hard already, nestled between my legs.

“Jae?” My fingers delve into his hair.

“Hmm?” He pushes his glasses up his nose.

“Forget the fucking movie.”

I don’t give him a chance to respond before I attack his mouth with mine. Our tongues tangle together, and a primal growl rumbles in his throat. His hands immediately find my ass, giving the cheeks a squeeze. I feel his length grow completely solid beneath me and I can’t help but grind my hips against him, seeking friction.

“Fuck, Harlow.” He nips at my bottom lip, angling my head back to pepper kisses down my neck.

“Yes,” I breathe in a throaty sigh. “Fuck. Harlow.” He lifts me, presumably to carry me to the bedroom, but I fight against him. “No, right here. I want you to fuck me on the couch. Or the table. Hell, against the wall. Anywhere but the bed.”

He chuckles. “Tired of the bed?” He sets me down.

“Yes, you have no idea. And being quiet.”

He kisses me deeply. “You gonna scream tonight?”

“The neighbors might call the police.”

He grins at that. “Game on.”

The challenge glimmering in his eyes has my pussy clenching with desire. He slides his long fingers beneath my sweats and yanks them down. He tries not to grin when he finds me without underwear.

He lays me down flat on the couch and tosses my pants onto the floor.

“Like what you see?” My voice is breathy as he stares at my core, his tongue sliding out oh-so-slowly to moisten his lips.

His brown eyes darken with lust. “Very much.”

His index and middle finger rub against my slit and he hisses when he finds the dampness already pooling there. He slips his fingers in a little more and lowers his body between my open and waiting thighs. His lips latch onto my clit and suck, pulling a gasp from deep within me.

“Oh my God.” My hips buck upward.

He chuckles against me and the vibration draws a moan from my throat.

He settles one big hand on my abdomen, holding me against the couch so I can’t roll my hips against him.

“Jameson,” I beg, biting my bottom lip. My breasts feel heavy with pleasure, aching for his touch. “Please.”

He ignores my pleading, going at his own slow pace, torturing me. His fingers slide the tiniest bit deeper inside me and it’s such an effort not to wiggle against him.

“More.”

He shakes his head, an impish smile quirking his lips. “I’m taking my time with you tonight.”

He licks in a long, slow stroke from the bottom of my pussy all the way to my clit.

“Oh, fuck.”

I throw my head back, biting down on my lower lip as his right hand finds its way under my loose t-shirt to grip my left breast. He squeezes it with possession before rubbing his thumb in smooth, gentle circles over my nipple and flicking the piercing there. I don’t know what possessed me to get my nipples pierced, but I have no regrets over that decision.

Jameson takes his time down there, building my pleasure until, like a wave, it crests and my entire body shudders as I go over. He holds my shaking thighs open, watching me with rapt attention.

Blinking, I look up at him with bleary eyes as I come down from the high, my pussy still quaking.

He pushes his glasses back up his nose, a wry smile on his mouth.

Gathering my wits, I smile at him. “My turn.”

I push him back so he’s sitting on the couch and I squat down between his open thighs. He sits up to help me wiggle his pants down and then he hooks his thumbs in the back of his shirt, yanking it off in one smooth move and tossing it behind him to the floor.

God, he’s so fucking hot. Tall and lean and lightly muscular.

“Your shirt,” he commands, that glint in his eyes still there. “Take it off. Now.”

Jameson is a smarty pants who works with computers all day writing code, a total nerd with his dorky shirts and adorable dimpled grin, but then there’s this side to him that no one but me gets to see. One where he takes charge of me, my body, my pleasure. He’s dominant in a way I don’t mind and it’s hot when he bosses me around during sex.

A part of me is tempted to defy him, just to see what he’ll do, but I’m too eager to get my mouth on his cock.

Sitting back on my legs I slowly lift my shirt up, exposing my stomach and then the bottom curves of my breasts.

“Harlow,” he growls, and I smirk.

I put him out of his misery and take it off, dropping it to my side. Immediately he dives forward. Taking the full swells in each hand, sucking on first one nipple and then the next. He releases it with a pop and sits back, his lips moist and reddened. He looks my naked body up and down, his teeth digging into his full bottom lip before he rumbles in a low, silky voice, “Take my cock in your mouth, baby.”

I wrap my hand around his thick base, rubbing my thumb against the vein that runs on the underside of his cock.

I wet my lips in anticipation and his head falls back. “Babe, put my cock in your mouth.”

“Or what?” I challenge.

He looks at me with a narrow-eyed gaze. “I’m not sure you want to find out.”

I give a small laugh, not at all scared, but I wrap my lips around his mushroom-shaped tip anyway, licking away the bead of pre-cum. He watches me through hazy eyes as I lower my mouth, taking more of him.

Pulling back, I lick the sides of his cock, paying extra attention the sensitive area beneath the head before I take him deep again.

“More, baby girl. Take all of me, I know you can.”

I take him as far down my throat as I can until I gag, then retreat and do it again. My saliva drips down his length and he groans with heavy-lidded eyes as he watches with rapt attention.

A groan rumbles in his throat and he utters a husky, “Fuck,” before taking my head in his hands and forcing me up and down faster on his cock. His roughness turns me on even more and wetness seeps along my thighs. With one hand I reach down and rub my clit, moaning against his cock at the pleasure.

He yanks me off his dick roughly and before I can protest, he lifts me up, my legs wrapping around his waist. My drenched core presses against his lower stomach, his thick cock bobs between my ass cheeks.

When he puts me down, he directs me to lay my body on top of the dining table, stomach down, legs spread. He palms my ass cheeks before plunging inside me, spanking first one side and then the other.

“Oh god,” I moan, turning to lay my right cheek against the cool wood tabletop. It allows me to look back at him as he fucks me from behind. His hands are on my hips, fingers flexed, grip so tight that his knuckles are turning pale. He rears his head back, flicking his hair away from falling over his glasses. His balls slap against my clit and my orgasm builds, my core quivering around his cock in anticipation.

Suddenly, he pulls out and I mewl in protest.

He flips me around and loops his arms around my thighs yanking me to the edge of the table so my ass hangs over. He thrusts inside me at the same time as he grabs my face in hands, hauling my upper body up so our lips meet in a scorching kiss.

His tongue flicks against mine, a moan climbing up my throat.

He pushes me back gently; his hand wrapped slightly around my throat.

He lowers his head, desire flooding his gaze as he watches where our bodies meet. “Fuck, Harlow. Look at that. Look at us.”

I watch too, my pleasure building more, and then I cry out as my orgasm shatters through me.

“Oh, fuck yes.” His hands move to my hips, holding them steady as he pumps into me relentlessly. I whimper when he pulls his cock from my body. He wraps his fist around his length, working his hand roughly until he moans deeply as his sticky white cum coats my stomach.

Both of us struggle to catch our breath as I lay spent on the dining table.

“Holy shit.” He pushes his sweat-dampened hair out of his eyes. “That was…”

“I know.” My voice is winded like I’ve been running. “You got me dirty,” I accuse with a half-smile, lazily reaching down to spread his cum around my stomach. “Looks like we both need to shower again.” I touch his sweaty chest with my other hand.

He grins and I squeal when he grabs me up, carrying me bridal style. “Looks like you’re right.”

The smirk he gives tells me he’s about to get me a hell of a lot dirtier before we make it to the shower.


CHAPTER 5
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Give me one of those.”

“No.” I swipe the plastic container out of T.J.’s reach and put it on the top shelf of my locker while I switch out my books in my backpack.

“Why can’t I have a cookie?” My best friend sounds truly hurt and offended.

“Because they’re not mine.” I zip my bag.

“Did you steal them?” His gaze grows questioning.

I grab the container and close my locker, twisting the dial around. “Why would I steal cookies?”

“I don’t know, but since you won’t share it’s a legitimate question.”

“They’re for Harlow.”

“Why?” He narrows his eyes suspiciously.

“You were there when I burned the cookies—that’s why. I owe her.”

It was awkward explaining to my mom that I needed to make homemade oatmeal cookies and asking for her help. Despite telling her it was because we were partners and I ruined them and wanted to give her cookies to make up for it, my mom has already spun a story about how I must like her and we’re destined to get married and ride off into the sunset or some shit.

“And you can’t spare one single cookie for your best friend?” He frowns, hand to his chest like I’ve physically wounded him.

“No.” I hold on tighter to the box. “Go get your own cookies.”

“Maybe I will.” He chuckles, grinning. “And I definitely won’t be sharing with you.”

With those parting words he heads to his left down the corridor to his math class. I keep walking toward the sophomore locker section and breathe a sigh of relief when I spot Harlow’s blond head.

“Harlow,” I call out, and she turns with surprised hazel-colored eyes. Bumping her locker closed with her hip she meets me in the middle of the hallway.

“Spencer,” she replies. “What are you doing here?” She adjusts the straps of her backpack on her slender shoulders.

Now I feel awkward as hell, like making cookies will come off as if I like-like her or something—which I mean, I do, but I don’t want her to know that.

“Earth to Spencer.” She snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“Oh, um, these are for you.” I hold the plastic container out to her. “Oatmeal to make up for the ones I burned.” Her lips twitch, fighting a smile. “And if those are horrible, I got you these on my way to school.” I swing my backpack around and unzip the middle compartment, pulling out the fresh sleeve of Oreos—double stuffed of course.

She takes both from me, her full smile lighting up her face now. “You should kiss ass more often if it means I get cookies.” She looks down at both, then back up at me. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do this you know?”

“I felt bad. It was the least I could do. Am I still dead to you?”

She rolls her shoulders up and down. “More like a zombie now. Or maybe a vampire. Not dead but not quite alive. It’ll take more than cookies to get back to living status.”

I wet my lips with my tongue, trying not to grin. Damn, I like bantering with this girl. “I’ll take it, it’s better than complete death, but if I suddenly start trying to eat your brains or suck your blood, remember you’re responsible for this.”

“Of course.” She rests the plastic container on top of the Oreos and uses her free hand to tuck hair behind her ear. I somehow missed them before, but there’s a smattering of freckles across her nose.

I think I really like freckles.

“I’ll see you in class tomorrow?” I don’t know why it comes out as a question.

“Mhm,” she hums. “I better get going.”

“Right, me too.”

When did I get so awkward?

I turn to leave and only get a couple feet when I hear, “Hey, Spencer?”

I whip back around a little too eagerly. Normally I have more composure when it comes to girls, but apparently Harlow makes me uneasy—and I mean that in a good way.

“Yeah?”

“Why did you really do this?”

I answer honestly. “I’m not sure yet.”

She gives a nod and a small smile as she turns and walks away.

I keep my eyes on her until she’s gone from my sight.


CHAPTER 6
HARLOW


“Imissed you so much!” I drop to my knees and grab my daughter’s face between my hands, placing a kiss on each and every freckle on her nose and cheeks.

“Ew, Mom, get off of me. I was only gone like two days.”

Two days and it felt like forever. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the chance to decompress when she’s gone, and spend adult time with Jameson, but Monroe is always on my mind. I worry when she’s not with me. I know it’s dumb, she’s safe with Spencer and he takes as good of care of her as I do, but she’s my baby.

“I.” Kiss. “Just.” Kiss. “Missed.” Kiss. “You.”

“You’re drenching me with your saliva. It’s gross.” Monroe wipes at her face and with a laugh, I finally let her inside, standing up to meet Spencer’s amused gaze.

“Was your weekend too quiet?”

My cheeks heat as memories of Jameson’s hands on my body and my cries of pleasure fill my mind. “No, but it’s strange when she’s gone. Did you guys have a good weekend?”

“Daddy took me to the pier. I got cotton candy, and he won me a stuffed animal, it’s in my bag, and then we rode the Ferris Wheel and I put my hands up like this!” Roe puts her bag down and throws her hands up in the air to demonstrate.

Spencer and I exchange amused glances at the fact that she answered for him.

“I hope your dad didn’t get you too hopped up on sugar all weekend.”

He mock gasps, placing a tanned hand against his chest. “I would never.”

“Yeah, Daddy would never,” Monroe echoes, spinning in a circle.

“How come you’re always Daddy and I rarely get called Mommy anymore?”

He shrugs, stuffing his hands in his designer jeans. They fit his frame so perfectly I can’t help but wonder if they’ve been tailored specifically for him. “No idea. I must be special.”

He flashes a grin, his dimples winking at me. Those dimples always used to make me weak in the knees. Forget used to, they still do. I’m certain dimples have that effect on all women.

“You can come in,” I tell him, feeling bad that he’s still standing in the doorway.

He shakes his head. “Can’t. I have to meet Lydia.”

It takes everything I have not to roll my eyes.

Lydia St. Clair.

Big boobs.

Big lips.

Big teeth.

And hair so red that it’s as far from natural as you can get, but everything about her is already fake so why not her hair too?

Lydia has been Spencer’s PR person for around five years now, and I’ve hated her for all that time. When we were together, I used to think I was insecure and jealous. As a new young mom, I didn’t take well to her fawning over my boyfriend and dragging her claw like nails all over him. But even after we broke up the feeling never went away. Spencer can’t see it, but that woman is vile.

Clearing my throat, all I say is, “Hope that goes well for you.”

His amused chuckle fills the air. “You still hate her, don’t you?”

I pinch my lips. “Why would I hate her? I have no reason to hate her.” I tilt my chin up.

Spencer’s amusement doesn’t wane. “Whatever you say. Roe, I have to go,” he calls out, and our daughter comes bounding over to him a second later.

She crashes into his legs, hugging him tight. “Don’t go, Daddy. Can’t you stay? Maybe we could have dinner just the three of us.”

Hurt flits across his face and I look away pretending I didn’t see it.

“Not today, Princess. I have a lunch meeting so I can’t stay.”

She blinks her big round blue eyes up at him. “Can’t you cancel?”

I hear Spencer’s heart break. Kids have the tendency to do that to you with only a few simple words. “No, I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s important. But maybe if Mommy is okay with it, I can pick you up and take you to school in the morning?”

Roe turns those dangerous blue orbs on me that manage to get her everything she wants. “Oh, please, Mom, can Daddy take me tomorrow?”

“Of course.”

“Yay!” She jumps up and down, gives a twirl, and hugs him again before she’s gone in a flash.

Spencer takes a step back, tilting his head down slightly so his copper-colored hair falls over his eyes.

“We’ll see you in the morning.” I grab the door to close it.

“Wait,” he whispers so softly I’m not sure he actually wanted me to hear.

“Yeah?” I hesitate, my eyes narrowed.

He clears his throat, his shoulders rising closer to his ears like he’s nervous or something. Twisting his lips back and forth, he meets my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

I blink back at him, my bitchy side wanting to snap, “For what?” But I know what he’s sorry for, so I don’t say that. “Don’t be. Everything happens for a reason, right?” I force a smile, closing the door.

He utters my name, but the click of the door shutting is my way of saying I don’t want to talk anymore.
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It’s Roe’s bedtime and I move the mountains of pillows on her bed onto the floor, then turn her covers back. Like the hurricane she is, she tears into the room in her pale blue Princess Elsa pajamas and jumps on the bed with her ‘snuggy’, a stuffed sloth she affectionately refers to as Mr. Kitty. When she was a toddler, she could not be told otherwise that Mr. Kitty was a sloth, not a cat, and at this point the name has stuck.

I pull the covers over her and point to the pink bookshelf in the corner. “Which book do you want tonight?”

She smiles, wiggling around to get comfy. “The otter one.”

I shouldn’t be surprised at this point. It’s her favorite and she requests it a few times a week. I pluck it off from the top shelf in its prized spot and carry it over, climbing into bed beside her.

It’s just the two of us tonight. Jameson has an early morning meeting in L.A. and even though mileage wise it’s not far, time wise it’s a world away. Only in L.A. can you spend over an hour in traffic and still get nowhere.

Monroe scoots her body as close to mine as possible, resting her head on my shoulder. The scent of her strawberry banana shampoo fills my nostrils from her still damp hair.

I close my eyes, soaking in the feeling of her small body against mine. She’s growing up way too fast. I might not have been ready to become a mom at seventeen, but it happened, and I wouldn’t change a thing. Monroe is my entire world.

“I missed you, Mom,” she says suddenly, taking me by surprise.

I tip my head down. “You did?”

“Of course,” she scoffs in dramatic fashion. “I always miss you when I’m with Daddy, just like I miss Daddy when I’m with you.”

My heart fractures at her words.

Monroe doesn’t remember a time when her dad and I were together, and I hate that for her. I wish she had some kind of good memories of the three of us as a family.

She looks up at me with her ocean eyes. “Why don’t you and Daddy love each other anymore? Other parents love each other, but not you guys.”

Fuck, my daughter has taken a battering ram to my heart and smashed it to smithereens.

How do you explain to a six-year-old why your relationship with their father didn’t work out?

“Your dad and I still love each other,” I assure her, setting the book aside so I can wrap my arms around her small body. “How could I not love him? He gave me you.” I tickle her and she giggles. “But it’s a different kind of love.”

She rubs her pink lips together, the gears turning in her curious brain. “Different how? Like Jacob who has two daddies?”

A soft laugh bubbles out of my throat as I stroke my finger through her hair. “No, baby, a bit different than that.”

“Tell me.”

I inhale a deep, steadying breath, trying to think of the best way to explain this to my young child.

“There are all kinds of love in the world, Roe. There’s the love you feel for your family. Another kind of love for friends. Then there’s the kind of love you feel for one person and one person only, but sometimes timing, circumstances, just … life … can turn that love into a bad thing. Sometimes you love someone so much, but you have to let them go anyway.” Tears prick my eyes. Even though it’s been years, I’ll never forget the pain of our breakup. Breaking Spencer’s heart was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But I had to protect myself and our daughter.

“Did you let Daddy go?”

I bite my lip hard to hold back a sob. “I did.”

“So, you love Jae the way you used to love Daddy?”

“Um, yes and no. Love is different with every single person, but yes, I love Jameson in a romantic way, the way I used to love Daddy.”

She presses further. “You and Daddy are just friends now?”

I close my eyes, thinking back to my last moment of weakness two years ago, only a few months before I met Jameson, where Spencer and I fell into bed together again. It only happened a handful of times before I put a stop to it. My heart couldn’t take it. The heart is a resilient organ, but it’s not impenetrable.

“Yeah, baby.” I snuggle her closer. “We’re just friends now.”

I kiss the top of her head, take a cleansing breath, and start to read her book aloud.


CHAPTER 7
HARLOW


Pablo, Poppy, and I work in unison in the busy coffee shop. It’s almost a work of art how easily we mesh and manage to keep things moving at a fast pace. It’s no wonder, Tessa the owner and Jasper’s mom, always tries to have the three of us scheduled together to handle the busiest times of day.

“Is Hot Nerd stopping by?” Poppy stirs an iced coffee and caps it with a lid. “He’s normally been here by now. Corey!” She calls out the customer’s name for the iced coffee.

I shake my head, adding milk to the macchiato I’m making. “He’s in LA today so he won’t be back until this evening. Tiffany!” I yell out for the customer and pass the yellow-blond woman with bubble gum pink lips her coffee while she practically yells into her cellphone.

The door chimes with more customers entering, but the hush that falls over the place is unexpected. This place is never quiet. Poking my head around the espresso machine, I quickly lay my eyes on the culprit. Spencer stands in the back of the line, head downcast, his copper waves poking out from beneath a faded blue LA baseball cap. He’s dressed like he was when he picked up Roe this morning, baggy athletic shorts and an old t-shirt with the sleeves cut off.

Despite his inconspicuous look, he’s anything but.

Everyone in the coffee shop is murmuring about Spencer Shaw. The Spencer Shaw one lady whispers in awe, amongst their midst.

Spencer catches my gaze and steps out of line, walking right for me.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. What does he want?

I wipe my palms on my blue apron.

“Hey.” His voice is a tad breathy for some reason. “I was wondering if we could talk?”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

He shrugs, giving me that mega-watt smile that has women all over the world swooning, but not me. Not anymore. “Because we haven’t in a while.”

“I’m kind of busy.” I point out. “I’m at work.” I wave my hand around me to encompass the chaotic shop. “I can’t exactly leave them one woman down.”

Poppy scurries over to me, placing her chin on my shoulder and hugging me from behind. “Don’t worry, girl. Pablo and I will hold down the fort while you’re gone. It’s time for your break anyway. Here, eat a sandwich.” She grabs one of the ready-made turkey sandwiches from the refrigerator to my left and shoves it in my hands. “Go, go.” She waves me on with a delighted smile, enjoying my misery way too much.

Knowing I have no choice now, I turn back to Spencer, forcing a smile. “Well, I guess I have time to talk.”

“Somewhere more private?” There’s a pleading note to his voice and looking around it’s easy to see why.

Everyone, and I mean everyone, is staring at him. I’m sure a few people might not know who he is, but they’re drawn in by other’s curiosity. I spot a couple of people with their phones up, obviously recording or snapping photos so they can post on their social media later with proof that they were in the same coffee house as Spencer Shaw. I’m surprised the paparazzi haven’t shown up yet, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.

This right here was one of my biggest deterrents when it came to Spencer’s sudden desire to become Hollywood royalty. I don’t like being the subject to this kind of scrutiny.

“There’s a room in the back,” I finally mutter. “This way.” I point him toward the hinged, hip height door built into the counters so he can come back.

He falls into step behind me as Poppy sing-songs, “Have fun.”

I’m going to throat punch her later.

In the breakroom, I swipe a bottle of water from the mini-fridge and take a seat at the table against the wall. Spencer pulls out the seat across and sits down.

“What brings you to these parts?” I sweep my fingers lazily, looking down at the saran-wrapped sandwich. I should be hungry, starving, but my appetite is gone.

I can’t believe I once spent so much time in this coffee shop with him as teenagers in love, blissfully ignorant of the real world, and everything that comes with it. The face that stares back at me is more sculpted and angular than it used to be. His eyes have a few lines forming around the corners and his cheeks have a light dusting of reddish-brown hued hair.

When we were young, we could talk about anything for hours on end, just happy to be together. I wanted to spend every moment with him and couldn’t get enough.

Now, my stomach always feels queasy when we need to have a conversation.

Spencer is a good guy, I would never lie and say he’s not, but we’re not together anymore and we do share a daughter but we’re completely out of balance when it comes to money. It might seem stupid, but any time he wants to ‘talk’ my brain immediately goes to what if he wants full custody? I can’t imagine Spencer ever taking Roe away from me, but that what if hangs over my head like a shiny guillotine. I would never be able to afford an attorney that could compete with his.

“I was in town,” he jokes with a smile, interrupting my thoughts.

I roll my eyes. “Dumb joke.” But I smile anyway, hoping I don’t look as tense as I feel. Unwrapping the sandwich with shaky fingers, I ask hesitantly, “What do you want?”

He takes his hat off, smoothing his fingers through his shaggy hair in need of a trim and then replaces the hat, only backwards this time. A weary sigh echoes in his chest. “We can’t just talk and hang out like we used to?”

I narrow my eyes, peeling the chunks of avocado off the sandwich.

Why is avocado on everything these days?

“I’m at work,” I point out, holding his gaze.

He cocks his head to the side and reaches for my water bottle, removing the cap and taking a large sip.

“That was my water,” I accuse.

A tiny smirk plays on his lips as he slides the bottle back to me, but keeps a hold on the cap, spinning it around his long elegant fingers.

“I don’t have cooties, Harlow. Besides, we’ve swapped a lot more than spit in the past.” Damn him, now I’m blushing. “You should eat.” He dips his head at my sandwich. “I’m sure you’re hungry.”

I wish he’d stop dragging this along and get to the point. There has to be some point, right? I guess, but maybe not. Not everything has to have an ulterior motive.

I frown down at the turkey sandwich like it’s personally offended me somehow before picking it up and taking a giant bite. Chew. Swallow. “Happy now?”

He arches a brow, not a single hair out of place. I bet he’s forced to get them waxed.

“Immensely.” He sets the bottle cap down but taps his fingers against the tabletop. “You look good.”

This time it’s me arching a brow, disbelief written on my face. “Thanks, the steam from the machines is basically like a five-star facial only free.”

He blows out a breath, leaning back in the chair. “It was a compliment.”

I shrug, taking another bite of sandwich. “Doesn’t change the fact that I look like shit right now.”

He narrows his eyes, staring at me unblinking for a moment. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’ve always thought you were beautiful no matter what.” I nearly bite down on my tongue. “I miss you, Harlow.”

I push my half-eaten sandwich away. I don’t like where this conversation is headed. It wouldn’t be the first time Spencer has tried to get back together. “I’m with Jameson now.”

“I know.” He stares at me and I swear I start to wither a bit under his too-blue eyes. “But it doesn’t change the fact that I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, or that I still love you.”

I wish I could say I was surprised by his declaration but I’m not. Ever since we broke up four years ago, he’s made it very clear that I was the one who broke things off and he never wanted to and hasn’t stopped loving me since. I still love him too, how could I not, but I’m not in love with him and there lies the difference. But that hasn’t stopped him from occasionally trying to convince me to give us a shot again.

“I’m with Jameson,” I repeat slowly like he’s too dense to grasp the words.

“We were friends once. I want us to be friends again. I miss you. Is that so wrong?”

We both know we were only ‘friends’ because we both had a crush on one another.

A long echoing sigh blows out of my lips. “Spencer, you and I … we … it…” I struggle to find words but none of them are right.

“We can be friends,” he continues, ignoring my stuttering. “There’s nothing wrong with that. We have history, sure, and a daughter. But don’t you think for her sake we should be friends?”

I frown at his words. My fingers work to remove the tomato from the sandwich I most likely won’t be finishing. “You make it sound like we’re enemies.”

He shrugs. “We’re not, but things could be better with us, don’t you agree?” He cocks his head to the side like an eager golden retriever waiting for a treat.

I don’t answer, because he’s right. They could be better and that’s entirely on me. I’ve kept my distance from Spencer over the years, keeping conversations solely to Roe besides basic pleasantries.

He continues, ignoring my silence like it isn’t glaringly obvious. “Come on, Low, let’s try to get to a better place.”

I purse my lips at the nickname he hasn’t uttered in years. “How do we do that?”

He grins like somehow, he’s already won, though I had no idea this was any competition of sorts.

“We’ll start simple.” I blink at him, waiting for him to elaborate. I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of asking. “Are you working tomorrow?” I shake my head. “Meet me at my house after I take Roe to school.”

I shake my head, knowing this is bound to be a bad idea.

“Okay.”


CHAPTER 8
HARLOW


Ipark my car in the paver driveway of the beautiful Spanish style beach home. It has an updated modern flair from the renovation Spencer did on it three years ago.

I close my eyes, remembering the day he bought this house and wanted to show me. It was shortly after we started sleeping together again and he pulled his fancy SUV into the driveway. Monroe was sleeping peacefully in the backseat.

“What do you think?” Spencer turned, his hand still braced on the steering wheel as he looked at me.

“What do you mean what do I think?” My tone was skeptical.

“Of the house.”

“It…” I paused, studying it. It was a beautiful home, a little run down and in need of some TLC, but I could see the potential. “It looks like what you’ve always wanted.”

Spencer always talked over the years about buying a home in Malibu. How he wanted to be able to walk out his backdoor, grab his surfboard, and hit the water.

He undid his seatbelt and climbed out. Standing in front of the car he motioned for me to get out as well.

“Come on,” he mouthed before plucking Monroe from her car seat and into his arms. She woke momentarily before pressing her face against his neck and falling back asleep.

Climbing from the SUV, I followed him to the front door where he pulled a key from his pocket. The wooden door swung open with a creak, revealing a vaulted ceiling entryway and grand staircase with beautiful old tile floors.

“You bought it already?” I asked, nodding at the key grasped in his hand.

He bit his lip nervously. “Um, yeah.” He rubbed the back of his head with his hand that wasn’t supporting Roe. “I did.”

“That’s great. You’ll love it here.” My smile was genuine. This was exactly the kind of place I saw Spencer living. Sure, a tad bigger, but it was earthy and homier than some of the cold mansions dotting the surrounding area.

“Will you love it here?”

“Me?” I blurted. “Why would that matter?”

He tilted his head, looking at me in question. “I bought it for us.”

“Us?” I repeated, looking at him disbelief. “What do you mean?”

“You, me, and Roe. Isn’t it perfect?” He looked around with a grin. “It’ll be great as she grows up and we have more kids and⁠—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I slashed my hands through the air. “Spencer…” I paused, trying to figure out a way to deliver the blow nicely but coming up empty. “We’re not together.”

He looked at me like I was the crazy one. “Low, we’ve been back together for months now.”

I took a step away from him, closer to the door. Wrapping my arms around myself I shook my head. “No, Spencer we haven’t. At least not to me we haven’t.”

“I’ve been staying over at your place a lot,” he reasoned, counting it off on his finger, “we’ve been hanging out, doing things as a family, the sex⁠—”

“Spencer,” my voice cracked, “that’s all it’s been to me. Sex. And the family stuff, that’s been for Roe. She deserves to have some kind of normalcy with her mom and dad.”

“But…” He put his hands on his hips, biting his bottom lip. “You don’t see us as a couple?” The pain in his eyes is nearly too much for me to bear. I’ve never wanted to hurt him.

I shook my head sadly. “No, Spencer. I don’t. I thought you knew that. I thought we talked about this⁠—”

“We did.” He looked away, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Slowly, his blue eyes met mine, the deep color swimming with tears he refused to let fall. “I was the fool who hoped it’d mean to you, what it did to me.”

I closed my eyes, one lone tear leaking from the corner of my right eye. “I’m sorry.” And I was, so fucking sorry.

I broke his heart once. I didn’t mean to do it again.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat, looking at the house with new, saddened eyes. Like he was seeing it in a whole different way now. “Me too.”

Shaking my head free of the memories, I grab my purse from the passenger seat. Climbing from the car, I shrug the purse onto my shoulder and stroll up to the front door. Beautiful lush green ivy surrounds it. Reaching out, I press the button for the doorbell.

I barely need to wait until it’s swinging open and Spencer stands in front of me in a pair of low-cut gym shorts that expose the V leading down to his…

Don’t go there, Harlow.

Sometimes it’s hard. We were together for years, had a child together, and even though he’s not, sometimes he still feels like he’s mine.

“Mornin’.” He tilts a bottle of water up to his lips, draining it. His hair and chest are damp with sweat. “Just finished my workout.”

“Morning,” I echo stepping inside. “Please tell me you have coffee.”

“Help yourself.” He motions for me to follow him into the kitchen. Despite his help yourself comment, he grabs two mugs and pours the coffee himself, sliding one to me. Scratching his washboard abs, he lifts the cup to his lips. “You know, I’m kind of surprised you’re here.”

“You’re the one that suckered me into this,” I remind him. I take a sip of the hot coffee and close my eyes. “Oh my god, this coffee is amazing.”

“Best coffee maker on the planet.” He points to the shiny stainless contraption. “Worth every penny.”

“Rub it in,” I joke, but he frowns.

“I can get you one.” He brightens a bit.

I shake my head. “I don’t need one. Remember where I work? Free coffee all day, every day.”

He chuckles and looks away. “Right.”

I know there’s a huge disparity between our incomes, it’s impossible for there not to be. I also know it bothers him way more than it ever has me. I’m happy with my simple life. I’m the kind of person who believes in working for what they have, and I’ve never liked handouts.

Wrapping my fingers around the mug, I tilt my head and watch him as he leans his hip against the shiny marble counters and looks out the floor to ceiling windows that lead to his backyard, the pool shimmering in the sunlight, and the ocean beyond that.

“So why am I here?” I voice and he shakes himself free of whatever thoughts or memories held him captive.

“I told you. I want us to be friends again.”

“And that entails having coffee and sitting in your kitchen?”

A tiny grin appears on his lips. “Not exactly. Hold on.” He holds up a finger and walks away. I hear a door open and close and then he returns with a long black garment with aqua colored piping.

“A wetsuit? What do I need a wetsuit for?”

“We’re going surfing.”

I eye him suspiciously, reaching out to touch the neoprene. “I haven’t been on a board in years. This is going to be a disaster.”

His grin lights up his face, a glimmer of excitement in his eyes that wasn’t there before. “It’s as easy as riding a bike. You don’t forget. Besides, I’ll take care of you.”

I blow out a breath. Logically, I should say no, grab my bag, and leave. I’m bound to hurt myself, but for some reason I don’t want to. In fact, I feel excited. Maybe I need this as much as Spencer does. Our relationship has been strained for too long, and no matter what, we’re always going to be in each other’s lives.

“Fine.” I take the wetsuit from him. “If I get even one scratch…”

He grins, his dimples popping out and dammit if some small part of me doesn’t swoon at the sight of it.

“You won’t regret this.”
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Pushing my wet hair out of my eyes, I smile at Spencer on my right as we bob up and down on our shortboards. “Wow, I forgot how much I loved this.”

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” He squints against the sunlight.

“How often are you out here?”

His nose crinkles. “Every morning just about. I’m always in a better mood when I start the day out here. It calms me. Some people do yoga or smoke a joint. This is what I do.”

“How are things for you?” I venture to ask. “With work and stuff?”

He glides his fingertips through the gray-blue water. “I have a big audition coming up.”

My heart drops. “How big?”

He hesitantly meets my eyes. “It’s expected to be the next big blockbuster, rival the Marvel Universe, but it’s just an audition, Low. It’s not a guarantee.”

“You’re talented. You’ll get it.”

Despite the fact that Spencer wasn’t a theatre kid, or brought up in an acting household, or with any inclination to go down that path, it truly comes natural to him.

“I’m not so sure.” He gives a shrug, now tracing his finger over the swirled design on his board. “But we’ll see.” Sitting up straighter, he points. “Another one’s coming. Get ready.”

“You take this one, it looks like a big one.”

He shakes his head adamantly. “You better start paddling.”

Continuing to argue will only waste time. Laying on my stomach, I paddle out, my veins thrumming with a rush of excitement as the wave gathers. I wobble a bit as I stand, but instinct kicks in and I find my balance. It’s the biggest swell of the day, and I ride it with ease, surprising myself. In the back of my mind, I know Spencer is cheering me on, but my only focus is riding the wave as long as I can.

Surfing has always been a big thing for Spencer, skateboarding too, but especially surfing. Because of that, I became well acquainted with it too and got decent at it. I figured after years of being absent on a board, today would be one major fail, but he’s right, it’s just like riding a bike. You don’t forget. Your body knows what to do. It becomes intuitive.

When I make it back to where Spencer sits on his board, bobbing in the water, he says, “Let me catch one last wave and we’ll have lunch.”

I hesitate. I don’t have anywhere to go today or anything to do until it’s time to pick up Monroe, but… “I should go.”

“Stay,” he pleads, eyes earnest. There’s a loneliness I spy there behind his gaze that makes me feel guilty. “It’s only lunch.”

I don’t know why my gut tells me this is a bad idea, that hanging out with Spencer is bound to land me in trouble, if not today, then at some point.

But I answer with, “Okay,” anyway.

[image: ]


“This is delicious.” I take another bite of the shrimp tacos Spencer made for lunch. It was a bit strange sitting at the counter watching him whip everything up, but it’s way better than anything I’ve had in a restaurant.

“Thanks.” He stretches his legs out at the kitchen table. “I’ve been taking classes. Not that I’m the worst cook out there, but I needed improvement, especially since Roe doesn’t mince words when she doesn’t like something.”

I laugh loudly, picking up a chip. “No, she doesn’t. That girl is the definition of no filter.”

“I love her so much,” he murmurs softly.

I smile softly. “Me too.”

We look at each other across the table. “We did good, huh?”

“We did, even if it was hard at times.”

He clears his throat. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever apologized to you.”

“For what?” I ask hesitantly.

“For what you were going through.” He clears his throat, folding his hands together. “I … I was so caught up with life, being a young dad with this new baby, trying to make ends meet and figure things out that I didn’t notice just how bad it had gotten for you.”

I blow out a heavy breath. I try not to dwell on those days too much. I know I had no control over things, postpartum depression is no joke, but I still blame myself for it. Like I could’ve, or should’ve, done something different. Things got better eventually, but the guilt lingers to this day over my worries that I wasn’t a good enough mom to Roe in her early days and I definitely wasn’t a good partner to Spencer then. I worry it’ll happen to me again when I have another child one day. Apparently it doesn’t work that way, but I can’t help but worry about it.

“It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

“It wasn’t that long ago.” He laces his fingers together, settling them on the table. “I can’t go back in time and do things over as much as I wish I could, but I want you to know I’m sorry for not pushing you to get help. I could’ve⁠—”

“Spencer,” I plead, closing my eyes. Opening them slowly, I exhale a breath. “I appreciate you apologizing, even though I don’t think it’s necessary. It’s no one’s fault, it’s just something that happens.”

“Okay.” He presses his lips together. “Okay,” he repeats, looking out the window and I know he’s far away in his head.

I’ve enjoyed myself here with him, and I don’t want to leave with things in an awkward place.

“Can I see Roe’s room?”

He looks back at me, rubbing his fingers over his lips. “I should’ve offered you a tour when you got here.”

“I don’t need a tour,” I insist with a shake of my head. “But I would like to see her room.”

I’ve seen it in photos, but never in person. Usually, Spencer picks her up from my place, or school, when he has her. On the occasions I have brought her, I walk her to the front door and leave.

I’ve always been careful to draw a line in the sand and never cross it. Not until today.

He nods and gets up, pushing his half-eaten plate away. I do the same with mine, my appetite having disappeared with the talk of my postpartum depression.

Following Spencer up the grand staircase I hold onto the black wrought iron railing, looking around at the beautiful home. Most of the walls are white or a light taupe, with hints of black like in the railing, and rich dark woods from the floors to the beams crisscrossing the vaulted ceiling. It’s both bright and warm.

At the top of the stairs, he turns down a wide hallway and opens the first door on the left.

The room is large with a massive floor to ceiling French door that leads to a balcony.

“Don’t worry,” he says, when he sees where I’m looking, “I keep it locked with a key so she can’t get out, not that I think she’d do anything stupid, but better safe than sorry.”

To my right, the wall is painted with a pastel rainbow. A low, pale pink loveseat sits there lined with stuffed animals. Walking over, I pick up a cockatoo and brush my fingers over the top of its head before putting it back in its rightful spot.

The opposite wall is stucco, with a queen-sized bed, the frame a dark colored wood that nearly matches the floor with four posts and a canopy going around it. The bed covers are pale pink and just like her room with me, it’s covered in numerous pillows. On the floor is a large fluffy rug, pink too. There are the other basics—dresser, chest, and toys. A beautiful wooden dollhouse takes up residence in the corner near the balcony.

“I built that for her.”

I look at him in surprise. “You did?”

He chuckles, scratching the back of his head. “Yeah, it was a bitch to put together but I got it done. She plays with it all the time.”

“It’s beautiful.” He tips his head at the compliment. “This whole room is beautiful.” I spin in a circle, smiling at the chandelier dangling above. It must be handmade, designed to look like vines and flowers. It’s a work of art. “Did you have a designer?”

He grins. “Our daughter.” Chuckling he looks around like he’s trying to see it all again for the first time. “I browsed websites and she picked out things she wanted and told me she wanted a rainbow somewhere on the walls, and this is how it turned out.”

“I bet she never wants to leave.” The words leave me before I even think about what they mean. I swallow down the lump in my throat. I know our breakup was necessary—for my sanity and his career, but it doesn’t make it easier knowing my young daughter has to live in two separate homes because of it.

He clears his throat, frowning a tiny bit. “Nah, don’t get me wrong, I know she’s happy when she’s here, and she loves me, but … she loves you more.” He looks away. A muscle in his jaw twitches.

He slides his hands into his shorts and looks at the floor as his shoulders hunch upwards.

His obvious pain over what he’s deemed a fact is hard for me to see. I’ve always had Monroe most of the time and then I met Jameson. I’ve never been alone, not really, the way Spencer has. It hits me like a ton of bricks, how lonely he must’ve been without us, and I feel like shit for it.

“That’s not true.”

He wets his lips, tucking his hands into the pair of cargo shorts he changed into after we got back to the house. “Trust me, it is.”

“I’m not the fun parent,” I blurt. “I’m the one who has to remind her to brush her teeth and eat her vegetables. Ask her if she’s done her homework. Make sure she’s bathed and⁠—”

His brow crinkles. “You think I’m the fun parent?” He throws his head back and laughs. “Sure, I try to always do something fun when we’re together, but she has chores when she’s here, and she has to brush her teeth, eat vegetables, and take baths just like when she’s with you. But you’re … her constant, her safe place, I’m just that place she goes to sometimes.”

It’s like he’s thrust a dagger between my ribs, twisted it, and shoved it right into my heart.

I pause, gathering my thoughts. “She loves you so much. She talks about you all the time, tells everyone who will listen how awesome her daddy is. You’re her world. Believe me.”

He clears his throat. “We bother are, Low. I just wish I had more time with her.” My body stiffens at the perceived threat, even though nothing in his body language or tone made it one. He presses his lips together and shakes his head. “You know I would never take her from you. The way things are … yeah, I’m not happy about it. I didn’t want this … separation.” He wiggles a finger between the two of us. “You know that. I’ve always wanted to be together, raising our daughter. I love you, Low. I never stopped⁠—”

“Spencer—” I interject, but he holds up a hand begging me for silence.

“I know, believe me, I know. You’re with Jameson now, you have your life, I have mine, believe it or not.” He rubs his jaw, looking out the balcony doors for a brief moment. “But it doesn’t stop me from wondering what could’ve been, but I’ve accepted that’s all it’ll ever be. I had this ideal picture in my mind. You, me, and Roe. I thought you getting pregnant was the greatest thing ever. Sure, the timing sucked, but I thought it was an adventure.” Again, I go to interrupt, and he silences me. “I know I wasn’t much older than you, but I was older, and I didn’t see then how much your life was going to change because of a baby. I guess that was selfish of me, or just a guy thing. I don’t know.” He shrugs, crossing his arms over his chest. “But yeah, I saw us together forever and you … you didn’t, and that hurt.”

I shake my head, looking down at my feet. “Spencer, I never meant to hurt you and you make it sound like I had one foot out the door our whole relationship and that’s not true, but we were young. We were kids having a kid. We just … grew up.”

He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get on this topic of conversation. It’s not why I invited you over here today. I really do want us to be friends again. I miss you. I already lost one friend in my life. I don’t want to lose you, too, and I feel like I have.”

I want to say we never stopped being friends, but he’s right. Our relationship has been strained ever since he bought this house thinking it was for the three of us.

“It’s okay. It’s probably something we need to discuss more one day once … once things are better.”

He nods and moves closer, keeping a careful distance. “Could we get lunch next week?”

“Wow,” I laugh, “going right for it, huh?” Thinking for a second I say, “Wednesday should work, but I’ll let you know for sure.” Looking at the time on my phone, I groan. “I better get going so I can get Roe in time.”

The day has gotten away from me.

“Right.” He clears his throat, flipping the light switch off in her room. “Tell her hello for me and that I love her.”

“I will.” He walks me downstairs and out to my car. He seems lost in his own head. Opening my car door, I stand behind it and smile at him. “This was nice. I mean that. I’ve missed you.”

He stares back at me with this intense look in his eyes I can’t decipher. “I’ve missed you more than you know.” Clearing his throat, he adds, “Be careful.”

Closing the door, I crank the engine and turn around in the massive driveway. When I look in the rearview mirror, I find him standing with his hands shoved in his pockets, eyes squinted as he watches me drive away.


CHAPTER 9
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Dude, I’m starving,” T.J. complains, rubbing his stomach. “Let’s stop and eat.” He points to some of the stands on the beach that serve food and hops off his skateboard.

“I could eat too,” Jason, another of our friends, agrees.

Soon the whole group is complaining about their stomachs and we’re ordering food.

We grab one of the empty picnic tables and cover it with all the various items we bought.

My skin is slick with sweat from our time spent at the skate park this afternoon and I have more than one scratch on my arms and legs. For sure I’ll get a massive bruise on my shin from a fall, but I don’t care. Part of skateboarding is knowing you’ll get injured. If you’re not okay with that then don’t get on a board.

Grabbing a basket of fries, I drench them in ketchup and stuff a few in my mouth.

Finishing our lunch, we skate around the area, goofing off and shoving each other off our boards. Basically, just being douchebags—especially considering we ditched school to ride around on our boards. If my parents find out they’ll be majorly disappointed, but everyone deserves to play hooky every now and then.

Flipping my board up, I catch a glimpse of blond hair in my peripheral and look closer, thinking it’s Harlow ditching too. But it’s not. The girl looks a lot like her, though.

She meets my eyes and quickly looks away, her cheeks turning red.

“Hey.” I smack T.J. in the chest. “I’ll be right back.

“Where are you—” Jason starts, but I ignore him, walking over to the girl.

Standing in front of her, my shadow covers her thin body as she sits at the picnic table.

Clearing my throat, I greet her with a simple, “Hey.”

Real smooth. She probably thinks I’m a creep. The way she has her head angled, I can’t quite see her face completely, but there’s something familiar about her.

“Hi,” she replies and I can tell from her tone that she’s not amused.

“You look familiar. Did we go to school together?” I narrow my eyes on her, trying to piece it together.

She shakes her head adamantly. “I don’t think so.”

“What’s your name?” I ask at the same moment I realize this has to be Willa, Harlow’s sister. I haven’t seen her in years, not since her family pulled her to be home-schooled so she could do her dialysis treatments easier.

“I’m not in the habit of giving my name to strangers.”

I laugh in amusement. She has a similar spunk to Harlow. “I’m Spencer.”

“Willa.”

“Willa … Willa … yeah, I remember you.” I stall, thinking of anything I can say that doesn’t have to do with her disease or even her sister. I don’t want her to say something to her sister and Harlow to think I’m stalking her family. That’d be creepy. Finally, my brain grasps on something. “You had that really cool birthday party at your house when we were in grade school, right?” I pray I’m remembering right. “The bouncy house?” I squint in memory. “Your house is right on the ocean?”

Memories start to come back to me in bits and pieces.

“Y-Yeah, that’s right. That’s me.” I don’t know whether she’s shy or just uncomfortable so I take a step back.

“Harlow is your sister too, yeah?” I confirm, sticking my hands in the pockets of my shorts. She nods, not opening her mouth to utter a word. “I thought so.” I smile at her. “You guys look alike. I miss seeing you around.” As soon as I say it, I know I mean it. I can’t imagine going through what she is. She’s a lot stronger than anyone else I know.

T.J. chooses then to walk up and tap me on the shoulder. “We need to go.”

“I’ll be there in a sec, T.J.”

He nods and then looks to Willa, giving her a small smile and wave before walking back to our friends.

“Well, it was good seeing you, Willa. Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime.”

“Maybe.”

But her tone says she doubts it, which only makes me grin.

I don’t know what it is, maybe a gut feeling, that tells me that girl and I need each other. I could be wrong, but I think the two of us are going to be good friends.


CHAPTER 10
HARLOW


“If you cover my eyes, I’m going to crash into something and drop you,” Jameson warns Monroe where she’s perched on his shoulders, hands over his eyes as we walk down the sidewalk.

It’s my one weekend of the month, always the last weekend, that I get Roe so Jameson and I decided to take her out, do some shopping, and get treats.

“You would never drop me, Jae. You’re super strong,” she says in a duh-tone.

“You’re right, I am super strong. But my strength isn’t going to help us if I can’t see.”

“Fine.” She removes her hands from his eyes and lets them dangle, her body held securely by his hands on her legs. “Ooh, let’s go in there.”

Of course she’s pointing to the only toy store on the street.

“You got it, Monster.”

Jameson starts running, Monroe laughing her ass off from his shoulders, while they leave me behind in their dust.

I continue at my leisurely pace, window shopping as I go. When I get to the toy store, I find Jae and Roe looking at the dolls.

“Look at that one.” Monroe points excitedly at the blond doll in a doctor’s coat. “She’s a doctor like Aunt Willa. Well, she’s not a doctor yet but she will be soon.”

“What do you think you’re going to be when you grow up?” He ruffles her hair playfully.

She picks up a doll, looking at it closely before returning it to the shelf. “I don’t know. A singer. Ooh or a dog doctor. I like dogs a lot.”

He chuckles, smiling down at my daughter like she’s the most amazing thing ever. Which, I mean, she is to me but it’s more than nice that my boyfriend thinks so too.

“You’ve got time, kid. You’ll figure it out.”

She looks up at him. “Why did you want to be an … um … what are you again?”

He grins, picking up one of the dolls himself and flipping the box around to read the back. “I’m a software engineer and honestly, I don’t know. I’m good with computers and I figured I’d make decent money.”

I like that he answers her honestly, he doesn’t evade the question or dumb down his answer for her.

“But shouldn’t you do something you love?” She rolls the word around her tongue.

He bends down to her height, taking her much smaller hands in his larger ones. “Sometimes it’s not that simple. Being an adult is a complicated thing.”

She blows a raspberry. “I think I want to stay a kid forever then.”

He laughs and squeezes her hands before standing again. “Smart idea. Enjoy it for as long as you can.” Looking over his shoulder he spots me and the smile that lights up his face makes my tummy dip. “Hey, you found us.”

“Mom!” Roe cries, running over to me and grabbing my hand so she can tug me to where her and Jameson have been standing. “Look at this doll. It’s like Willa. We should get it for her.”

“Or”—I tap her nose— “you could get it and play with it.”

She looks down at it. “Eh, not really my thing.” She puts it back and picks up a doll in a bedazzled outfit with a microphone. “Now this one I like.”

“That one, huh?” I try to hold back my smile.

“Look, Mom, she has teal and pink in her hair. I wish you’d let me dye my hair.”

I glide my fingers through her blond hair with the barest hint of strawberry from her father. “We’ll talk about it when you’re thirteen.”

“Really?” Her blue eyes grow bigger and rounder and somehow even brighter.

“Sure, why not.”

“How far away is thirteen?” She’s already counting on her fingers before I can answer. “Seven? Seven years? That’s too far away. I don’t like this.” Hands on her hips she shakes her head. “This is just unfair.”

“Life’s unfair, kiddo.” I kiss the top of her head. “But it’s not like I said no.”

A sigh billows out of her chest. “I guess so.”

After leaving the toy store, Roe swinging a bag with the rock star doll courtesy of Jameson, we head to one of our favorite lunch spots in Santa Monica; Monsterwiches.

“You guys grab a table.” I point to one of the few free ones outside on the patio. “I’ll get our food.”

“Mom, do you know what I want?” Roe pouts. “Maybe I should go with you to be sure.”

Jameson grins, shaking his head in amusement.

I arch a brow at her. “White bread, turkey, mayo and American cheese. Right?”

She rolls her eyes, flopping her hand down in a disgruntled gesture. “Show off. Fine, go then.”

Jameson laughs outright, placing a hand on her shoulder to steer her toward a table.

Inside, I get in line, eyeing the chalkboard menu. Some sandwiches they have all the time, the basics like turkey and ham with simple toppings like lettuce and mayo, but they also have specials they rotate out weekly that are a bit more … out there.

None of them sounds appealing to me, so when I order I get what we usually do. Roe’s turkey, my B.L.T., and Jameson’s roast beef.

Off to the side, I wrap my arms around myself as I wait for my order number to be called.

“That’s totally her.” I hear hissed to my left from one of the booths occupied by a group of girls’ high school age.

I don’t look their way, instead choosing to look around the inside of the shop. The walls are painted in bright colors ranging from a bright blue to lime green and even a coral-red shade. It has a quirky beachy vibe that I love. It doesn’t pander to what tourists might expect and beats to its own unique drum. I think it’s why it does so much business with locals.

“It’s definitely her. It has to be. I mean she’d have to live close to LA, right?” Another girl’s voice interrupts my thoughts and my eyes drift back to the table of girls to find them all staring at me.

At me.

Why?

Such a dumb question. I know why. I always know why, but I like to pretend I don’t.

The group of girls all look away in embarrassment at being caught, but their whispers continue.

“Do you think he’s with her? Maybe he’s outside? Should we go look?”

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes.

“Just ask her,” another hisses.

I blow out a breath, actually rolling my eyes this time.

I’m not the least bit surprised when one of the girls snaps her fingers. “Hey. Hey, you.”

Hey. You.

Clearly, they know who I am, which means they know my name, but they can’t have the common courtesy to even use it.

Turning in their direction I eye the blonde who spoke. “Yes?” I drawl out, my tone clearly implying I don’t have time for their shit.

I wish I could say stuff like this isn’t a common thing, but it is despite the fact Spencer and I haven’t been a couple for years. I never wanted any parts of the fame that came with what he does, but the thing is when you blow up that quickly—mostly thanks to the teen drama he’s starred on the last three years—that fame trickles down to the people closest to you and since I’m the mother of his child, that attention goes to me.

“You’re Spencer Shaw’s baby mama, right?”

I bite my tongue so hard I taste blood. “No,” I bite out a curt response.

Spencer Shaw’s baby mama? Is that all I am?

Looking away from them, I pray my order number is called soon.

“You definitely are,” another one says.

Fuck, these girls.

I swivel my gaze back to them. “I have no idea who you’re talking about. You must have me mistaken with someone else.”

One of them holds up a phone and I grind my teeth at a picture of me with Spencer, a young toddler version of Monroe in his arms.

“That’s you.” She points at the screen. “I’m not dumb. Is Spencer here?”

All the girls look around the sandwich shop, their heads on a swivel like those little meerkats on Animal Planet.

I narrow my eyes. “If you’re such big fans then you’d know we’re not together, so no, he’s not here and even if he was, it’s not your business. He’s a person like anyone else. Have some respect.”

Rude of me? Probably. Do I care? No.

Thankfully my order number is called, and I grab the bag, getting out of there as quickly as I can and attempting to put the awkward encounter behind me. The door closes harder than necessary behind me in my attempt to get away in a hurry.

“Here we go.” I set the bag down, pulling out the wrapped sandwiches and passing them to Roe and Jae.

As I sit down, he grabs my wrist gently. “Are you okay? It looked like something was going on in there.”

I blow out a breath. “I’m fine, it’s just … you know. The usual.”

Monroe exhales in exasperation. “You don’t have to talk in code around me.”

I laugh, unwrapping my sandwich. “Sorry, Roe. Those girls just recognized me because of your dad.”

“Oh.” She gives a tiny shrug. “That happens all the time when I’m with him.”

My chest gets tight. Of course it happens when she’s with him, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it. Is it wrong of me to not want my daughter in the spotlight? Strangers talking to her like they know her? Random paparazzi taking her photo?

I feel Jameson’s eyes on me, trying to gauge if I’m okay. I don’t want to let this little incident sour my mood. I only get one weekend a month with Roe, and I want to enjoy it.

A dog and its owner walk by and Roe watches their progress, a smile on her face. “I want a dog. Can we get a dog?”

Leave it to Roe to change the topic completely. “You see Perry all the time,” I remind her, referring to my parents’ aging golden retriever. When I was pregnant with Roe he’d lay on my bed with me, his head on my stomach waiting for her kicks.

“Yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “But that’s Grandma and Grandpa’s dog. I want my own dog. A cute white fluffy one or a kitten.”

This again. I shouldn’t be surprised. My girl loves animals.

“Remember, Roe, we just talked about this. We can’t have pets in the apartment. Maybe when I can afford to buy us a house we’ll talk about it then.”

She huffs. “But that’ll be forever.”

“Attitude,” I warn.

“I don’t know why you won’t let Daddy buy you a house. He said he would.”

My fists clench and I know my face is bound to be turning red. “I don’t need your dad to buy me a house. It’s a thoughtful offer, but I want to buy my house myself.”

Jameson eyes me thoughtfully. “Or we could buy one together.”

“What?” I blink at him in shock.

We’ve talked about living together, briefly, but never seriously, and he’s choosing now to spring this on me?

“Just a thought.” He bites into his sandwich like this is the most casual conversation ever.

Men, I swear.

“Hi,” Roe says suddenly, and thoughts of houses flee my brain.

Turning to see who she’s speaking to; it’s the girls from inside again. Irritation bubbles in my veins but I clench my fists, damming it back. I can’t lose my shit anytime someone recognizes me or her because of Spencer.

Jameson places his hand on top of mine, sensing I’m about to lose my shit but trying not to.

“Ladies”—he speaks up— “can I help you with something?”

The mouthier one speaks up, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “We were wondering if we could get a picture?”

“With who?” His brows dig together in confusion.

“With her.”

They point to my daughter and I see red.

Monroe is a child. A regular kid like any other. Just because Spencer is a celebrity it doesn’t make our daughter one, and why these girls would think it’s okay to ask for a picture with her is baffling to me. Let alone why they’d even want one.

“I’m sorry, girls”—Jameson says in a calm tone— “but we’re going to have to say no.”

I see one of the girls open her mouth to argue, but another tugs on her arm. “That’s okay. Thanks, anyway.”

Thankfully, they turn and walk away. I’m surprised they didn’t argue. But my day and my meal is ruined now. Sensing this, Jameson packs up our food without a word, stuffs it back in the bag, and in a hushed tone tells Monroe we’re going home.

I smile at him gratefully, but inside I’m still seething.


CHAPTER 11
HARLOW


“Am I overreacting?” I blurt out, one of the decorative pillows from my bed clasped in my hands.

Across the bed, Jameson pauses in folding back the covers. His hair is damp from a shower. A pair of gray pajamas hanging loosely on his hips and he dons a white t-shirt that reads; I don’t know, I just work here. The black framed glasses slide down his nose the tiniest bit, and he reaches up automatically to adjust them.

“About what?”

“Those girls.” I set the pillow down, nervously chewing on my lip. “Am I crazy for being irritated by it?”

Jameson doesn’t answer right away, mulling over what he wants to say. After a moment he says, “No, I don’t think you’re crazy or overreacting. That’s your daughter and you want to protect her. But”— I bristle at the word, and he chuckles— “I think you have to accept that with what Spencer does, she is going to get attention from strangers. You are, too.” He gives a small shrug of his shoulders. “I don’t see Spencer leaving the spotlight anytime soon. He’s a damn good actor and people like him, so I imagine things will only get worse in the coming years. It’s probably better to learn to cope with it than pretend it doesn’t exist.”

I pick up the pillow I sleep on and throw it at him. He catches it easily, grinning at me. “I hate it when you’re right.”

“Look”—he tosses the pillow back on the bed— “I’m not telling you that you need to love the attention, and I think boundaries are good. You don’t have to take pictures with people. You’re not famous. You didn’t choose this path. But you and Monroe are going to get recognized from time to time. It’s probably better to expect the inevitable, than to pretend it’ll never happen.”

My shoulders droop and I look away. “Most people would eat this shit up, right? Love being famous or knowing someone who is, but I hate it. I wanted things to stay normal. I wanted Roe to have a normal childhood and Spencer…”

I trail off, not wanting to finish my thought because it hurts too much.

Spencer never dreamed of being famous, but we also didn’t plan on being teen parents. He thought he was doing the best thing for us by signing with that agent.

I’m happy with my life now, I really am, but sometimes I wonder if he ever thinks about what might’ve happened with us if he hadn’t signed that original modeling contract, that quickly led to him being cast in TV, and things had remained normal?

Forcing those thoughts from my brain, I climb into bed and Jameson gets in on the other side. Rolling over, I bunch the blankets up to my chin and face him.

He stifles a yawn, giving me a sheepish look. “Work kicked my ass this week. I can’t believe it’s Monday tomorrow, already.”

“I’m sorry.” I frown, tracing the shape of his full lips.

He clutches my hands, placing a gentle kiss on the outside of it below my pinky finger. “You didn’t finish before, you said you wanted a normal childhood for Roe and then you were going to say something about Spencer.”

I roll my eyes up to the ceiling. I shouldn’t be surprised that he caught on to my avoidance. Jae notices everything.

Swallowing past the lump lodged in my throat, I tell him, “Spencer thought he was doing the best thing for Monroe and me. He wanted to take care of us, and he thought if he made a couple hundred bucks modeling then hey, we’d have money for formula and diapers. I knew he didn’t believe it would go very far, but my gut told me there was a chance he could be successful and I was terrified of how it would change everything. But he really was just trying to be a good dad and boyfriend.”

Jameson pulls me closer, wrapping one arm around me so my head rests on his arm and his fingers brush lazily against my shoulder. “He wanted to marry you.”

It’s a statement because he knows this. I’ve always been open and honest about my relationship with Spencer, our past and our present. Spencer is always going to be in my life

“He did.” I trace my finger over the dip between his pectoral muscles. “But I was young, so young, and I didn’t want to get married just because we had a kid together.”

“Do you think that’s the only reason Spencer wanted to marry you? Because you guys had a baby together?”

I bite my lip and then release a slow, shaky breath. It’s weird to talk about this with Jameson of all people, but I know it’s important that I do. “I used to. I thought the only reason he was asking me to marry him was because I was pregnant, and then because we had a baby. And I’m sure if I hadn’t gotten pregnant, he wouldn’t have been proposing then, but later…” I pause, memories flooding me and stupid tears pricking my eyes. “Later, after I broke up with him, that’s when I realized that he truly wanted to marry me for me. Because he loved me that much.” I sniffle, wiping away a tear. I trust Jameson enough to know that me telling him this won’t make him feel insecure, but it’s still not easy to talk about. “I didn’t realize then that Spencer was already planning out a whole future for us. One with a wedding, and a house, and jobs, and more babies, and eventually growing old together. While he was envisioning everything that would come, all I could see was the present and I was afraid of the what ifs.” I take a breath, gathering myself.

“I didn’t want to marry him just because he was the father of my child. I was in love with him. He was the first boy I ever loved. But at that age … I wasn’t sure he was the only boy I’d ever love, you know? And when I told him that, it’s when I really knew I broke his heart.” Touching my fingers to Jae’s stubbled jaw, my lower lip trembles. “He told me all he could see was me, but that obviously I couldn’t see him and he was right. I didn’t want to feel like I was settling just because I got pregnant so young. Is that horrible of me? He’s not a bad guy but I didn’t want to be tied down forever just because two lines showed up on a stick.”

Saying it out loud I feel like such a bitch, but we really were children having a child. I was no more ready to get married then than I am now. I remember how scared I was when we were waiting for the test results. I paced my room while Spencer sat on my bed. When we checked the test and saw it was positive, he held me while I cried, scared out of my mind.

“Fuck, Harlow. Come here.” Jae wraps both his arms around me, pulling my body fully against his. Our legs twine together beneath the blankets and he tucks my head beneath his chin. “It doesn’t make you horrible. You’re right, you were a kid having a kid, and I think it was smart of you to not get married, and I’m not just saying that because I’m selfishly glad I’m the guy who has you today. You were already going through a major life change. You didn’t need to add marriage on top of it. That being said, I don’t think Spencer was coming from a bad place by wanting to marry you.”

“I know.” And I do know that now. Inhaling a steadying breath, I meet Jameson’s warm brown-eyed gaze. “I don’t want to talk about Spencer anymore.”

He notices the change in my voice and his eyes darken. “What do you want?” His voice has grown deeper.

I wrap my fingers around his neck, pulling his lips a millimeter away from mine. “You.”

His lips meet mine and he rolls my body beneath his.

In seconds, the conversation is forgotten and all that exists is the two of us as our bodies meet.
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“Is Daddy taking me to school today?” Monroe stuffs her feet into her sneakers, holding the laces in each hand as she looks up at me with those round blue eyes, the same color as her father’s.

“Not today, sweetie.” I run my fingers through my hair looking for the spot where I left my camera bag. I pulled it out of my closet this morning—where I keep it on a top shelf out of Monroe’s reach of the expensive equipment—and now my chaotic brain can’t remember where I put it. I’m off today—a rarity—but only because I put in for it, so I can drive to Stanford to take engagement photos for my sister and Jasper. It’s months overdue, but none of our schedules lined up and I ended up telling them to let me know when, and I’d make it work.

Photography is my passion; one I discovered ironically after my postpartum depression. My mom had urged me to try different hobbies until I found one I loved, so I could have something entirely for myself separate from being a mother and student. Honestly, it was one of the things that saved me most during that time. At times I still get angry that I had such a struggle after having my baby. Sure, the timing sucked, but I wanted Roe. I knew immediately I was keeping her, and even though I was stressed on how to make it work, my parents were supportive, and Spencer was there every step of the way. In so many ways I was lucky. Girls get kicked out all the time for getting pregnant so young, but my family wasn’t like that. But none of that mattered, because after I had her my hormones decided to say a big fuck you to me.

Hands on my hips, I turn to Monroe. “Have you seen a black bag anywhere? About this big?” I hold my hands up and then out to demonstrate the size.

She shakes her head. “No. Can I have a Lunchable today?”

“Sure.” I hook my thumb over my shoulder toward the fridge. “Go pick the one you want.”

Retracing my steps back to the bedroom, I search for the bag.

Jameson left early this morning, shortly after I woke up, and I know I hadn’t gotten it down then so calling him to ask if he saw it would do no good.

Walking into the bathroom I spot the bag sitting on the floor tucked beside the shelf I have my skin care, hair, and other various products on. Now I remember setting it there before I did my hair and makeup.

Forget pregnancy brain, mom brain is a real pain in the ass, too.

Scooping up the bag, I sling it over my shoulder and meet Roe by the door.

“Did you put the Lunchable out?”

She nods vigorously. “A nacho one.” She clasps her tiny hands together and sways. “It’s on the counter.”

Setting my bag down, I grab her lunchbox and add in the Lunchable she chose, a bottle of water, and one double stuffed Oreo because my daughter is as addicted to them as I am.

Zipping it up, I pass her the box. “Here you go. We have to get out of here. We’re already running late.”

Swiping my keys from the table I have beside the door, I sling my purse over my shoulder and pick up my camera bag, opening the door for Roe so she can go out first.

She peers up at me with a curious gaze. “Is Daddy picking me up from school since he’s not taking me?”

I shake my head, locking up behind us. “No, Grandma is getting you like usual.”

“Fine,” she grumbles.

“What are you complaining about?” I ruffle her hair. “You love spending time with Grandma and Grandpa.”

“I do.” She fiddles with the strap on her Barbie lunchbox. “But I miss my dad.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck.

Dagger straight to my heart.

Spencer is a very involved father. Despite his career and constantly being busy, he always makes time for Monroe. He sees her several times a week and three weekends a month. But for her that’s still not enough, and it breaks my heart. Co-parenting isn’t easy, even when you get along. No matter what, your kid is always losing in some way.

“You can call him tonight,” I promise her.

Hopefully it’s not an empty promise. He was supposed to take her to school this morning, but texted late last night that he had to fly to Las Vegas for an interview earlier than he’d planned.

Luckily, Roe hadn’t known he was supposed to take her. Unfortunately, he has to cancel, and reschedule the days he takes her a lot, so I’ve gotten used to not telling her until I know for certain he’s showing up. I learned the hard way that I don’t like to see her disappointed.

Unlocking my car, Monroe clamors into the back and into her car seat. She complains all the time about being a big girl and not needing a car seat, but with her height and weight she’s not quite ready for a booster seat, so she’ll have to continue to suffer with her teenage dramatics. Car seat safety is non-negotiable for me.

She buckles herself in, but like always I supervise to make sure everything is strapped in correctly. I would never forgive myself if I got into an accident, or even a minor fender bender, and Monroe wasn’t properly buckled into her seat.

Starting the car up, I remove the sun shield from the window—a classic Star Wars one my sister got me after I watched the movies a couple years ago and wouldn’t shut up about how hot Harrison Ford was. I mean, even for an older man he’s still good looking. Adjusting the AC, it blows out hot air for a minute before starting to cool. Despite it being fall, it’s still in the 80s and 90s. It’s one of the things I love most about living on the coast, the weather is always warm.

The drive to Monroe’s school is a short one and I pull up in the line, letting her out of the car and waving at the aide who waits every morning to escort the kids to the door.

Pulling away from the school, I call Willa and let her know I’m on my way, and I’ll see them in about an hour and a half, maybe two thanks to traffic, at the park they picked to do their engagement photos.

When I get off from her, I turn on a podcast and listen to it as I drive to pass the time.
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Pulling into the park, my fingers tap against the steering wheel with a mixture of both nerves and excitement. It’s been so long since I got to dig out my camera and make use of it. Too long. I’ve sworn to myself for years that I would make photography more of a priority and slowly build it into a full-time career.

Hopefully one day when I graduate, I’ll be able to put my degree to use.

Finding a parking space, I slide my car into it, having to back up and try again to get my car to fit. My car might be small, but the two behemoth SUVs beside the space make parking difficult.

Yanking my phone out of the cupholder, I text my sister that I’m here. Her reply is almost instant, letting me know they’re stopping for coffee and will be there in five. She asks if I want anything and I’m not about to turn down a free coffee so I say yes.

Grabbing my cup of water, infused with strawberries and cucumbers, I slide out of the car and go around to the other side for my camera. Trekking through the park, I look around for a spot I think might be perfect for photos.

When I find it, with a pond through a halo of trees, I call Willa and tell them where to meet me.

Sitting in the grass, I wait for them to get here and find me. The sun is warm, but I’m in the shade so I don’t have to worry about getting too hot.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I smile to myself when I pull it out and find a text message from Jameson.

Jameson: Did you make it there safe?

Me: Safe and sound.

Taking a selfie, I send it to him. I’m squinting in it, my tongue sticking out slightly, and my left hand holding up two fingers.

Jameson: Beautiful.

Me: Will I see you tonight?

A couple of minutes go by before he replies.

Jameson: Probably not. I’m going to be at the office late, so I’ll just go home. I don’t want to come by and wake up Roe.

Me: Yeah, you’re right. I’ll miss you.

Jameson: Miss you already.

I’ve barely put my phone away when I hear, “Low!”

Jumping up, I can’t control the smile that takes over my face at the sight of my sister. I haven’t seen her in over a month when she and Jasper came home for a family barbeque. Willa and I run at each other, meeting halfway as we tackle each other and fall to the ground in a tangle of limbs and laughter. Jasper stands to the side holding the coffees in a carrier, shaking his head at us.

I’ve heard horror stories of siblings who don’t get along, but that’s never been Willa and me. Sure, we’ve had spats—who doesn’t—but I’ve always known no matter what, I could rely on my sister. She’s one of the best people in the whole world.

When we finally untangle ourselves, Jasper’s shadow clouds us. He shakes his head back and forth, lips curling in amusement. “You girls are crazy.” He holds a hand out to Willa and hauls her up, then offers it to me doing the same.

“Oh, man, I hope we didn’t get grass stains on your clothes.” I pluck blades of grass off Willa’s long skirt.

Both of them are dressed up for their photos. Jasper in a pair of khaki pants and a pale blue button down, the sleeves rolled up to his forearms. The barest hint of the tattoo sleeve he’s having done on his left arm shows. Willa’s flowy skirt is a similar shade of blue embroidered with white flowers. Her top is a fitted white tank that hugs her chest, making her look bustier than she is. Though, if she’s anything like me, they’ll get bigger and stay bigger after she has a kid. If that’s something she wants to do.

With Willa’s outfit back in order, I walk over to where my camera bag is and pull out the expensive—too expensive—Nikon that Spencer bought for me years ago. It was a secondhand one, but even then, it was too much for him to spend. He used the check from his second or third modeling gig to get it.

Adjusting the aperture and taking a few test shots, I direct Willa and Jasper to where I want them. Despite it being me taking the photos, I can tell Willa is still nervous. I direct the first few poses and as she begins to forget about the camera that’s when I get the photos I really want—the natural shots, the ones that show the essence of who they are together and why they click.

I find myself smiling as I snap photos. The ease and happiness I feel behind a camera is unparalleled. Don’t get me wrong, I love working at Cool Beans. As far as jobs go, I could be stuck somewhere I hate, but working at the coffee shop has never been my end game.

Taking a break, I sip the coffee they brought me, while going through the photos I’ve taken already.

After a moment, I say, “Let’s find another area to get more shots.”

“There’s a flower garden around here somewhere. There should be a sign,” Jasper says, shielding his eyes from the sun.

I perk up at the visual of them haloed by flowers in a shot. “Sounds great. Let’s find it.”

I pack things back up and after locating a sign, we walk ten minutes to another part of the park.

It’s a bit more crowded over here, but luckily, once people realize what we’re doing, they remain a respectful distance away and make sure not to mess up any photos.

When I feel like I have all the shots I need, we walk back to our cars.

“Do you have time to get lunch?” Willa asks, stopping beside my car as I set my bag on the floor of the passenger side.

“Yeah, mom is picking up Roe so I can take my time.”

“I miss that nugget so much.” My sister frowns. “It sucks living so far away.”

“It won’t suck so much when you’re Dr. Hansen.” I poke her side. “Or will it be Dr. Werth?” I look from her to Jasper and back again.

She sticks her tongue out. “Dr. Hansen, thank you very much. My hard work, my last name.” She flashes a smile at Jasper. “But I love you, babe.”

He throws his hands up. “Hey, it doesn’t bother me one bit.”

“What are you in the mood to eat?” Willa changes the subject.

“I’m starving so I’m down for whatever. Is there a place around here you guys really like?”

They exchange a look and both nod. “Follow us.”
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“Oh my god, this pizza is life.” I pull a bite of stringy goodness off the end of my slice and stuff it in my mouth.

Both Willa and Jasper chuckle in amusement. We sit outside the pizza place they had me follow them to. Apparently, it’s a local place they discovered when they first moved here and now it’s their favorite.

I can see why.

The barbeque chicken pizza is the best I’ve ever had, and as a self-proclaimed pizza snob, that says a lot. I’m glad I ordered a large at their suggestion, because it means leftovers for me to dig into later.

“How’s my favorite niece?” Willa picks a mushroom off the pizza she’s sharing with Jasper. He immediately picks up the discarded mushroom and sticks it in his mouth.

They exchange a cute smile, one that says more than words can. For the longest time Willa hid away because of her disease, believing she wasn’t worthy of love, but Jasper changed all that for her. I couldn’t have picked a better match for my sister.

“Her typical sassy self.” Wiping my hands on a napkin, I get rid of the sticky residue left from the pizza before I reach for my lemon water. “I have no idea how she’s my child.” I wink.

Sadness has the corners of Willa’s mouth drooping. “I miss her. We need to make another trip back home for a weekend.” She looks at Jasper for confirmation and he nods. “Maybe if I’m not swamped with homework we can come the next weekend you have her?”

“Sounds like a plan. Just let me know.”

“How are your classes going?” she asks me, her eyes inquiring.

“Not as hard as yours, I’m sure.”

She lets out a sigh. “Don’t do that. Just because you’re studying something different from me, doesn’t mean it’s not difficult or any less important.”

I stifle a snort and tear off a chunk of crust to nibble on. “You’re going to be a transplant surgeon, and I want to take photos and design shit. I think yours is vastly more important.”

Willa tilts her head to the side, eyes sad. “I hate it when you undermine yourself. You’re brilliant, Low.”

Resting my head on my fist, I smile at my sister. “Jae says the same thing.”

She gives me a seriously, sisterly look. “Then start listening.”

I laugh, dropping my half-eaten crust. “This is nice. I missed you. Even you.” I stick my tongue out at Jasper.

He chuckles and drops his arm over the back of Willa’s chair. “I’ve missed you too, Harlow.”

“Just to clarify, I am going to be the maid of honor, correct? If you choose Meredith over me then that means war.”

Willa shakes her head, her lips twitching with the threat of laughter. “Yes, I was going to ask you to be my maid of honor once we set a day.”

I arch a brow. “Any ideas on when the big day will be?”

They look at each other and both shrug. “We’ve talked about this summer,” Jasper replies first.

Willa finishes for him, “But it depends on some things and how it goes. Luckily, we want a simple wedding so if we decide a few months prior that this summer is a go, it shouldn’t be a big deal.”

“Just remember, if you pick teal for your bridesmaid’s dresses and ‘I Honestly Love You’ for your wedding song, chances are the marriage will never last.”

Jasper’s brows furrow at my comment, but sister gets it right away and bursts into laughter. “How many times did we watch The Wedding Planner that one summer?”

“Too many.”

“What are you two talking about?” Jasper looks between us, bewildered. The poor guy can barely keep up when we’re together.

She pats his thigh, smiling at him. “It’s a movie. We’ll rent it tonight.”

When I’ve eaten all I can, I get a box to pack up the rest of the leftover pizza. Saying my goodbyes to Willa and Jasper is bittersweet, but I know I have to make the drive home and pick up Monroe from my parents.

“Ugh, I wish you could stay longer.” Willa squeezes me. “I miss you so much.”

I grip her tight, not wanting to let go. “We’ll see each other again soon. Maybe in a month, remember?”

She releases me and wipes at her eyes. “Look at me, I’m a mess.” She laughs as Jasper wraps an arm around her. “But yeah, we’ll try to come home to see everyone.”

I sling my bag over my shoulder. “I’ll start editing the photos tonight and send you some peeks.”

Willa’s giddy smile has a matching one spawning on my mouth. For so long my sister was a shell of herself. I’m so happy that she’s finally healing. “I can’t wait.”

With one last hug for each of them, I’m climbing in my car and driving away.
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Getting in bed, my laptop ready, I pull my camera case closer. Grabbing it, I pop the SD card out and into my laptop, loading up the photos I took today. Monroe is already fast asleep, Mr. Kitty clasped in her arms as she slips into dream world when I peeked in on her.

Going through the photos I mark my favorites and then go through them again to narrow it down to the best ones out of those so there aren’t too many that are similar.

I get to work editing, watching the clock so I don’t stay up too late.

Willa: OMG! I love it!

I smile at Willa’s text in response to a screenshot I sent her of one of the photos. In it, Jasper’s spinning her around, her smile eating up her face.

I edit a few more photos before deciding I better stop for the night. I tend to get carried away and let too much time pass. Packing things back into the case, I pause, noticing something sticking out at the bottom.

It takes me a few tries to get whatever it is out from under the flap of the case. I have no idea how something got lodged there, or how long it’s been there. I wiggle it out enough to be able to get my thumb and index finger on it. A triumphant smile overtakes me when I finally get it free. I look at the SD card with a mystified expression. Chances are it’s an unused one that got stuck some time ago, but something tells me to put it into my computer, so I do.

As the photos load, my mouth slowly drops open.

I thought I’d lost these photos. I remember being devastated when they vanished off my computer when Monroe was a baby. Losing these photos felt like losing a part of me, especially since taking them was helping to dig me out of such a dark place.

But there they are.

Hundreds and hundreds of them.

I touch the screen reverently as images of my sweet baby fill the screen. Her drooly face, and that soft blond downy hair that dusted her skull like little feathers. Flicking through the photos I’m overcome with so many emotions. I smile to myself at one I snapped of her sleeping on Spencer’s chest while he was passed out on the couch at my parent’s house. I zoom in on Roe’s tiny toes and feel my heart clench.

More and more photos come up and I can’t stop myself from going through them all. Picking up my phone I shoot Spencer a text.

Me: You’ll never believe what I found.

I don’t expect to hear back from him. I figure he’s out doing important celebrity things, but it comes within seconds.

Spencer: What?

I snap a photo of the image I had stopped on previously with Roe sleeping on his chest and send it.

Again, his response is almost immediate but instead of texting, my phone jingles with the ringtone that says someone is Facetiming.

I accept his call and I’m surprised to find he’s in what I assume is his bedroom. He’s wearing a plain white tee, his hair dark and damp from a shower.

“Hey,” he says, voice deeper than normal like he’s tired, but he’s smiling. “Where did you find that photo?”

I flip the screen so he can view my laptop and flick through more photos quickly before turning the camera back around to face me. “Remember the photos that disappeared when my computer crashed? Then I couldn’t find the SD card? Well, I found the SD card. It was stuck in the bottom of my camera bag and I never noticed. I think it was hidden by the flap and my other lenses.”

“There’s more?” His smile widens and he sits up in bed, shuffling something to the side.

“A lot more. So many. It’s like finding a hidden treasure.” I can’t keep the emotion out of my voice. Pictures of your baby are invaluable and to think I’d lost so many.

“Show me.” His voice is heavy with emotion, eyes pleading.

Flipping the screen so he can view my laptop, I scroll through the photos lingering on certain ones longer than others.

“I remember that day,” he says, his voice full of longing and maybe a little sadness. “It was her six-month shots, and we got ice cream after because we both cried when she cried.”

I laugh, staring at what he sees. A photo of me sitting in a chair outside an ice cream parlor here in town. Monroe is resting in my arms in just a onesie with purple Band-Aid’s on her chunky thighs. I’m licking a cookies n’ cream ice cream cone and in the reflection of the window you can see Spencer taking the photo in one hand and holding his cone in the other.

“Show me more,” he practically begs.

And I do, flicking through memories captured on that tiny SD card that we thought were gone.

“God, look at us,” I comment, pointing at the photo I’ve stopped on so my finger appears in his view. “We look so young.”

He laughs and my view of him on the phone shows him leaning forward to better see the image of us.

It was taken at the beach. Sand peppers our shoulders and my nose is red from too much sun. My lips are pressed to his cheek and he’s grinning at the camera. Willa took this picture, demanding we have one together during a day at the beach. Monroe would’ve been nearing a year old at the time this was taken. By the time she turned two, Spencer and I were no more. Looking at this photo we look so in love, and we were, but I was struggling—still dealing with my postpartum depression and only seventeen. I had gotten my GED a few months prior to this photo being taken, and Spencer and I moved into our own apartment, a tiny hole in the wall of a place, but we both did our best to make it home.

“Are you saying we got old?” His joke interrupts my thoughts.

“Only you.”

He chuckles, smiling at my response. “We were happy then … weren’t we?” There’s something in his voice, a hesitation like he’s uncertain. It makes me wonder if that’s something that bothers him. If perhaps he worries I was never happy with him.

“I was happy as I could be,” I say, and it’s the truth. That wasn’t an easy time in my life and it’s not his fault.

Flipping the screen around so he can see me, he says, “What happened to us?”

“Spencer,” I sigh, feeling my shoulders grow heavy.

There are so many different reasons I could name off, some of them juvenile, some of them not, but at the end of the day the blame lies solely on me and I’ll own that.

“We were so young.” My voice is soft, hesitant. I don’t like talking about our demise, even if I’m the one who walked away from us. I loved Spencer. I loved him more than most people my age are capable of, and I know he loved me, but maybe it was age, immaturity, or who knows what else, but I panicked. I didn’t want to live a life trapped to the first guy I fell in love with just because I got pregnant. I wanted to see what else was out there.

“That was the big problem, wasn’t it?” He rubs a hand over his smooth jaw, freshly shaved no doubt after he finished his shower. “We were too damn young for it to possibly last, right?” There’s a bite of anger to his question but he doesn’t give me a chance to reply. “Do you regret it? Getting pregnant?”

I’m silent for a moment.

When Spencer and I sat in my bedroom, waiting for those pregnancy test results, I’ve never been more scared in my entire life. Never in my wildest dreams did I think losing my virginity on my seventeenth birthday to my boyfriend of nearly a year would lead to me getting pregnant. We’d used a condom, but I guess it broke or something.

But even with my fear, I don’t regret Monroe for one single second.

“No,” I answer him. “Monroe is the gift I didn’t know I needed. She’s … she’s everything. Do you regret it?” I turn it around on him. I know his answer before he even says it.

“Never.” Clearing his throat, he sits up in his bed. “If there’s anything I know. It’s that I was meant to be her dad.”

We exchange a small smile. Despite us, despite our past and circumstances, that little girl sleeping across the hall will always tie us together.


CHAPTER 12
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Fancy running into you here.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying not to squirm.

Fuck. I sound pathetic.

She turns around, hair swishing around her shoulders as she does. The smell of her shampoo reaches my nose. Something fruity and sweet. “This is the sophomore hall and my locker, so not so fancy nor am I guessing, coincidental?”

Harlow looks me up and down with her hazel eyes that seem to see right through me, before returning them to her locker in search of a textbook I assume.

“I ran into your sister.”

She arches a blond brow. “That so?”

“Mhm,” I hum.

She gives a small shrug of her shoulders. “She might’ve mentioned it.”

“That so?” I repeat her question back to her. She shakes her head, her lips twisting with amusement.

She sighs dramatically, like she’s already done with this conversation, but amusement curls her lips. “Yeah, she might’ve asked about you.”

I push, “And what did you say?”

With her history textbook in hand she closes her locker, leaning against the metal surface. “That you burned my cookies.”

I mock-gasp. “You were supposed to take that story to your grave.”

She gives a tiny shrug. “Too late. Now, what do you want?”

“Your number,” I blurt like a loser. Clearing my throat, I hope she doesn’t notice my reddening cheeks. “Your uh sister’s number,” I amend. A flash of hurt darkens her eyes but it’s there and gone too quick for me to be sure I’ve seen it. “I … uh … wouldn’t mind yours either.”

I’m not good at this at all. Whenever I’m around Harlow, I act as if I’ve never been around a girl before and it only gets worse the more, I interact with her. I need to learn to chill out, but something about her makes me unhinged. It’s like that moment when you’re on a rollercoaster, just before it drops, that anticipation of something big about to happen and you’re bracing yourself for it.

“I’ll give you my sister’s.”

There’s a pang at being denied her number, but I know it’s my own fault for being such a dumb ass about the whole thing.

I shove my hands in my pockets. “Cool.”

She plucks a pen from her bag and grabs my hand. An electric zip crawls up my spine and when my eyes meet her wide and surprised ones. I think maybe she felt it too. Clearing her throat, she writes the number on my wrist.

“There you go. I have to get to class now.”

“Harlow?” I call after her, but she’s already walking away.
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Me: Hey, this is Willa, right?

I wouldn’t be surprised if Harlow gave me the wrong number after my awkward attempt, so I figure it’s better to text with that simple question before I say anything else that’s stupid.

Willa: Um … yeah. Who is this?

I exhale in relief that it is her and not some bald, fat guy named Steve. No offense to bald, fat guys named Steve.

Me: It’s Spencer.

Willa: Ohhhh.

Spencer: I got your number from your sister. I hope that’s okay.

Willa might not want to hear from me at all, which is understandable. We don’t really know each other, but despite my crush on her younger sister I have wanted to get in contact with her after seeing her at the beach. Something has nagged at me that I need to reach out to her.

Willa: Yeah, of course. I was worried a cereal killer got ahold of it or something.

I grin in amusement at her text message which is no doubt a terrible autocorrect.

Me: Sorry to disappoint you, I’m not a cereal killer.

Willa: Autocorrect hates me. You know what I meant.

Me: Yeah, I do.

Me: What are your plans this weekend? Would you want to go to the beach?

Willa: Well, I have plans with Harlow and my friend Meredith.

Fuck my stupid heart for skipping a beat at Harlow’s name. Harlow isn’t the reason I wanted to get into contact with Willa, but my heart doesn’t seem to realize that. Willa seems nice and like she might need a friend. Despite my raging crush on her sister, that’s not why I’m doing this.

Me: Oh, well maybe some other time then.

A few minutes pass before my phone vibrates on my chest with another text.

Willa: Why don’t you join us? I know they wouldn’t mind.

Me: Are you sure?

Willa: Yeah. It’ll be fun.

I think it over for a second before replying.

Me: Cool. I will then. Where should I meet you?

Willa: How about Cool Beans Saturday at 11? We usually stop there and then head to the beach.

Me: Sounds great. See you then.
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Parking my car a block away, I hop out and walk the rest of the way to the coffee shop. I’ve been here plenty of times before so I know right where it is. T.J.’s parents own the shop and a time or two the both of us have helped out when they’ve been understaffed.

Walking in, I spot the three girls, the two blonds—Harlow and Willa—and a redhead who goes to my school, but we haven’t shared any classes as far as I know so I could be wrong. One of the downfalls of having a school that houses over two thousand students. Talk about a crowd.

“Hey, sorry I’m late,” I apologize as I approach their table. “I had to help my mom. Let me grab a coffee.” I tap my knuckles against the table.

“Hopefully they don’t burn your coffee,” Harlow quips.

She’s never letting me live down the cookie disaster.

“They probably know better than I do what they’re doing,” I volley.

Joining the line, I wave at Jess, one of the girls who works there. “The usual?”

“Yep.” I hand my card over to pay and in no time, she’s passing me my drink. “Thanks.”

She flashes a smile, ready to take the order of the person behind me.

Rejoining the girls at the table, I take the only empty seat available beside Willa. I don’t miss the triumphant smile Harlow sends Willa’s way and hunch my shoulders.

Leaning back, I play with the straw in my drink trying to play it cool. “My best friend’s parents own this place.” Willa gives me a blank look, her light brows furrowed together. “You met him,” I explain. “T.J.,” I add by way of clarification, and she nods in remembrance.

“Oh, right.” She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear, looking across the table at her sister and her friend. “We love this place. We come here a lot.”

There’s a shyness to Willa, like she doesn’t quite know how to interact with someone outside of her normal circle.

“Should we go to the beach now?” I look at each girl, gauging their reaction to my proposal. “Hi, I’m Spencer.” I extend my hand to the redhead, realizing I’ve been rude and haven’t introduced myself to her.

She gets a coy smile that normally might intrigue me if it weren’t for my growing crush on the girl beside her. “I’m Meredith.” She slides her tongue along her lips.

I give Willa a curious look and her lips tick with the threat of a smile.

They agree to go to the beach and since it’s barely a mile walk, we leave our cars at the coffee shop.

Walking along the sidewalk, Willa stays beside me. “Are you ready for graduation?”

I give a small shrug. “Yeah, in a lot of ways I am ready. It’s the next step, you know, but it’s scary, too.”

Meredith walking a few feet in front of us says, “I’m shocked to hear a guy say that.”

I snort, my brows furrowing. “What? We can’t have feelings and worry about things too? This is a big thing. College. Work. Adulthood. I don’t know about you guys but I feel sorely unprepared. Like, how do I know how to do taxes? Or balance a checkbook? Or … loads of other shit.” I run my fingers through my hair, getting worked up. “There’s a lot to think about.”

Harlow eyes me, tilting her head to the side. In her soft pleasant voice, she asks me, “Have you decided on a college?”

“Santa Monica University,” I answer. It’s the school I’ve wanted to go to for years now and I got my acceptance recently. “I don’t want to leave home. I love it here too much.” Santa Monica, the beach, the people, the vibe … all of it feeds my soul. “I can’t imagine living somewhere else, even for only a few years. What about you guys?” I address Willa and Meredith since Harlow will only be going into her junior year.

“I’m not sure.” Willa answers first, her eyes—a similar hazel shade to her sister’s—seeming a bit lost for a moment. “I got into several places, some here and some where I’d have to leave, but I honestly don’t know if I’m cut out for college. I don’t know what I want to do with the rest of my life, so going to college scares me. I don’t want to be trapped doing something I hate, but I don’t want to not get an education either. I’ll have to decide what I’m doing soon, though.”

She lets out a deep breath after her long-winded ramble.

I shrug, giving her a sympathetic smile because I understand how complicated it is.

“You could give yourself another year, you know? You don’t have to decide anything right now. It’s a big decision and it should be what you want. Do what your heart tells you.”

She smiles in obvious relief. “Thank you.”

“Not a problem.” I flash her a smile, turning to Meredith. “And what about you?”

“I’m planning to go to UCLA.”

“Really?” I blurt a little too quickly and nearly wince when I realize how disbelieving I sound.

“What?” She snaps cuttingly, clearly not having missed my slip up. “Do I not look smart?”

“No, it’s not that.” I’m quick to try to fix my mistake. “It’s just … that’s a tough school. I’m not surprised, but I am impressed.”

She smiles widely and I thank my lucky stars that I dug myself out of that hole.

“Do you skateboard a lot?” Willa changes the subject before I can shoot myself in the foot again. “I don’t think I could ever do that. I’d fall flat on my face.” She squishes her eyes shut like she’s already skinned her knee and is wincing.

“It’s not that hard, I promise you,” I laugh, wiggling my fingers in the pockets of my cargo shorts. “You might actually like it. If you guys ever want to try it, my friends and I would be happy to teach you.” I meet each of the girl’s eyes.

I swear there’s the tiniest hint of a pink blush on Harlow’s cheeks, but she looks away, facing the street and I can’t be sure. The wind whips her blond locks around her shoulders; her eyes squinted from the brightness of the sun.

I’m staring and I shouldn’t be. Clearing my throat, I force myself to look away.

“That might be … fun.” Meredith is the first to respond, but her tone implies she thinks it would be anything but fun.

“We’d go easy on you,” I assure her. “No crazy tricks.”

Harlow shrugs. “Sounds fun to me.”

I can’t help but grin at the genuine enthusiasm in Harlow’s voice.

Reaching the beach, we continue on to the pier. Since it’s the weekend, it’s crowded with tourists and locals. I don’t mind it, though. It’s just how it always is. I don’t think the pier would be the same if it wasn’t packed.

I spot one of my favorite games—the kind where you play against an opponent, trying to score the most points by getting the basketball in the net. “Anyone want to play?” I pause beside it, eyeing the three girls to see if any of them will volunteer.

Harlow gives a tiny smile, and I can’t help but grin when she says, “I will.”

I’m quickly becoming a pathetic loser when it comes to this girl.

I pass money to the dude working it, not about to let Harlow pay—not because I’m prideful and think she can’t, but it feels like the right thing to do since it was my idea.

The game resets and a bell sounds. Harlow stands beside me, throwing balls at her net. I shouldn’t be paying attention to her, but I can’t help it. Suddenly watching her, the way she stands on her tiptoes in her white converse, her tongue poking out of her mouth with every shot she makes, is far more important than winning or even playing the game.

I’m not surprised when she beats me by twenty points.

“Take your pick.” He sounds bored out of his fucking mind.

Harlow thinks for a few seconds and then points to a giant blue gorilla. Or maybe it only seems giant because she’s so small. The guy passes it over and she squeezes it in her arms with a bright smile, her cheeks flushed.

I can’t help the laugh that climbs out of my throat seeing her squeeze the stuffed animal to her body. “Good game.”

Her cheeks pinken further. “I really wanted the gorilla or I would’ve gone easy on you.”

I dismiss her words. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

And I’m secretly glad she was oblivious to me checking her out.

We move to another one of the game booths on the pier, this one the annoying ones you shoot water at and hope your little fish or whatever climbs the highest. Totally rigged.

“I’ll meet back up with you guys.” Willa’s eyes dart to a store down the way.

“Are you sure?” Harlow is the first to ask, concern for her sister clear in her voice.

“Yeah, I won’t be long.” She walks away before any of the three of us can say anything more.

“Want to play ladies?” I sweep my hand toward the game.

“I’m in,” Harlow is quick to chime.

Meredith purses her lips and gives a tiny shrug. “Sure, why not.”

Paying the fee, the three of us get set up to compete against each other. The sun is bright and hot. Sweat beads on the back of my neck and I reach up to wipe it away.

Harlow grins at me, sticking her tongue out slightly. “Ready to be beat again?” Her gorilla sits between her legs.

“I love good healthy competition. Bring it on.”

Meredith huffs at my other side. “You’re both going down.”

The bell dings and we aim the water at our various targets. Mine starts in the lead, then is over taken by Harlow’s, but Meredith’s flies up out of nowhere to win.

“Told you.” She shoots finger guns at us. “Pow pow.” She then pretends to blow off smoke from her fingers.

“Pick your prize.” The girl working the booth pops her gum, crossing her arms over her chest as she waits.

“That one.” Meredith points to a pink croissant looking thing or maybe it’s a shrimp.

She grabs it and passes it over, waving us out of the way so the next group can take our places.

“I’m getting hungry. What about you guys?” Harlow squints from the sun, shielding her eyes with her hand. Her nose is scrunched adorably and I can’t help but feel pathetic for the way I want to reach out and take her face in my hands and place a kiss on her lips.

“I could eat.”

“Me too.”

We each grab what we want from one of the various booths and manage to snag one of the picnic tables on the pier. Willa ends up rejoining us and eats the sandwich Harlow got for her.

After we’ve eaten, we hang for a while longer at the pier until it’s close to sunset.

Walking back with the three girls I find myself feeling like I’ve made two new friends and when it comes to Harlow my crush still threatens to suffocate me. I’ve never been big on dating, haven’t been interested or wanted to put the time into a girlfriend. Whatever it is about Harlow that draws me in won’t let me go.

Meredith gets into her car first and I wave as she backs out and leaves.

Harlow stands a few feet away from us near Willa’s car with her gorilla and a goldfish she won, like she’s trying to give us privacy.

“I had fun today.” My hand goes to the back of my head, my eyes threatening to stray to Harlow.

“I did too, it was nice. And, uh, thanks for this.” She holds up the stuffed bunny I won today. I also got a turtle and gave that to Meredith. I didn’t get a chance to win anything for Harlow, but I’m not certain she would’ve accepted it anyway.

“Don’t mention it. Maybe I’ll see you again?” I look between her and Harlow. “We could go to the skate park if you guys want to learn.”

Willa shrugs and tucks a piece of hair a few shades darker than Harlow’s, but still blond, behind her ear. “Yeah, sure, maybe. We’ll see.”

“Um, right, then … bye.” I glance between the two sisters, wanting to say something more to Harlow, but unable to think of anything worthwhile.

With a shake of my head and a silent curse I get in my ’94 Mustang and drive away.


CHAPTER 13
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


There are defining moments in every person’s life. Sometimes you don’t realize it until months later how something changed you, other times it’s obvious right away.

When my mom opens my bedroom door around ten o’ clock that night, the look on her face tells me whatever she’s about to say is going to be one of those moments that changes everything.

“Spencer?” Her voice cracks.

“Yeah?” I set my laptop aside, standing up from my bed. “What’s wrong?” It’s obvious from her watery eyes and the tone of her voice that something bad has happened. I feel my stomach drop and have trouble finding more words. “Is everything okay? Is it dad?”

He’s on a work trip out of state. Anything could’ve happened.

She shakes her head no, sniffling. She presses a tissue beneath her nose and chokes out and strangled, “It’s T.J.”

“T.J.?” My brow furrows. What could she be so upset about this time of night when it comes to my best friend?

“What about him? Did he eat all your macaroni salad again? I told him not to do that.”

“Spencer…” She looks away, pressing her shaking lips together as she tries to regain control. Slowly, reluctantly, she brings her gaze back to mine. “He’s gone.”

“Gone?” I repeat. “Gone where?”

I know she doesn’t mean gone to the store, but fuck I want to believe that more than anything. My throat feels tight, like the walls are collapsing in on themselves.

Tears escape her eyes, making tracks down her cheeks. “He’s dead, Spencer. His mom just called me in hysterics. It was a drunk driver and⁠—”

One minute I’m standing and the next I’m on the floor like my legs refuse to hold me up any longer. The room spins around me. The green of my bedroom wall turns into a blur and the rug beneath me feels too hard, too scratchy, too—everything.

My mom joins me on the floor, wrapping her arms around me like she used to when I was little and got hurt or upset by something. I’m definitely upset now. More like devastated.

I have to be dreaming, right?

T.J. is too young to die. We’re graduating this year. He can’t just be gone. That’s not … that’s not right. It doesn’t make sense.

But she used the word dead. Definitive. No second guessing. Not hurt, not in critical condition, she said dead.

She’s telling me my best friend is dead? That he no longer exists in this life?

“I’m so sorry.” She rests her chin on top of my head, rocking us back and forth. “I’m so sorry.” Her fingers glide through my hair, trying to provide a miniscule amount of comfort.

I know she’s hurting too—T.J. is like a second son to her.

Our moms are best friends so naturally we grew up together.

“How can he be gone?” I ask her. “You’re lying.” She has to be. I push her away so I can see her face. “I just talked to him a few hours ago.”

But she doesn’t tell me she’s wrong, that this is some elaborate and gross joke, because why would it be joke?

It’s real.

T.J. my best friend, the guy who’s more like a brother, is dead at eighteen.

He’ll never go to college to play baseball like he planned. He’ll never have a chance at playing professionally. Of starting a family. He’ll never live all the tiny imperfect moments in between the big ones that are what really make life worth living.

Hours ago, I spoke to him. He was alive, laughing on his way to visit his grandma, and now…

Now, he’s dead.

I keep repeating that word in my head, like finally it’ll sink in that my best friend of my whole life is gone.

“You’re lying,” I accuse brokenly. My body feels leaden, weighed down with the reality I don’t want to face. She tightens her hold on me. “You’re wrong. You have to be wrong. They have the wrong person.”

“I'm sorry,” she says, embracing me again.

“Mom.” I push at her shoulders gently. “It’s someone else, right? It’s not him. It can’t be him.”

“Spence.” Her voice cracks. “It’s him.”

My heart feels like it’s been beaten and I don’t know what to do. Maybe it’s naïve, but I never imagined anything like this ever happening to one of my friends or me. It was something that happened to other people. Sad, sure, but it wouldn’t happen to us.

But it did.

It. Did.

A painful realization settles over me that everything is going to be different now.

One minute.

One second.

One moment.

That’s all it takes to change everything.


CHAPTER 14
HARLOW


“It’s really dangerous for you to look this good,” I warn Jameson with a playful smile. “It makes me want to drag you back to bed.” I adjust his tie.

He chuckles, picking up his leather work bag. “I wish, but if I’m late Roger will have my ass.”

Roger—his boss—is a stickler when it comes to everything and loves to catch his employees doing something wrong. Jameson was annoyed when Roger called him into his office to reprimand him for wearing mismatched socks.

“I know.” The two words echo from my throat with a ghastly sigh. Standing on my tiptoes I place a kiss on his lips. “Oh, sorry. Lipstick.” I swipe my thumb over his bottom lip to get rid of the red color.

I don’t normally wear bold lip colors, but I decided to be a little brave today.

He grins down at me, a twinkle in his brown eyes as his hand settles low on my waist. “Keep that up and I’ll say fuck work and fuck you instead.”

“Jameson!” I smack his chest lightly, my cheeks flaming as I check that Monroe didn’t overhear.

“Don’t worry.” He nuzzles his face against my neck and his barely-there stubble rasps against my skin. “She’s still in her room.” He kisses the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. “Seriously, I gotta go. I’ll see you tonight.” He drops another kiss on top of my head.

“I love you.”

“Love you more.” He kisses my cheek and then he’s gone.

Down the hall, I poke my head into Roe’s room, finding her on her stomach flipping through one of her books at a speed that tells me there’s no way she’s reading the words on the page. “Roe,” I sing-song. “Time to go.”

She sighs dramatically, rolling to her back. “I’ve decided school isn’t for me.”

“Hm, is that so?” Folding my arms over my chest, I lean against her doorway. “And why is that?”

She lets out an aggravated sound—a cross between a scoff and a scream. “It’s so boring, Mom. I’m six now, I’ve learned all I need to.”

I have to stifle my laugh. “I don’t think so.”

Rolling her head in my direction, her light blue eyes are too intelligent for her age. “I know about the birds and the bees and once you know about that you’re an adult. That’s what Drew in my class said.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “The birds and the bees, huh? Interesting. Care to explain it to me.”

She sits up, pushing her sandy blond hair off her face. Her skinny legs swing over the edge of the bed. “Yeah, it means you and dad had sex and then a bird left me at your door and the bees … I forgot what the bees do.”

Oh my God.

“Sex, huh?” I repeat, trying not to laugh. “What’s that?”

She rolls her eyes in exasperation that I’m even asking. “It’s when you play with lightsabers and donuts. Duh.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, torn between wanting to laugh or cringe. “And did Drew mention where he learned this?”

“From his big brother. He’s a fifth grader so he knows a lot,” she says in a matter-of-fact tone.

I press my lips together and cross the room, crouching in front of her. “Listen, Roe, now’s not the time to talk about this or we’ll be late, but I promise you that Drew’s brother is wrong. We’ll talk about this more later.”

Do I really want to have ‘the talk’ with my six-year-old? Hell no. But Drew’s brother has left me with little choice and I have to say something. I can’t let her believe something so untrue. Monroe has always been a smart kid who wants to know the facts and I refuse to be that parent who lies just to get out of being honest. Thank God I’m meeting Spencer for lunch today, and I can pick his brain for the best way to go about it. Especially as co-parents we need to agree on how to handle certain things.

“Do I still have to go to school?” Her nose scrunches with annoyance. No doubt she already knows my answer.

I narrow my eyes. “Yes.”

“Fine.” She hops off her bed and grabs her backpack. “Let’s go waste a bunch of hours of my life I’ll never get back.”

[image: ]


I pull up outside the restaurant Spencer told me to meet him at in Malibu. It’s an obscure place tucked between two large buildings. The sign on the door says Hot Buns, just like his text said.

After parallel parking, I grab my phone from the cupholder and send Spencer a text to see if he’s here yet.

Spencer: Yeah, I’ll come meet you at the front.

Slipping my phone in my purse I get out of my car and can’t help but notice it’s the oldest one parked in the vicinity. I give my tried-and-true car a pat on the hood, silently telling her that she’s way better than those expensive models.

Stepping into the restaurant I smile at the hostess, sliding my sunglasses into my hair.

“How many?” She reaches for the menus.

“Oh, I’m meeting someone.”

She smiles and nods. That’s when I spot Spencer weaving through the restaurant. Eyes follow him as he goes, and the hostess’s eyes widen when she realizes he’s who I’m meeting.

“There you are,” he says in greeting. When he reaches me, he places his hand on my waist, leaning in to kiss my cheek. “Table’s this way.” He jerks his head, urging me to follow as his hand falls away from my body.

It’s difficult to ignore the tingles left from his touch. It’s always been that way with him, though. When we touch it’s … electric.

We weave through the restaurant, an eclectic place with bright colors and surfboards on the wall along with unique paintings of hamburger buns painted to look like breasts and butt cheeks. Toasted buns indeed.

Spencer stops at a booth tucked into a corner out of the way. “Ladies first.” He sweeps an arm out.

I tuck the skirt of my dress against my legs and slide in, picking up the waiting menu while Spencer settles across from me.

“What’s good here?” I ask before opening the menu.

“The burgers,” he replies, deadpan.

I narrow my eyes in speculation and open the menu to find that that’s all they offer. “Same old, Spencer.” I try not to crack a smile, but fail miserably. “Give me a real answer.”

“The Hawaiian. You’ll regret it if you don’t get it.”

“Hmm,” I hum, perusing the menu in search of that one.

A throat clears and I look over to find a smiling, bubbly waitress. Her blond hair is pulled back in a sleek ponytail and her cheeks flush as she bats her eyes at Spencer. She looks young, maybe eighteen or nineteen at the most. I can’t help but laugh to myself for thinking she’s young, because I’m young, only a few years older than her, but becoming a mom made me grow up fast. At my chuckle she gives me a fleeting glance before her attention returns to Spencer.

“Hi.” Her voice is breathy—not in a sultry or sexy way, but like she’s nervous. “I love you on Hidden Nights,” she blurts out, mentioning the teen-geared sexy drama Spencer landed the leading role on a few years ago. “Sorry.” She shakes her head, biting her lip. “That’s so unprofessional of me. I’m Katie and I’ll be your waitress this evening—afternoon.” Her once pink cheeks are bright now. “What—uh…”—her eyes shift to me, and she gives me a sheepish smile— “can I get you guys?” She clears her throat. “To drink. What can I get you guys to drink? Any appetizers? You know what, I’ll bring some onion rings on the house because I’m butchering this. Wait, are you allowed to eat onion rings? I’m sure you have to be on a strict diet and I here I am offering you onion rings of all things.” She smacks her hand against her forehead as both Spencer and I stare at her.

I don’t know about him, but I’m wondering how she spewed all of that without a single breath in between.

Spencer smiles at her, more than used to this kind of reaction. “Hi, Katie. Nice to meet you. I’ll have a water and she’ll have one too with lemon. Onion rings sound lovely. How about an order of mozzarella sticks, too?”

“Y-Yeah,” she stutters. “I can do that.”

She turns and heads off to put that order in. I press my lips together, trying not to laugh.

“What?” He smiles and moves slightly closer. “You can say it.”

I cock my head to the side, and whisper, “You render women senseless everywhere you go. It’s quite remarkable. A real talent you have there.”

His eyes lower. “Not you, though.” He sounds slightly disgruntled by that fact.

“Not me?” I repeat, incredulous. I let out a little laugh. “You got me pregnant. I think you can lump me in with the rest.”

Even though we’re joking, his blue eyes grow serious. “Trust me, you’re nothing like the rest. You never have been.” He scoops up the saltshaker and looks it over before putting it back. It’s classic Spencer—when he’s uncomfortable he starts to fiddle.

I tilt my head slightly, playing with the necklace at my throat—oh, God maybe I’m a nervous fiddler too. “What do you mean?”

He cocks his head to the side. “You have no idea, do you?”

“Here are your drinks.” The waitress sets them down. “Your appetizers will be ready in a few minutes. Have you decided on your meal?” She appears composed now, though her cheeks remain slightly flushed and there is a slight tremor in her hands.

“Are you getting the Hawaiian?” He plays with the corner of the menu lying flat on the table in front of him. I nod. “Sweet potato fries okay with you?” Another nod. Shooting a kind smile at the waitress he says, “Two Hawaiian burgers and sweet potato fries with both.”

She scribbles on her pad. “I’ll put that in for you and check on your appetizers.” She starts to turn to leave but swings back, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I know this isn’t professional of me, but I’m such a fan and I’d really love to get a picture with you. If that’s okay.”

“Sure”—he begins, and she reaches for her phone— “after we’re done with lunch.” He wiggles his finger between us.

Her face goes from pink to red. “Oh, right. Of course. Thank you.”

She scurries off, back to the kitchen I assume, and I hope in her excitement she doesn’t forget to put our order in.

Spencer switches our glasses so I have the lemon water I ordered and he has the plain one. I squeeze the lemon juice into the water and lay the rind aside.

“I can’t believe you still have to have some kind of fruit or flavor in your water.”

“Plain water is gross.” I take a sip of the tangy liquid. “And I don’t like soda.”

He gives a knowing smile. “You live off water and coffee.”

“Pretty much.”

He rubs his stubbled jaw, shaking his head in amusement. “Not much has changed.”

“Nope.” I stir my straw in the liquid. “I’m still me.”

An awkwardness settles between us. Despite going to his house to surf the other day, hanging out isn’t something we do anymore. I know in order to be better parents this is necessary, but I’m struggling to know what to say to him. For too long our only communication has been about our daughter. I told him I’m still me but how do I expect him to know that?

“Are you still taking photos? I assume you had your camera out to come across the SD card.”

“Not often. I don’t really have the time with work and school. A lot of people aren’t willing to model for me either.”

Spencer cocks his head to the side. “I would model for you.”

Lacing his long, elegant fingers together he lays them on the table. My eyes trace the veins in his hands up to his arms. He clears his throats and I jolt at being caught.

I’ve always been a sucker for his hands and arms.

“Are you checking me out?”

I wipe my mouth with a napkin and ignore that question. “It seems like you have far more important things to do than pose for some photos for me.”

He looks away, his jaw pulsing with something akin to anger. With a sigh, he runs his fingers through his wavy hair. It falls artfully despite his agitation. “You never got it, did you?”

“Got … what?” The words come out hesitant.

“That you were—that you and Roe”—he amends, pressing his lips together momentarily— “were, and are always the most important thing to me. I can, and I will, make time.”

The waitress drops off our appetizers and quickly scurries away like she senses the tension.

“Oh … um … thanks?” It comes out like a question, and I’ve never wanted to smack myself in the face more than I want to now.

Spencer narrows his eyes on me, brows furrowed, but chooses not to say anything, picking up an onion ring instead and biting it in half.

When our burgers come out, I finally broach the topic Monroe brought up this morning. “Apparently someone at school was telling our little girl all about the birds and the bees.”

Spencer puts his burger down without taking a bite. “What?” His eyes narrow in anger. “What little shit did that?”

“Yep.” I pick up one of the sweet potato fries, sprinkled with rosemary. I nibble the end hesitantly, but it’s actually pretty tasty so I end up eating the whole fry. “Apparently a kid in her class learned from his brother and told her. I should add that his explanation is completely wrong which leaves us⁠—”

“Needing to have the talk.” He exhales heavily, scrubbing both hands down his face. His blue eyes shine with disbelief. “With our six-year-old.”

“Yeah,” I drag out the word. “Do you want me to do it? How do you want to go about this? We can talk it out now about the best way to approach and I can handle it.”

He shakes his head. “You don’t need to handle it, Harlow. We’re both her parents. We’ll do it together.” He gives a small shrug. “I want her to know she can come to either of us about difficult questions as she gets older. I don’t want her to think because I’m dad that she can’t come to me about those kinds of things.”

My heart warms with pride. Spencer truly is the best dad. The way he loves Monroe … it’s everything. I’m so happy that she’ll always have him on her side.

“How do you think we should go about this then?” Biting into the burger I decide he was right to insist that I get this one. “What should we say and what should we omit for now?”

“For starters I think we should do it over ice cream.”

I blink at him once. Twice. Again. “What does ice cream have to do with this?”

“She loves ice cream—maybe it’ll lessen the blow and take the ick factor out of it.”

“Ice cream?” I repeat in a tone that implies do you even hear yourself?

“Why not?” He chews on a fry, completely at ease.

“Are you really not freaking out over having the s-e-x talk with our daughter? Because I feel like I’m going to throw up over it.”

“It had to happen eventually.” He shrugs those muscular shoulders that are a prominent feature when he pops up on magazines. Paparazzi love to catch him at the beach shirtless. “Am I happy about it? Hell no. I want to wring the neck of whatever kid told her this shit, but I’m not going to freak out about it, or punish her because some kid ran his mouth with nonsense, and now we have to correct it.”

“True.” I take a breath. “This parenting thing is hard.”

“It is.” He takes a sip of water, clearing his throat. “But I think we’re doing a pretty good job. I mean, no one’s perfect, but I don’t think we’re the worst.” He fiddles with the utensils even though he doesn’t need them. “As for what we should say, I think honesty is the best policy in this case. We don’t have to give details.” He cringes, his lips pinched like he tastes something sour. “Personally, I don’t want to lie and say the stork dropped her off either.”

“I agree. I always thought we wouldn’t have to deal with these difficult conversations until she’s older, but here we are.”

He reaches across the table, gripping my hand for a moment before pulling it back with a shake of his head like he’s done something he shouldn’t have. “It’ll be okay. Don’t overthink it.”
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After waiting for Spencer to take photos with the waitress and some patrons, as well as sign autographs, we finally make our way out of the restaurant. He walks in front of me, pulling on a baseball cap and dark sunglasses. His t-shirt is tailored to his lean chest and stomach, hugging in all the right places, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s custom made for him. Surely no one would drop hundreds of dollars for a custom basic tee, but I guess with the money he has now, a couple hundred probably seems like nothing.

He pushes the door open, nodding for me to go first.

That’s when the flashing lights explode across my vision.

“For fucks sake,” he growls.

I’m blinded by the lights, but I can sense myself being tucked against his body. I know it’s his from the feel and smell. His body is as familiar to me as my own.

“I’ve got you.” His lips are close to my ear as he shuffles along, ignoring the questions shouted at him from the paparazzi.

“Spencer! Spencer! Who’s your lunch date?”

“Spencer! Are you off the market now?”

“Over here! Smile! Give us something!”

“Who’s the woman, Spencer?”

“My car is around the corner,” he murmurs in my ear.

I’m too taken by surprise to voice anything about leaving mine behind. The last thing I want to do is turn around and handle that horde. I let him guide me into a parking lot, the shouts following.

“Fuck.” He fumbles in his pocket, yanking out his keys. Normally I would smile at the Pascal—from Tangled—keychain dangling from his hand, a gift Monroe chose for him on his last birthday, but it’s impossible to bring a smile to my lips under the current harassment.

“Who are you?” Now their shouts are directed at me.

“Are you dating?”

“Who is she?”

“Give us something!”

“Spencer! Spencer! Spencer!”

There’s a chirping sound and then Spencer’s opening the door to the black Range Rover, with heavily tinted windows, for me. He practically shoves me inside while yelling at the paparazzi.

“Back off! Can’t you see you’re upsetting her!” He closes the door and I reach up, feeling the dampness on my cheeks. I don’t even know when I started crying. “Get your pictures. I’m fucking leaving.”

I watch in the sideview mirror as he spreads his arms wide. He stands there for ten full seconds before he rushes to the driver’s side and the assholes follow.

Spencer slams his hand down on the locks, tosses his baseball cap in the back, and starts the car all in one breath.

“Put your seatbelt on,” he demands through gritted teeth.

I do as I’m told, my fingers shaking slightly from the unexpected onslaught.

He slams the gear in reverse and steps on the gas, forcing the paparazzi out of the way. They scatter like the pesky cockroach infestation that they are, and with a screech of tires we’re out of the parking lot and flying down the road at a speed that far exceeds the limit. I have no doubt the roaches are scurrying for their own vehicles to follow.

Spencer is rarely spotted with women. In fact, if I recall correctly, most photos I’ve seen on magazines show him with females he’s working with—his arm around them as they pose on the red carpet or even a set photo.

Them catching him with me, especially when he hid me with his body quickly enough for them to never see my face, undoubtedly has them curious. Those photos will probably sell for a pretty penny.

“Are you okay?” He checks the rearview mirror and reaches to turn the volume down on the radio.

“Y-Yeah,” I stutter, clutching my chest for some reason.

“I think I got away before they could follow.” He still seems tense. Hands clenched tightly around the wheel. “We’ll go to my house.”

At least since it’s in a gated area they won’t be able to follow. Even with that thought my anxiety doesn’t ease.

“My car—what about my car?”

He glances at me. “We’ll go back for it later. You don’t have to head back yet, right?”

I look at the time shining back at me from his fancy spaceship-like dashboard. “No.”

“It’ll be easier to hang at my house than to try to wait them out somewhere else.”

“Okay.” I rub my sweaty palms on my jean shorts, trying to get rid of some of the dampness.

Ten minutes later he’s pulling into his driveway and right into the garage beside a red Ferrari and white Porshe SUV on the other side of it.

He bought the Porshe for me a year ago, wanting to replace my old car, but I stubbornly refused.

Following Spencer inside the house, he flicks on some lights and kicks off his Van sneakers. I can’t help but smile to myself. He used to wear the same kind of shoes all the time when we were younger. Some things never change.

“Make yourself at home,” he says over his shoulder.

I try not to snort at the irony since this was supposed to be my home, our home, and I shot him down. Breaking his heart a second time, and us, in the process.

I close my eyes for a few seconds, imagining the what ifs, which is a dangerous game. Opening them wide, I find him walking into the kitchen. He pulls out a bottle of some kind of fancy looking water. He pours half into two glasses and adds two lemon slices from his fridge into one, passing it to me without a word.

I wonder why he has lemons. He’s never liked them.

Awkwardly, I follow him with the glass in my hand into the sunken family room. He plops dramatically on the low white couch and reaches for the remote, turning the TV on.

“You don’t worry about Roe staining this?” I rub my hand on the soft fabric as I wiggle around.

He arches a brow. “It’s washable. If something spills, I take it off and throw it into the washing machine.”

“You mean you don’t have people for that?” The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them.

His brow climbs even higher. “No.” He makes the word into two syllables. “Don’t get me wrong, I have a cleaning lady, but I do my own laundry.”

“Right.” I drop my head, wiping the condensation off my glass. Now I feel like an ass.

He flips through the channels, stopping on a baseball game. He exhales an unsteady breath. “I can’t see a baseball game without thinking of T.J. Of what he could’ve been.”

A heavy lump settles in my throat at the mention of his best friend who isn’t with us anymore. I hate to admit that it’s been a long time since I’ve thought of T.J. despite everything. “You miss him?”

Dark blue eyes meet my hazel ones. “Every single day, but he’s not the only one I miss.”

It’s obvious he’s talking about me, but I don’t touch that comment. Now isn’t the time.

Sipping my water, I get up and walk around the living space. I take in the tiny details that make this house a home. Like the travel books on the built-in shelves beside the fireplace and TV. Little knickknacks clutter the area, probably things Spencer has picked up on his journeys. Beside a book about surfing there’s a picture frame with a photo of Roe and him. He’s holding her on his shoulders, his head tilted back with her bending over to give him a kiss.

Picking up the frame, I turn around and show it to Spencer. “I love this.”

He grins, crossing his legs that are stretched out on the chaise part of the sectional sofa. “I do, too. Figured I better frame it because one day she’ll be afraid to even hold my hand.”

“She’s growing up fast.” I return the photo to the shelf and smile at another of Spencer. He’s holding onto his surfboard, standing beside a dark-haired man who also has his surfboard stuck in the sand beside him. “Who’s this?”

He lifts his head, squinting at the photo I show him. A big grin lights up his face. “My surfing hero Liam Wade. He lives a couples houses away actually. Getting to meet him was cool and I guess you could say we’re kind of friends now.” He gives a shrug like it’s no big deal that he’s hanging out with his idol.

I smile but it’s a little wobbly. “You’re living an amazing life.”

It might not be one I would’ve chosen, but it doesn’t make the statement any less true.

“It’s certainly not what I expected.”

I move to the shelves on the other side of the fireplace. Picking up a ceramic pig, badly pained in colors of blue and green, I hold it up for him to see. “I remember this.”

He smiles wistfully in remembrance. “Monroe was three and we took her to the pottery place for her birthday.”

“And all she wanted was this silly pig. I think she got more paint on herself than it.”

He laughs. “You were so irritated when she got it on her dress.”

I groan, shaking my head. “I knew she’d get it all over her but she threw a fit when I tried to get her to wear something else. Arguing with a toddler is like trying to negotiate with a drunk sorority girl—pointless and not worth it.” I return the pig to the spot.

“Monroe has always had a mind of her own.”

“That she has. Wow, I can’t believe you have this.” My fingers shake slightly as I wrap them around the framed photo of Spencer and me. It was taken at the pier, the lights from the Ferris Wheel blurred in the background. We stand in the middle of the pier, kissing, with my arms twined around his neck. My round belly takes up space between us and his hands rest around the shape of it.

“It reminds me of … before,” he finishes simply.

“Before?” I probe, worried I don’t want to hear his answer.

He wets his lips with a quick slide of his tongue. “Before life got crazy and we had a baby to raise and…” He bites his lip like he’s trying to hold in the words. “Before my career derailed everything.”

“Spencer.” I close my eyes, trying to center myself. When I open them, I find him in the same spot on the couch, watching me closely. “It was more than just that.” My shoulders deflate. We’ve had this conversation numerous times, but Spencer likes to conveniently forget. “You … you were my first boyfriend and I was so in love with you, but I was scared after I got pregnant and we had a baby. I … I didn’t want to feel like I was stuck with you because of it. I wanted to date other people.”

He stands suddenly and I don’t know how but in less than a blink he’s right in front of me. He cradles my cheeks in his warm soft hands. “One—you’ve dated one person since we broke up. You haven’t really explored anything and I … I’ve been right here, waiting for you to wake up and see what’s in front of you. What’s always been in front of you.”

My lips tremble, not with tears, but with excitement at his touch. An electric current thrums through my limbs. Anger simmers inside me but it’s overwhelmed by the pleasure at being in his hold. The anger is purely at myself, for liking the way it feels when he touches me. I love Jameson. I’m in love with him. It shouldn’t feel this good when another man touches me, especially one who I let go of.

“Do you feel that, Harlow?” He leans in, his mouth centimeters from my cheek as his fingers stroke slowly along the satin curve of my skin. He doesn’t wait for me to answer. “He can never make you feel like that from one touch.”

My body shudders treacherously with pleasure as his lips skim over mine in a barely-there touch. It’s not even a kiss, it’s not anything at all, but I feel it everywhere when I should feel it nowhere.

Somehow, I find the willpower to brace my hands on his shoulders and shove him away before I do something stupid that I can’t take back. Like kiss him for real.

My feet feel leaden but I run from him, straight for the door. I yank it open and race outside, down his driveway.

“Harlow!” He calls after me, pain in his voice. “Stop, please! Where are you going?”

I whip around, pointing a finger at him. “You don’t get to do that. We’re not … we’re not us anymore.” My voice cracks on that treacherous word—us. No matter what I do, there’s always going to be an us.

Stalking back up the driveway, anger builds inside me. He stands in one spot; his hands shoved into his pockets. That elegant, sculpted jaw of his pulses with things he wants to say but smartly keeps his mouth shut. “I’m with Jameson now. I know you hate that but it’s true.”

His shoulders are squared like an impenetrable wall, one I’m sure my words bounce off of. The problem is, despite what I say, I’m angrier at myself because I did like the way it felt when he touched me.

He presses his tongue against his cheek, releasing a pent-up breath. “Believe me, I never forget you’re with him.”

There’s so much pain in those words that it feels like he’s punched me. Actually, I think it would hurt less.

He blows out another breath. “All I do is fuck things up with you and I don’t know why. I … forget I said anything. Please. I just … I want you in my life even if it’s not the way I always thought it would be.”

“Spencer…” I don’t know what to say, my mind is raging with confusion over my reaction to his touch and closeness.

“Let me take you back to your car. You’ll go home. And we’ll forget this conversation ever happened.”

I nod. “Okay.”

It’s easier to agree, to bury things down and pretend they don’t exist.

While he drives me back to my vehicle, I give an occasional glance in his direction, still aware of the heavy weight of our conversation.


CHAPTER 15
HARLOW


Surprisingly, the sex talk with Monroe went well and wasn’t nearly as awkward as I expected. I expected some uncomfortableness between Spencer and me after the other day, but he seemed normal, like it was completely forgotten for him, and he hasn’t felt the ghost of my touch like I have his.

He’s haunting more than just my memories now.

Jameson throws his arm around my neck, pulling me into his side and yanking me from my Spencer fueled thoughts. Guilt sours my stomach. “It’s just you and me for the rest of the weekend. What should we do?”

“I’m not sure. Do you have anything in mind?”

He scrunches his lips. “We could go to the bookstore and get dinner if you want.”

I bite my lip, trying to contain a laugh. “Is there a new comic book out that you want?”

“Babe.” He feigns a wince. “They’re not comic books. They’re graphic novels.”

He pinches my side playfully and I giggle. “Graphic novels, right. My bad.”

He lets his arm drop from my shoulder, but I barely have time to miss his touch before he’s taking my hand, entwining our fingers. We continue down the street and over a block to the small two-story bookstore he loves so much.

“Meet you at the front in thirty,” he says, already walking away in eagerness.

I don’t read often anymore. There’s not enough time between work, school, and being a mother, but I still find incredible comfort inside the store, surrounded by shelf after shelf of books.

I know Jae will probably be longer than thirty minutes. He tends to lose track of time in the store, but it never bothers me.

Heading to the back of the store and straight to the coffee shop I order an iced coffee to drink as I stroll around.

There’s a section of apparel and other odds and ends that are book related and that’s where I find myself. Picking up a coffee mug I shake my head in amusement.

I LIKE BIG BOOKS AND I CANNOT LIE.

I hold onto it to buy for Jameson, since I know he’ll get a kick out of it.

While I’m browsing, I also pick out a shirt for him that says; I closed my book to be here. For Monroe, I pick up a new set of books she’s been asking for. She’s only six, but she’s already a strong reader and I want to encourage that in her, so I always try to get her a new book here and there. Lucky for me, the whole series boxset is discounted.

By the time Jameson makes it to the front, my coffee is long gone, and I’ve been checked out for at least fifteen minutes and sitting in one of the oversized chairs near the front.

“Shit,” he curses, bag dangling from his hands. “How long have you been waiting?”

“Not long.”

He cracks a smile. “Liar.”

I stand from the chair with the bag clasped in my hands. “I don’t mind.”

“Why are you so perfect?” He pulls me in for a quick kiss on the lips.

I’m not perfect,” I snort, walking out in front of him as he holds the door open for me.

“That’s right, you’re definitely not. Your breath smells terrible in the mornings and you’re a monster without coffee.”

Hey!” I push him away from me on the sidewalk. He laughs, clutching his side.

“You’re the one who said you weren’t perfect. But don’t worry”—he grabs for my hand, pulling me in closer to him— “I love those things about you.”

“Oh, really, huh?” I’m doubtful, because who likes bad breath and he’s right—I’m a bitch without my coffee.

“Yup”—he says assuredly— “because it makes you who you are.”

“Are you trying to butter me up?” I accuse, squeezing his hand between mine. His palm is soft, the little hairs on his knuckles coarse.

His impish grin reminds me of a naughty child who knows they’ve been caught. “Is it working?”

“Perhaps.” I give a tiny shrug. “But the night is young.”
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Jae swings open the door to his place, letting me inside first. Reaching in, he flicks the lights on, illuminating his apartment in brightness. The overhead lights are stark, bathing everything in a clinical hue.

To my left is the spacious modern kitchen complete with white cabinets and white countertops. In front of that is his living area with a sectional in front of a large flat screen over a fireplace—despite the fact we never need to turn it on. The view out the large floor to ceiling windows isn’t the best, but there is the barest hint of the ocean between buildings if you’re looking in the daylight.

Jameson shuts the door, engaging the alarm. I follow him into the kitchen where he places the to-go box on the island and pulls out two forks from the drawer. He holds one out to me, his lips quirked on one side in a tiny grin.

“Dessert?”

I take the fork from him, biting my lip. “I thought in the car you said I was the dessert tonight?”

“Oh, you are.” He slides his glasses up his nose and I have no idea how he makes that movement suggestive, but he does. “But are you really going to pass this up?”

He flips the lid open, revealing the Oreo cheesecake he ordered to take home with us. Licking my lips, I admit, “No, I can’t pass anything Oreo up.”

It’s my greatest weakness in life.

Digging the fork into the cheesecake, I bring the bite to my lips. The moan that leaves me as the flavor hits my tongue, sounds like pure sex, even though I don’t intentionally mean for it too.

His eyelids lower, watching me swirl my tongue around the tongs to lick it clean before going in for another bite.

“This is delicious.” I close my eyes, savoring the taste.

“It is.” His voice has gone deeper and gruffer than normal. When I open my eyes, I find that he hasn’t even taken a bite but is instead watching me eat the dessert.

I dig in for another bite. “Here, have some.”

I hold the fork out to him and he wraps his lips around it. “Good. But you taste better.”

He takes the fork from my hand, grinning at my open-mouthed expression, and tosses it in the sink with a clang. Closing the lid on the box, he shoves it in the fridge before returning and picking me up so my legs go around his waist.

I bite my lip, wiggling my hips against the erection straining against his pants.

“I wasn’t done with that,” I protest weakly.

He reaches around my body, supporting me with one hand to push open his bedroom door. “You are now.” He nips at my jaw, a playful bite that promises more to come.

He sets me down beside his bed, his fingers working easily to undo the buttons running down the front of my dress. When he gets to the last one, I let the dress fall down my shoulders to pool at my ankles.

“Fuck.” The word is a throaty exhale. “God, you’re so beautiful.”

“You’re wearing too much.” I tug at his t-shirt, the cotton soft between my fingers. It’s one of his favorites, the black color more of a charcoal gray after enduring too many washes.

He chuckles and hooks his thumbs into the back of the collar, yanking it over his head. I glide my hands over his smooth stomach, gently trailing my fingers down the hair starting at his navel, but not reaching the end since his pants are still annoyingly on.

He grabs my hands in his, placing them back at my sides.

Angling my head up with a gentle press of his fingers beneath my chin, he says, “You’re mine to do with what I want right now. That means you keep your hands to yourself.”

My pussy clenches with desire at the command in his voice.

“But I have such a difficult time doing what I’m told,” I challenge.

He chuckles warmly, skimming his lips against my cheek. Tugging my earlobe between his teeth, he growls, “That’s fine. Punishing you is fun, too.”

He palms my ass, pulling me against him so my core lines up with his thigh.

He dives for my lips. The kiss is deliciously hot as his fingers tangle in my hair, and he holds me tight.

My body responds instantly, melting into him. My fingers itch to grab onto him, but I don’t want to defy him.

Yet.

His fingers skim up my spine, never breaking the kiss, until he finds the clasp of my bra, deftly unsnapping it. He tugs the garment down my arms letting it drop to the hardwood floor.

“Hold still.” He gets to his knees, looping his fingers into the elastic on my waist. Slowly, oh so slowly, he slides my underwear down. He places a kiss on my left hipbone, then my right. He angles his head back, staring up at me. “How did I get so lucky that you’re mine?”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer before he spreads my legs, and his mouth closes over my core.

My head falls back, a gasp passing through my lips.

He moves his mouth with expert skill, having learned long ago what I like and how to use it to his advantage.

My fingers fold into fists, my nails digging into the palms of my hands to keep from allowing myself to tug on his hair. I know crescent shaped indents will be left there.

A moan crawls up my throat as he sucks on my clit. “Please, let me touch you.”

I hate that I’m begging, but he knows not being able to touch him is pure torture for me. The bastard.

His mouth leaves my core and I mewl in protest. “No.”

The one word, biting and firm, before he licks my core again. My thighs shake despite his steady hold on them. I allow my body to bow over his, my hair falling forward to skim his naked back, but my hands stay firmly at my sides.

“Fuck, you taste good.” His voice rumbles against me, his breath against my pussy sending tiny pulses through my body.

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond and doesn’t stop again either until an orgasm leaves my body trembling. He holds my waist in his hands to steady me as he stands from the floor. When he knows I’m not going to fall over he takes my cheeks in his hands, lowering his mouth over mine. I taste myself on his lips as he kisses me. His erection pushes against my stomach and I can’t help myself when my hand strokes the shape of it still trapped by his jeans and boxer-briefs.

He smiles against my mouth and takes a step away. Angling his head down to me in challenge, he growls, “You shouldn’t have done that.” I press my lips together so I don’t grin, but he knows anyway. He always does. He grips my chin between his thumb and forefinger, staring down at me for a moment. “You’re trouble.”

He presses his lips against my neck in a gentle kiss. A gasp bursts between my lips when he bites down on the same spot he so sweetly touched before. It’s bound to leave a mark come tomorrow.

“Turn around.”

I do what I’m told, another gasp stealing from my throat when he pushes me roughly onto the bed. My nipples are sensitive and the brush of fabric against them has me biting my lip.

His body heat encompasses me as he leans over so his lips meet my ear. His jeans brush against the back of my thighs and I try not to shiver. “Bad girls get punished.”

I gasp as he grabs my arms, pulling them behind my back. He works quickly, tying a strand of rope around them so that I won’t be able to use my hands and will be mostly immobile. He must’ve had the rope out already before we got here. He can count on me never doing what I’m told.

When I’m thoroughly restrained, his hand comes down on my ass in a sharp sting. My back arches and I bite down on my lip, holding in my moan.

He pulls me up by the length of rope between my hands and turns me around to face him.

“On your knees.” He helps guide me to the floor. His touch is gentle compared to the intense heat in his eyes. “Eyes on me.” Reaching for his belt, he undoes it easily, popping the button on his jeans next. He pulls his pants and boxer-briefs down only far enough to free his cock. “Suck it.”

He stares into my eyes as I wet my lips with a stroke of my tongue. Leaning forward I lick his tip and the tiny bit of pre-cum there.

I gasp when his hands dive into my hair, yanking my head back roughly. “I said suck it. Not lick it.”

I give him a wicked grin. “I was getting there.”

He squeezes my left breast, tweaking my nipple. I hiss between my teeth at the pleasure-pain.

“Don’t make me tell you twice.” With a hum, I wrap my lips around his cock, our eyes locked as I suck him. He swells with pleasure in my mouth. I suck him harder and farther down my throat, doing what I can to drive him crazy. It’s not easy not having use of my hands, but this isn’t the first time, and I trust Jameson completely and know he’d never let me get hurt. “Fuck.” He lets his head fall back, breaking eye contact.

Recovering, he grabs my hair into a ponytail clasped in his fist and guides my head, fucking my mouth faster and harder. Saliva gathers in my mouth, covering his cock.

“Shit. Fuck. Baby.” He yanks my head back, strings of saliva following my mouth.

He doesn’t say anything, just grabs me from the floor and turns me around so I’m lying with my chest on the bed again. I moan when his fingers find my pussy.

“I knew you’d be soaking,” he growls lowly, pushing into me in one hard thrust.

I gasp as my body shifts on the bed, scooting forward from the power in his body.

He reaches around with the fingers that were just inside me and presses them against my mouth. “Clean them.”

I wrap my mouth around his fingers, tasting myself on them.

Pulling them away, he grips my hips with both hands, pounding into me from behind.

“Fuck, baby. You feel so good.” His voice is raspy with pleasure and my core clenches around him, eliciting a hiss from between his teeth.

His fingers wrap around the rope between my hands and he yanks me upward as he thrusts into me.

With his other hand he tilts my head back and kisses me deeply. “I love you.” He bites at my throat again overtop the spot he bit earlier.

“I. Love. You. Too.” Each word is a strangled gasp as I fight to speak around my moans. Another orgasm builds and the ability to hold myself upright is becoming difficult.

“Not yet.” He pulls from my body and I mewl in protest.

He moves away from me and I spot the glint of a knife he uses to slice the rope binding me. Twisting me around so we face each other he picks my body weight up effortlessly and I give a small cry as my sensitive pussy slides down his cock. My legs twine around his waist as he pushes into me again and again.

“You can touch me now,” he breathes against my lips.

I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him, our tongues tangling together.

Lowering me down until my back touches the bed, he stays standing, guiding his cock in and out of me at a steady pace. I run my fingers down his sweat dampened chest and he shivers from the touch.

Holding onto my hips he rocks against me, my back arching as the pleasure builds.

I’m so close to orgasming and he must sense it because he reaches between our joined bodies to rub my clit, adding the needed pressure that sends me over the edge. He joins me a few seconds later, his deep moans echoing against the side of my ear and heightening my own pleasure.

We lay there like that, trying to recover our breath.

When he raises up slightly, I hold his cheeks in my hands, the light bit of stubble rasps against my palms. He rubs his nose against mine, a hum rumbling in his throat.

“Can we do that again?”

He chuckles, kissing me. “Anything you want, baby. We have all night.”


CHAPTER 16
HARLOW


Ashrill sound penetrates the deep sleep I’ve been in.

“Ugh,” I groan, tossing my arm over my face. “Make it stop.”

I don’t know whether Jameson listens to me or if maybe God himself has heard my plea but it does stop.

Rolling over, I pull the covers up to my chin. Before I have a chance to doze back off, the ringing starts up again.

“What is that?” I push against Jae’s shoulder. “Turn it off.”

He yawns sleepily. “It’s your phone.”

The sound cuts off again before starting back up.

Finally, reality infiltrates my sleep addled brain and I sit straight up, the covers pooling at my waist. “Oh my God.”

For my phone to keep ringing like that, something must be wrong. Nobody ever calls me back-to-back like that. My mouth parts with fear.

Monroe.

Tumbling out of the bed I get a peek at the clock on the nightstand and see that it’s after eleven in the morning.

Grabbing one of Jae’s shirts I tug it over my naked body—stupid, I know, but for some reason I can’t fathom the idea of answering the phone completely naked.

Locating my phone, I answer just before it cuts off again. “Hello?”

I realize I didn’t even look at the caller ID to see who it was, but I’m unfortunately not surprised when Spencer speaks. “Thank fuck, why weren’t you answering your phone?”

“I—”

“That’s not important,” he interrupts my explanation. “You need to get to the hospital.”

“Hospital?” It feels like all the blood drains from my body. “What’s wrong? What happened?” When he doesn’t respond in zero-point-two seconds I scream into the phone, “Tell me, dammit!”

Frantically, I scour the drawers for clothes I keep here. Pulling out a pair of cotton shorts I yank them on, not bothering with panties.

“I was right there with her⁠—”

“Spencer”—I cry, panic overloading me— “is she okay? What the fuck, of course she’s not, you’re at the hospital.” I slap my forehead and go back to searching for clothes. I need a bra and a t-shirt and … shoes. Shoes are important.

By now, Jameson is sitting up in bed and he looks as scared as I do.

“I was teaching her to skateboard, and she fell—I swear it was a small fall, Harlow, but she landed on her arm wrong and⁠—”

“And what?” I nearly shout. “What happened?”

“It’s broken. She’s going to have to get a cast.”

Air leaves my body. “How bad?”

“She doesn’t need surgery.”

“Dammit, Spencer. How did you let this happen? You have to be more responsible!” I know later I’ll feel bad for berating him, but right now I’m livid and scared. “Did she cry?”

He gives a laugh that entirely lacks humor. “No, not at all, but I noticed it didn’t look right and brought her here. She’s a tough cookie.”

“Which hospital are you at? I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

He lets me know and I hang up to put on a bra and switch to one of my own shirts. Stuffing my feet into a ratty pair of sneakers I left here a few weeks ago, I find Jameson standing there ready to go, keys in hand.

“Thank you,” I mouth.

He nods toward the door. “Let's go.”
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Running up to the reception desk in the ER, Jameson on my heels, I grip the sparkly stone counter in my hands and force a smile at the lady working there.

“Hi, my daughter is here. Monroe Shaw.”

She scans something on the computer screen and nods. “Here’s a pass.” She hands me a sticker to affix to my shirt.

“He needs one, too.” I toss a thumb at Jameson.

She gives a forced smile. “Sorry, only two people at a time with a patient.” She points to the sign that’s practically right in front of my face.

I groan, opening my mouth to argue but Jameson grips my arm. “It’s okay. Go.”

“Room six,” she tells me, knowing what’s coming next.

I leave Jameson in the lobby and rush down the hall of glassed rooms and stop outside of six.

“Daddy, it’s so cool. It’s pink. Can I put stickers on it? Can you sign it? Should I have mom sign it? What about my friends?”

Shaking my head, I slide the door open the rest of the way and step around the curtain. Monroe sits on the end of the bed with a pink cast wrapped around her left arm.

“Mom! You’re here!” She jumps off and rushes over to hug my legs. “Look how cool this is!” She holds up her cast like it’s a trophy.

“Are you okay?” Bending down, I wrap my arms around her small body, hugging her properly. She smells like coconuts and saltwater. Her familiar scent brings me a small level of comfort, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s not whole. My little girl has a broken bone.

“I’m fine, Mom.” She rolls her eyes, stepping away from me. “I didn’t even cry, but Daddy did.” She gives a giggle, smiling up at Spencer.

“Stop ratting me out.” He gives a half-hearted smile and ruffles her blond hair.

“Are you ready to go?” I eye her freshly casted arm.

“We’re waiting for the discharge papers.” Standing up, Spencer’s eyes narrow on my neck.

I open my mouth to ask him what he’s staring at, but before I can say anything realization comes over me. Blushing, I tug my shirt over to hide the discoloration from the bite Jameson gave me.

“Why didn’t you answer the phone when I called?” It’s a question, but the way he’s looking at me I think he already knows.

“Sleeping. It was a long night.”

“Hmm.” His jaw clenches and a look of pain contorts his face. “Great.” He looks away, his chest expanding with a sigh.

When Spencer first called and explained what happened, I felt angry that he’d let our daughter get hurt like this, but now I feel resigned more than anything, because I know this could’ve just as easily happened on my watch.

Pulling out the chair, I sit down while Monroe hops back up on the bed.

“The nurses keep asking for pictures with Daddy.” She giggles, her blue eyes swinging between the two of us.

“Sounds professional,” I gripe, stifling the urge to roll my eyes.

Spencer crosses his arms over his chest, leaning against the wall. “I told them no,” he mutters under his breath. “And to pay attention to her.” He flicks his fingers to Monroe. “Because that’s why we’re here.”

“I think it’s funny.” Roe gives a tiny shrug.

Spencer’s eyes slide to my neck again, his jaw pulsing in irritation, but he doesn’t say anything because he can’t. It’s none of his business and he knows it.

“I can’t help it when people recognize me.” His tone is defensive whether he means for it to be or not.

I pinch the bridge of my nose. The last thing I want to do is argue with him when Monroe has been injured and is in the fucking hospital.

“I know you can’t, but it doesn’t change the fact that it’s completely unprofessional especially when our daughter has been hurt. This was one of my fears, you know.”

A look of pain crosses his face; one I can’t understand or decipher.

“It really doesn’t hurt that bad, Mom. And this is super cool.” She holds up her casted arm. “I can’t wait to have people sign it and decorate it.”

I spare a smile for her. “I know you can’t.” I tuck a piece of hair behind her ear despite her trying to scoot away from my touch. Only six and she’s already trying to dodge me.

I’m sure by the time she gets home from school tomorrow that cast will be loaded with half of her school’s signatures.

Looking between her dad and me, she says, “Can we go now? I’m tired of this place.”

We both give a chuckle, exchanging a smile between us. “We’re still waiting on the doctor, princess.”

She turns her big blue eyes to me. “Who am I going with? You or Daddy?”

I hear a tiny sound of pain come from Spencer and give him a peculiar look. “Doesn’t matter to me, but it’s your dad’s day with you.”

“Who do you want to go with?” Spencer asks.

She looks down at her knobby knees, her fingers skating over the blankets at her side. Indecision is written all over her and I feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut.

Spencer and I might have a good relationship, but it doesn’t change the fact that we’re her parents and not together, which forces her to choose between us.

Speaking up for her, I say, “Why don’t you finish your day with your dad, and I’ll see you tonight like we’d already planned?”

Relief is evident on her face and in the slope of her shoulders. “Okay. Dad, can we get ice cream on the way home?”

He laughs, ruffling her hair. “Whatever you want, princess.”

His eyes flick to me and we exchange a look, one full of pain and regret for our daughter, because she’s going to spend her whole life having to choose between us and that’s not what either of us ever wanted for her, but when you’re not together that’s inevitable.

The door to her room opens and the curtain slides back a moment later, revealing the nurse. “I have the discharge papers here. I need your signature here and you’re good to go.”

She bats her eyes up at him, tucking a piece of scarlet hair behind her ear. She’s completely oblivious to me standing beside my daughter, who as the patient, she should at least spare a glance to. I try not to be too judgmental because maybe if I met my favorite celebrity I would fangirl too, but Spencer is just … Spencer to me.

He signs the sheet of paper and passes the clipboard back to her.

“Um.” Her cheeks pinken. “Some of the nurses and I were wondering if we could get a group photo with you?”

I bite my tongue to hold back a sassy retort I’d probably regret later.

Spencer’s eyes fall to me before he answers her, pain etched clearly into the lines of his face because he knows how much I disapprove of this, but he’s a nice guy and we both know he isn’t going to tell her no now. His eyes implore me to understand as he opens his mouth and utters, “Sure, not a problem.”

I look away, not wanting him to see the anger on my face, but I know he’s aware of it anyway. It infuriates me that because of the path he’s taken in life we can’t even take our daughter to the hospital without someone recognizing him and wanting something from him.

Stuffing down my feelings, I turn to Monroe. Her legs swing back and forth as they dangle off the edge of the bed. The bright pink cast wrapped around her small arm nearly blinds me with its brightness and its clear reminder of our failure as parents to protect her from everything.

Even ourselves.

“I’m going to go.” I hope she can’t hear the quiver in my voice and how I’m barely holding myself together for reasons unknown to me—or at least reasons I prefer to think don’t exist. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay.” She smiles up at me, her innocent mind completely unaware of the storm of thoughts brewing in my mind. She holds her arms up for a hug and I’m more than happy to oblige.

I squeeze her tight and kiss the top of her head before letting go.

“See you later, Mom.”

I stop at the doorway and look back at her, marveling at how grown up she already is. “I love you.”

“Don’t get all mushy on me. It’s gross.”

“Monroe.”

She giggles and rolls her eyes playfully. “I love you, too.”

In the hall, it’s impossible to spot Spencer in the sea of nurses and other medical personnel trying to get a photo with him. Still, I swear I feel his eyes following me as I walk down the hall back to the waiting area where I hand in my badge.

Jameson immediately stands up from the seat he was lingering in and pushes his dark hair back from his eyes. “How is she? Is she okay? Do I need to bring the car around for her?”

I shake my head. “She’s going to stay with her dad until tonight, but she’s fine. She thinks it’s cool. I’m sure she’ll make you sign her cast and draw something for her.”

Jameson doesn’t draw often anymore, but he’s good, really good. I once found his high school portfolio stuck in the back of his closet. I asked him why he’d never pursued art, but he said it was just a hobby for him, and he loved numbers and computers more. Weirdo. But my weirdo.

“You ready to go then?” He arches a brow in wait for my reply.

I nod, my stomach heavy at the fact my daughter is hurt and I have to leave her behind. But I know she’s in good hands with Spencer.

Jameson wraps his arm around me as we head for the exit. “Ice cream?”

I laugh because he knows me so well. “Absolutely, and coffee too.”

He grins down at me. “I would never forget your coffee.”


CHAPTER 17
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Stop pulling at your jacket,” my mom scolds, tapping my knee. “You’re squirming like a worm.”

I can’t help it. The only suit I had is a size—maybe two—too small. I should’ve gotten a new one, but I thought this would fit and by the time I realized it wouldn’t, there wasn’t enough time to get something new.

Not too far in front of me is the casket. I’m grateful they kept it closed. I don’t think I could handle seeing my best friend like that. Pale and lifeless. I want to throw up just thinking about it.

His parents asked me to speak, and I stupidly said yes, but now I’m not sure how I’m supposed to get up there and talk about T.J. in the past tense. He should be here. He should be alive and laughing. We should be at the skate park right now. Not in a church talking about death.

T.J. didn’t even go to church, so I don’t know why we’re even here. It seems weird that he’s here now, so at odds with who he was.

Was.

I hate that word. I hate that I’m having to use it for my best friend.

He was alive and now he’s not.

His organs were donated, so I guess at least there are parts of him still out there. But it doesn’t seem like a good enough consolation.

I’ve been friends with T.J. for practically my entire life.

What do you mean that we’re not going to go to college together? That’s what we’ve always planned and now I’m going by myself? That doesn’t seem right.

“And now, Spencer Shaw—T.J.’s best friend—is going to say a few words.”

I look around with wide eyes. Now? We’re already at this point.

I stand and I swear stitches pop in my pants. I feel like I’m suffocating, and I fear I can’t even blame the suit. I pull my notebook paper from the inside pocket of my jacket. It crinkles loudly in the silent church as I ascend the steps. I look over at the casket and my bottom lip wobbles.

Keep it together.

I have to get through this.

For T.J.

I reach the podium and lay my papers down, smoothing out the wrinkled college-rule with a sweep of my hand.

“Hi.” I clear my throat and cringe when my voice echoes around the cavernous space. “For … uh … those that might not know me I’m Spencer. Uh … T.J.’s best friend.” I gulp down my nerves, looking out at the people gathered. His mom sobs into his dad’s shoulder and his older brother, Jasper, looks like he wants to throw up. “I can’t believe I’m up here right now. That this … that this happened.” I know this isn’t coming out eloquently and I haven’t even looked at my speech I wrote, but this is me—my raw and real feelings.

“T.J. has been my best friend for practically as long as I can remember. I never imagined a world without him in it. This … well, it doesn’t seem real.” I laugh humorlessly. “We … uh … were supposed to go to college together, be in each other’s wedding, when I have kids one day he was going to be Uncle T.J. and now … when I do have kids, they’ll never know the guy who grew up at my side, who helped shape me into who I am today.” I have to pause, fighting back my emotions. In front of me Jasper is barely holding his emotions at bay. “T.J. was the kind of guy who always made everyone feel welcome and supported, and for that, you should be proud.” I direct my statement to his parents. “And his brother has always served as a role model for himself and even for me.”

Jasper covers his face and I’m forced to look away. There, far in the back, I spot Harlow. Shock rattles through me at seeing her. I wasn’t expecting her to be here.

“There’s always going to be a hole in my life left from T.J. that I’ll never be able to fill and that’s okay. I never want to forget him. He’ll always be a part of me and I…”

Fuck, my throat closes up.

“I hope wherever he is, that he knows I love him. That he’s loved by so many.”

I step back, crumpling the speech I didn’t give in my hands and return to my seat as the funeral wraps up.

When it’s time to carry his casket out, and load it into the hearse, I think I might truly be sick. I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t say no when his mom asked. Beside me, Jasper sobs softly.

The closing of the door feels so fucking final.

I can’t do it.

I can’t.

I just fucking can’t.

Taking off in a sprint, I leave behind the gasps and questions of where I’m going. My mom yells for me and I keep going. Down the street and then the whole block and I keep going until I reach the beach. I collapse into the sand on all fours, my body heaving because I can’t get enough air.

I’m suffocating. I rip at my collar, undoing a button, then the next, and then more until I’m ripping off the jacket and shirt and tearing off my tie with it.

A few people nearby look at me in horror—probably tourists—but I don’t care.

He’s gone.

He’s not coming back.

A sound comes out of me—one akin to a dying animal.

I’m not sure how long I’m there, gripping the sand in my fists like I can hold on and not like it just sifts through my fingers, before Harlow sits down beside me.

She places a gentle hand on my back and doesn’t say a word.

She’s just there.

It takes me a few minutes, but I manage to rein in my breaths and then sit down on my butt. Her hand falls away and settles in the sand beside me. I quickly reach for it and twine our fingers together. Her touch grounds me and brings me back to earth.

She still doesn’t say anything, which I appreciate.

I’m not sure how much time passes before I speak. “How did you know where to find me?”

She shrugs. “I know you like to surf, so I figured you’d find the nearest beach and I was right.”

“Did you walk all the way here?”

She nods.

I can’t believe she did that. That was a long way to go not knowing for certain if she would find me.

“I didn’t want you to be alone.”

“Thanks.”

It’s silent again, but neither of us feels the need to fill it. Waves crash against the shore, and the sound is a familiar comfort.

Harlow clears her throat like she’s going to speak but then doesn’t and shakes her head like she’s clearing away her thoughts. I wonder what she wanted to say, but I don’t push—frankly, I don’t have the energy to.

After a while, I stand and dust the sand off my pants and scoop up my discarded clothes. “Do you have a ride?” I ask her.

“I’ll call my mom or dad.”

I shake my head. “I can take you home.”

“Are you sure?” She takes my offered hand, and I help her up from the sand.

“It’s not a problem. I’m not ready to go home anyway.” I squint from the sun. “My mom’s probably going to chew me out for running away.”

She shakes her head. “I doubt that.”

We make our way back to my car and she gives me quiet directions to her house. I pull up out front and she reaches for the door. She’s halfway out before I find my voice.

“Wait.” I grab her wrist, and she looks over her shoulder at me.

I let her go. “Thank you. It means a lot that you came and sat with me.”

She gives me a small, sad smile. “Of course.”

This time, I don’t stop her when she gets out of the car. I sit out front and watch to make sure she gets in okay before I pull away.


CHAPTER 18
HARLOW


Jameson dropped me off a little over an hour ago and I’ve used my time before Roe’s arrival to clean the apartment. It’s not the deep clean it needs, but it is enough to make me feel better.

When Spencer sends me a text that they’re on the way up, I unlock the door and run to pee. Once Roe’s here I know it’ll be a while before I can go to the bathroom. That kid is always up in my business.

Washing my hands, I hear voices and a moment later the door to the apartment bangs open and Monroe enters with a cry of, “Mom?”

Opening the door, I can’t help but smile when I see her. The cast on her arm quickly has my lips falling into a frown. It’s not that I forgot about it, but seeing it all over again is a kick to the gut. My baby got hurt and I wasn’t there.

She runs to me with open arms and crashes into my legs. “I missed you.”

“You saw me earlier,” I remind her, bending to kiss the top of her head.

“I know,” she sighs, and swings her hand around with a paper clasped in it. “But I still missed you.”

“What’s that you have?” I point to the paper.

“Oh.” She looks down at it, seeming to forget it was clutched in her fist. “I made a drawing for you. I was going to put it on the fridge.”

“You did? What is it?”

She all but thrusts it at me and I have to scramble to get my hands on it before it falls to the floor. It’s then that I realize Spencer is standing awkwardly in the doorway looking around.

“Oh, sorry, you can come in if you want.” I gesture him inside. That’s what a friend would do, right? Invite him in?

He steps over the threshold and closes the door behind him. “Is Jameson here?” He looks around like he expects my boyfriend to pop out from behind me.

“No?” The word comes out as a question. “Why?”

He shrugs, the soft fabric of his t-shirt stretching against his muscles. He’s seriously bulking up lately.

“No reason.”

I don’t dwell on his strange behavior, because frankly, I don’t have the energy.

“Mom!” Roe yells at full volume to get my attention. “You haven’t looked at the picture I drew yet.”

“Oh, right.” I pull the paper away from my chest and look down at her drawing.

“It’s me, you, and Daddy,” she says excitedly, jumping up and down in front of me. With her energy levels you’d have no idea she broke a bone this morning.

“And what’s that?” I point to the dog shaped thing in my arms. I swear, if she’s still on this pet thing I might bang my head into the wall.

“That’s my baby sister,” she announces promptly, and I nearly choke on my own saliva.

“What?” I blurt, not sure I heard her right.

“Well, I know I don’t have one yet.” She does a twirl. “But I’m asking Santa for one for Christmas so it should be soon.”

Apparently, our birds and the bees talk didn’t make sense to her,

Spencer reaches out and ruffles her hair. “I told her Santa doesn’t deliver babies, but she wouldn’t have it. She’s named her baby sister and everything.”

“Oh.” My throat feels dry. “And what did you name this imaginary baby sister?”

She stomps her way to the refrigerator and pulls out a Capri-Sun. She waits until she’s stabbed the straw into the pouch and taken a long, dramatic sip before she answers. “Ruby.”

“Ruby, huh? Where’d you get that name idea.”

She huffs out a breath that stirs her blond bangs. “From my brain, duh.” She rolls her eyes for good measure, so I know how done she is with my questioning.

Teenage Monroe is going to exhaust me; I just know it.

She takes another long sip of her Capri-Sun and burps. “Can Daddy stay and watch a movie?”

“I…”

“We always watch a movie on Sunday nights,” she reminds me, like I’ve somehow forgotten our usual plans.

“It’s okay,” Spencer says, and I can tell from his fidgeting he knows I’m uncomfortable and doesn’t want to impose.

My shoulders droop, and I keep the sigh I desperately want to let out held tight in my lungs. Friends—I remind myself—we’re trying to be friends again.

“Sure. Stay and hangout.”

He arches a brow. “Are you sure?”

“Yep.” I set Roe’s drawing down on the kitchen counter. “I’ll pop the popcorn and fix the ice cream sundaes. Roe?” I have to call for her since she’s sprinted down the hall to her room. When she pokes her head out, I say, “Why don’t you get your dad’s help picking out a movie?”

“Yay!” She squeezes her Capri-Sun a little too tight in her excitement and it shoots straight up to the ceiling.

I squish my eyes closed and count from backwards from ten.

“Oops,” she giggles.

“I’ll clean it up.” My eyes shoot back open at the proximity of Spencer’s voice. He’s right in front of me, reaching around me to grab the dishtowel draped over the faucet.

“T-Thanks,” I stutter.

“No problem.” He heads down the hall and reaches up easily to wipe the ceiling. His shirt rides up, revealing his taut, tanned stomach. I’m staring. Downright mesmerized. I can’t seem to rip my gaze away. When he goes to lower his arm, I somehow manage to turn myself around and dig in the pantry for the microwavable popcorn before he can catch me staring.

Sometimes it’s easy to forget that he’s changed. That we’ve both changed. Sure, we’re still young, but our minds and bodies have changed since we were teens learning how to navigate parent and adulthood simultaneously.

I startle when Spencer comes up beside me and tosses the cloth in the sink.

He cocks his head to the side, studying me. Those blue eyes seem to see everything—a trait our daughter inherited. “Are you okay?” he asks me. “You seem … jumpy.”

“It’s just been a long day is all,” I reason. “I wasn’t exactly expecting to get a call that Monroe broke her arm and I’ve been out of sorts since.”

It’s a lie, a blatant one, because the only thing that has me out of sorts at the moment is him.

“I’m really sorry,” he says in a low voice, and I step back before his fingers can graze my arm. “I … it happened so fast. She was doing so well, and she wanted me to let go so I did and…” He trails off because we both know what came next.

“Daddy!” Roe interrupts before either of us can say more. “What movie should we watch?”

Spencer sends a sad look my way before joining Roe in front of the TV to look through the DVDs.

I realize then that the popcorn finished a little bit ago and the smell of burnt kernels fills the air. With a silent curse, I yank the bag from the microwave and throw it straight in the garbage. I get another bag of popcorn going and start on the sundaes.

Why am I always out of sorts in Spencer’s presence?

When the popping slows, I pull the popcorn out and dump the contents into the large bowl I reserve for movie nights.

“Spencer?” I ask and he looks up at me from his spot in the floor, going through the assortment of DVDs we have. “Do you want a sundae?”

“Yes. I’ve missed your sundaes.”

Those words feel like a tiny stab to my heart even though I know he doesn’t intend for them to be.

He gets the movie going while I finish up in the kitchen.

“Roe?” I call out. “Can you come grab the popcorn?”

Like a little tornado, she hops off the couch and blond hair streams behind her as she runs over to me and grabs the bowl. I pile the sundaes onto a tray along with drinks and set it on the coffee table.

Spencer grins, reaching for the one he knows is his—vanilla ice cream topped with hot fudge, melty peanut butter, crushed peanuts, and chocolate sprinkles.

“You remembered,” he says softly, almost reverently.

“It hasn’t been that long,” I protest weakly.

But maybe I shouldn’t remember those things about him? I’m not sure. He’s my only ex and he’s never left my life because of Roe. But everything I know about him is practically engrained in my DNA.

He looks at me, a tiny smirk curling his sinful mouth. “Longer than you think. I like that you remembered.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say something cutting but I swallow it down.

Friends. We’re trying to be friends.

“I hope it tastes good, then.”

As if it’s a challenge, he holds my eyes as he takes the first bite. A soft sound of pleasure hums in his throat. “Delicious.”

I turn away from him and face the TV. “I’m glad.”

But there’s really no escaping him—not with him beside me, and Roe squished against his other side.

“You want a bite?” he taunts, clearly enjoying my squirming.

“I have my own.” I quickly grab my own bowl and hand him Roe’s—covered in gummy bears—to pass to her.

Just get through this movie, I tell myself. Get through the movie and then he’ll be gone.

“You seem tense,” he says, amusement coiled around the words.

“I’m fine.” I shove a too-big bite of ice cream in my mouth.

He chuckles, perfectly at ease—or at least he seems that way. He could be acting for all I know.

“Shh,” Roe scolds. “I’m trying to watch the movie.”

I’ve never been more grateful for my daughter than in that moment. I settle into the cushions, leaning against the arm of the couch to try to gain some more breathing room. I swear Spencer leans closer, though, but it could be my imagination since my body seems to be unusually attuned to him.

When the movie is over, Monroe is fast asleep, and Spencer carefully stands from the couch with her in his arms. He doesn’t say anything to me as he carries her down the hall to her room.

With him gone, I inhale what feels like my first breath since he first crossed the threshold into my too small apartment. I gather up our dishes and stack them back on the tray to make it easier to get them to the sink.

I scrub at the bowls to get rid of the sticky ice cream residue. I haven’t even finished the first one when Spencer pads softly onto the kitchen tiles.

“Want some help?”

I flick hair out of my eyes. “It’s okay, I’ve got it.”

“You know, you can ask for help from me.” He says it with a smile, but there’s a hint of bitterness to his words, probably because of all the help I’ve turned down from him over the years.

“Fine,” I grouse. “I wash and you dry.”

He seems appeased by that response and grabs a dry rag.

It’s silent between us as we work. He’s drying the last of the dishes when he says, “Thank you for letting me stay. Tonight was…” He takes a deep breath and leans his hip against the counter. His arms slowly work their way across his chest until they’re crossed. “It was nice to feel like a family again.”

“Spencer—” I start but he cuts me off with a shake of his head.

“Please, don’t say anything,” he begs. “Don’t try to put a wall up. Just let me enjoy this, okay?”

I wet my lips and give a weak, “Okay.”

“I better head out,” he says, plucking his keys from his pocket.

“Drive safe. Text me when you get home.”

He grins at that. “Worried about my safety?”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t get cocky.”

He chuckles and I gasp when he swoops down and presses a kiss to my cheek. Before I can scold him for it, he lets himself out and the door clicks closed behind him.

Bracing my hands on the counter, I shake my head and try to get rid of the feeling of warmth spreading through my body.

Damn him.


CHAPTER 19
HARLOW


“She broke her arm?” Poppy exclaims once the morning rush has died down and I’ve had a chance to fill her and Pablo in on what happened.

“Yep.” I set about making myself an iced oat milk espresso since there currently aren’t any customers to serve.

I didn’t get much sleep last night and I wish I could blame it on being worried about Monroe and her arm, but the star of my dreams—or nightmares, I should say—was Spencer. In my dreams, he didn’t stop at kissing my cheek. His mouth moved to my lips and down my neck until he had me stripped bare in the kitchen. He hefted me up into his big arms and carried me down the hall to my room where he removed his clothes. When he sank into me it was like coming home—so sweet and so right and so fucking perfect. I woke up panting, my underwear damp, and my body on the verge of an orgasm.

“I can’t believe Hot Daddy let that happen,” she snipes. “Did you rip him a new one?”

“At first,” I admit, adding the oat milk to my drink and snapping the lid on before giving the cup a swirl with my wrist to mix it up. “But then I realized accidents happen and something similar could’ve just as easily happened on my watch. He was torn up about it. I didn’t need to add to that.”

Poppy shakes her head. “Poor Roe.”

“She’s not fazed by it. At all.” I laugh and reach for a straw. Ripping the paper off, I stab it into my drink. The paper straw will be soggy in no time, but I can’t stand not using one. “I’m not sure anything could shake that girl.”

“She’s resilient. Like her mom.” Pablo gives my arm a squeeze as he passes with the bucket, headed to the back to fill with ice.

“Do you think she’ll let me sign her cast?” Poppy asks, popping her gum.

“I’m sure she’ll request it.”

“Sweet.”

The chime dings, signaling a customer and I turn around with a ready smile plastered on my face. Spencer might be the actor, but there’s a certain amount of performance that comes with working in the service industry.

Hours later, my back aching, I head over to my parent’s house to pick up Roe. I smell like coffee, my feet are tired, and I still need to go home and make dinner and work on a paper. One day, all this will be worth it. And it’s not that it isn’t now, but I’m just so damn tired most of the time.

I pull in the driveway, and I’m tempted to text and ask my mom to send Roe out, but I haven’t seen both my parents in a while so I figure I might as well muster up some energy and say hi. It’s the least I can do for the support they’ve always offered with Roe. I can’t imagine what it felt like to have their teenage daughter announce she was pregnant, especially when they’d spent so many years worried about Willa and she’d finally gotten her transplant and was on her way to being her healthiest self.

I knock on the front door and wait for it to open.

“Oh, hey, sweetie.” My dad smiles in surprise and pulls me in for a hug. Tears nearly prick my eyes at his familiar scent. Sometimes I’m still just a little girl who needs a hug from her parents to feel better.

“Hey, Dad.” I squeeze him tight. “Where’s my little monster?”

“In the kitchen making cookies with your mom.”

“Oh, god,” I groan.

He locks up the door. “Don’t worry, your mom told her no cookies until she eats dinner. She made lasagna since you worked late, figured you might want to take it with you or eat here if you want.”

“That was nice.” Really nice. I don’t feel like cooking, and I hate to admit it, but with how I’m feeling I’d probably stoop to getting Monroe a McDonald’s Happy Meal just so I wouldn’t have to think about cooking.

“Sure, sweetie.” He squeezes my shoulder. Perry, our family golden retriever, brushes past me in greeting and I reach down to scratch his head. “You know we’re always happy to help.”

Dad disappears into the family room to sink into his favorite chair to watch the game—what game that is, I have no idea, but there’s always a game.

I head straight back to the kitchen and smile when I find my mom and daughter.

My parents both still look great for their age, but my mom is starting to get more than a few streaks of gray in her hair.

“Mommy!” Roe cries, jumping off her stool and running over to me. She throws her arms around me and nearly knocks the breath from my lungs thanks to her cast slamming into my hip bone.

“Hey, Monster. I missed you.” I kiss the top of her head.

“You should’ve seen the way Grandma had to give me a bath, so I didn’t get my cast wet,” she giggles. “It was so funny.”

“You gave her a bath?” I ask, shoulders sagging.

“I thought yesterday was probably draining for you and since you worked a full day today…” My mom trails off. “I wanted to help however I could.”

Fuck. I’m going to cry.

I turn away and open the refrigerator to grab a drink, using it as an excuse to hide my face to get my shit together.

“Thank you,” I say, shutting the fridge door and popping the tab on the soda can.

“You’re welcome. Roe and I are just finishing up the second batch of cookies, but I can send you off with the first if you’re ready to go. There’s lasagna too. You can take it to go or heat it up and eat here.”

“I’d love some lasagna.”

She points to the pan still sitting out and I make myself a plate, popping it in the microwave to nuke it.

When the lasagna is warmed, I grab a fork from the drawer and sit down at the same kitchen table that’s been there since I was a little girl.

My stomach rumbles, reminding me that I skipped lunch. I dig into the lasagna, bringing the first bite to my mouth. I nearly scald my tongue but catch myself just in time and blow on the bite.

“These cookies are going to be so good,” Roe says to my mom.

“The best,” she agrees.

While they finish the cookies, I scarf down my dinner and wash up the plate when I’m done.

“You look tired, honey,” my mom comments, taking my cheeks in her hands after she’s washed them.

“I’m always tired,” I counter. And I still have schoolwork to conquer before I crash.

She frowns and smooths my hair back from my forehead. I might be an adult now, but I’m still her baby the same way Roe will always be mine.

“I’m worried about you.” She frowns and lets me go.

Roe, thankfully, has run off to hang out with my dad before we go so she can’t overhear.

“Please, don’t worry about me.”

“I can’t help it.” She pulls a glass container out of the cabinet. “Can I at least send you home with some lasagna for tomorrow?”

“That would be great.”

She cuts up the lasagna—giving me a much larger portion than necessary, more than enough for me, Roe, and even Jameson—and secures the lid on top.

“You’re working too hard,” she says, sliding the container my way. “If things are too much⁠—”

“They’re not,” I groan.

“If they are,” she reiterates, “you know your dad and I are always here for you. You can always move back in, so you have the extra help.”

I shake my head. I can’t do that to them. They don’t need to deal with my bullshit.

“I’m good, Mom. I promise. It’s just a lot going on right now.”

“I understand,” she says, grabbing the cookies that are already done and setting the baggy on top of the lasagna, so I won’t leave without it. “But I can’t help but want to make sure you’re okay. I don’t want you to burn out. You’ve had to take on so much responsibility at such a young age.” She grabs a piece of my hair and loops it around her finger. “You’ve done far better than we could’ve ever hoped or dreamed, but sweetie, just remember your dad and I are always here. We’re always going to be your safe place to fall, okay? Don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it.”

Tears prick my eyes. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Come here.” She pulls me into her arms and squeezes me tight.

I don’t care how old you are—nothing beats a hug from your mom.

“Thanks for this,” I say once she lets me go and I grab up the food. “I won’t have to cook tomorrow.”

“You’re welcome. Take care of yourself, sweetie. Please?”

“I will,” I promise.

“Come on, Roe. We gotta go,” I holler out for my little gremlin. “Get your shoes on.”

It takes another fifteen minutes to get in the car, because of course it does. I’m not sure how parents with multiple kids do it, because one is hard enough to corral.

We make it to the apartment at the same time as Jameson. He hops out of his car and leans against the side. His dress shirt is slightly wrinkled, and his hair is mussed like he’s tugged on the wavy strands relentlessly today.

“Jae!” Roe cries, undoing her belt and hopping out of her seat. She’s already talking his ear off by the time I extract myself from the car.

He smiles my way and my heart squeezes.

I gather up my bag and the food from my mom, but almost immediately it’s plucked from my hands.

“Hi.” He presses a quick kiss to my lips. “You look tired.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “Just what every girlfriend wants to hear.”

He takes my hand, and I take Roe’s as we make our way to the stairs up to the apartment.

“My mom made lasagna if you want any,” I say once we’re in the apartment and he sets down the dish. “I’m going to go shower if that’s okay with you. I’m not feeling too great.”

He frowns in concern. His cool hand touches my forehead, and I nearly sink into his touch in relief. “You’re warm.”

“I’m just tired is all,” I argue. “Once I shower, I’ll feel better. I have to work on my paper.”

Concern brackets his mouth. “I think you should take Tylenol or something.”

“I’ll be fine,” I mumble. “You’ll see.”


CHAPTER 20
HARLOW


Igroan as I wake, my body achy and chilled. I startle when I find Jameson looking down at me.

“You’re not fine.”

Another groan leaves me in response. “Why are you still dressed? You haven’t come to bed?”

He plants his hands on his hips. “It’s morning.”

I shiver. “Oh.”

“I called Spencer,” he goes on. “I don’t have time to take Roe to school so he’s coming to get her.”

I try to sit up and shove the covers back, but I don’t have the strength. Jae gives a gentle push to my shoulders and pulls my quilt back up to my shoulders.

“I have to go to work,” I protest.

“I called them too and let them know you have a bug and can’t come in.”

“But—”

“No buts.” He shakes his head sternly. “I wish I could stay with you today, but I just can’t. Keep your phone close. I’m going to check on you when I can.”

“M’kay,” I hum.

“There’s water on your nightstand, Tylenol, and toast if you think you can eat something. I love you.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “If I can leave early I will.”

I reach for his hand and give it a squeeze. “Thank you.”

“Always.” He squeezes back.

The bedroom door clicks softly shut behind him and I drift off to sleep once more.
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I stumble out of my bed and open the door, trying to make it to the bathroom across the hall before I puke my guts up, but as luck would I have it I only make it to the sink instead of the toilet.

“Hey,” a soft voice croons. Fingers gather my hair up into a ponytail while more fingers rub my neck. I open my eyes to look in the mirror as I turn the sink on to rinse the mess out and I’m shocked to find Spencer behind me not Jameson. Am I dreaming? Hallucinating?

“What are you doing here?” I ask, reaching for one of the paper cups I keep by the sink for Roe because I can’t trust her with a glass one. I fill it with water and swish the liquid around my mouth before spitting.

“You’re sick.” He lets my hair go and I reach for my toothbrush. “You were out of it when I got Roe, so I came back. I didn’t think you should be alone.”

A part of me thinks it’s sweet that he would do that, the other part of me is annoyed.

“I’m not your responsibility.”

He narrows his eyes on me where he watches me in the mirror. I work the toothbrush vigorously on my teeth. If I’m not careful I’ll have my gums bleeding, but the pain might be worth the distraction.

“Why do you do that?” he asks, voice hard.

I spit out my toothpaste and rinse against with water. “Do what?”

“Always try to push me away. I’m just trying to help you out. Is that really so wrong?”

Doesn’t he get it? No matter what, my feelings for him are always going to be complicated. Keeping him at a distance is the safest for everyone.

“I don’t know,” I say instead.

He steps out of my way so I can leave the bathroom. I need to disinfect the sink, but it’ll have to wait. I need to lie back down. Beside the bed is the water Jameson left for me, along with the Tylenol and untouched toast.

“Is there something I can get you?” Spencer asks from the doorway, and he sounds desperate to help me. It makes me annoyed at myself for being short with him.

“There should be ginger ale in the refrigerator. I’ll have some of that.” I always try to keep some on hand if Monroe gets sick.

He’s gone in a flash.

He returns less than a minute later with a can of the stuff and a bendy straw. If I didn’t feel like a beat-up piñata I might smile.

“Thank you.” I take a few sips and set the soda beside me on the end table.

“You should take your temperature. Do you have a thermometer?”

“There’s a six-year-old living here. Of course I have a thermometer.” I fluff my pillows and sit up. I’ve slept for about fourteen hours which is unheard of for me. Even though I feel like I could go back to sleep, I figure it’s better if I try to stay awake.

“So sassy,” he says with a smile. “Where is it?”

“Medicine cabinet.”

He’s gone again, leaving behind his scent of citrus and salty ocean air.

Moments later, he breezes back in with the thermometer and aims it at my forehead.

“Careful where you point that thing,” I joke and manage to get him to crack a smile.

“Just shy of a hundred so I’d say you just have a low-grade fever.”

“Thank you, Dr. Shaw.”

He chuckles and sets the thermometer on the table with the rest of my boons.

“Is there anything else I can get you right now?”

“No.” I reach for the ginger ale, but he scoops it up and hands it to me before my fingers can close around the aluminum. “Go home, Spencer. I’m sure you had more important things to do than to be here taking care of me today.”

His normally light blue eyes darken to a murky ocean. “Trust me, Low, there’s nowhere else I would rather be today.”

I swallow down the rest of my protests. “Well … thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He moves to leave my room, but I sigh and pat the empty space beside me in the bed. That side of the bed is made thanks to Jameson.

“If you’re staying you might as well hangout in here. We can put a show on or a movie.”

He arches a brow, skepticism lining his face. “Are you sure? I’m fine to chill in your living room until you need me.”

“Sit.” I point to the spot.

He chuckles. “Yes, ma’am.”

He settles beside me in the bed, but on top of the covers. He crosses his bare feet at the ankles and adjusts the pillows behind him. He’s dressed comfortably in a pair of cotton shorts and a green t-shirt.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better since I threw up,” I admit. “I don’t know if it’s a bug or I’m just so exhausted.” I pick at a loose thread in the stitching of my quilt.

“I know what you’re going to say, but I’m going to make the offer anyway—quit your job. I can cover your expenses here and you can focus on Roe and school.”

I’m already shaking my head before he finishes. “I don’t want that.”

He sighs. “Offer’s always on the table. Just so you know. You won’t even accept child support from me so it’s the least I could do.”

I ignore his comment and scoop up the remote and pass it to him. “Put something on.”

While he’s finding something to watch, I grab the Tylenol and down two capsules chasing it with the water. It’s probably not smart of me to take it on an empty stomach, but I don’t feel like I can eat yet.

“Star Wars?” I arch a brow.

“Revenge of the Sith to be exact. Remember that summer when you first discovered these and watched them non-stop.”

“Hayden Christenson is hot. Who can blame me? Plus, the story is good. It’s a tragic romance—and there’s space and blasters and light sabers and⁠—”

His hand covers my mouth. “Okay, okay.”

Spencer took me to a special showing of the prequel trilogy at our local movie theater when they played all three movies back-to-back.

I scootch further down in the covers and stifle a yawn. “Don’t let me fall back asleep or I’ll never sleep tonight.”

“I can do that,” he promises.

But it’s a lie, because some time later I wake up to find Spencer asleep beside me. He’s turned toward me, his dark lashes fanning his cheeks. His right hand rests on my hip.

It’s hard to swallow around the lump lodged in my throat.

I don’t think about the past often. What’s the point in that? It’s a time gone by and there’s no going back. But this feels like a peek at what could’ve been if I had stayed.

Maybe I was a coward for leaving him instead of strong like I thought at the time.

Maybe every time he reached out his hand to help me I should’ve held on instead of running the opposite way.

Maybe—

No.

I stop my thoughts on their tracks. I’m not doing this. I’m not playing the what if game. We’re where we are now and focusing on the past is useless.

I roll away from him and the gesture jerks him awake.

“Fuck,” he curses. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep. What time is it?” He doesn’t bother waiting for my response. I peek over to see him pull his phone from his pocket. “I have to get Monroe. Will you be okay until I get back?”

“I’m fine.”

I’m not feeling nauseous so that’s good, but my body is still slightly achy.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He gets up and smooths the quilt where it’s ruffled from his body. “Hang tight,” he warns with a pointed finger.

“Trust me, I’m not going anywhere.”

Despite how tired and achy I feel, I know a shower will go a long way to making me feel better. Grabbing clean pajamas, I lock myself in the bathroom and turn the shower on to warm.

In the mirror, my skin appears sallow with dark circles beneath my eyes.

I look rough so I think the shower is the smartest move.

It takes me longer than normal to wash my hair, but by the time I get out of the shower and comb out the wet strands I feel much better. I put on my clean pajamas and swipe Jameson’s oversized sweatshirt off the hook on the bathroom door and tug it on. It practically swallows me whole and feels like a giant blanket, which is exactly what I want.

I pad my way into the kitchen and pour a fresh glass of water. I still don’t feel like eating, but I know I should try to get something in me. The toast Jameson made me would be stale by now, but I could make a fresh piece.

I’m buttering the toast when the door opens and Roe bursts inside, swinging her backpack around and nearly taking out the lamp.

“Whoa, kid.” Spencer rights the lamp as she dashes down the hall. He holds several grocery bags in one hand and comes over to set them on the counter.

“What’s all that?” I ask and take a bite. Toast crumbs fall onto Jameson’s sweatshirt.

“I thought I’d make you soup.”

“Soup?” I repeat dumbly.

“Yes, soup.” He begins to unpack the items, revealing loads of veggies and broth. “You always did like my mom’s vegetable soup.”

I look away at the mention of his mother. I haven’t seen her or Spencer’s dad in years. Why would I? Without Spencer in my life, it’s not like it makes sense for me to see them, but I do miss them.

“You know how to make her soup?” I ask skeptically.

“I asked her to teach me.” He shrugs and I swear the fabric of his shirt screams in protest. Whatever he’s doing in the gym has put a massive amount of muscle on him. I’m certain I couldn’t fit both hands around his bicep. “Roe?” He calls out to our daughter. “I bet you have homework. Bring it in here.”

There’s no missing her massive, irritated sigh.

She stomps out to the kitchen with a piece of paper. “This is unfair. I was at school all day and now I have to do more work? I want to play with my Barbies.”

“Well, let’s get that done and after you can play with your Barbies.”

“Fine,” she groans. “You look terrible, Mom.”

A weak laugh leaves me. “Thanks, Roe.” I ruffle her hair. “I’m sick.”

She purses her lips and looks me up and down. “I can tell.”

Spencer shakes his head and tosses the paper bags in my trashcan. “If you need to lay down, it’s okay. I’ll handle homework with her and get the soup made.”

I finish my toast and wash my hands. “I should work on my paper.”

I didn’t feel well enough to make any progress last night, so now I’m behind.

“All right. Well get to it.” He shoos me away. “Roe and I can handle this.”

“Yeah, Mom. We can handle this,” Roe chimes in.

I raise my hands up in surrender. I’ve been ganged up on. “I’m going.”

I settle in my bed with my laptop, bringing up the paper I was working on and finding only one lonely paragraph written. I closed the bedroom door, but despite that I still hear music come on and smile to myself when Spencer and Roe sing along.

This is good for her—having her dad around in our space. Even if it’s strange for me.

I tune out their kitchen shenanigans and get to work. Before I know it, over an hour has passed and I’ve made more progress than I expected. I guess miracles happen when you’re not interrupted every five-seconds.

I save my document and close the computer. I need a break, and the smell of the soup is getting to me.

Poking my head out of the room, I spot Spencer and Monroe still in the kitchen. She stands on her stepstool helping to stir the pot.

“And this will make Mommy feel better?” she asks.

Mommy.

She uses that so rarely with me anymore that every time I hear it, I cherish it.

“It might,” he says. “I hope so at least.” He presses his hand gently to the center of her back. “Stir a little more there. The veggies are wanting to stick to the side.”

Monroe does as she’s told and beams up at him with pride at herself. “I like helping you, Daddy.”

“And I love your help.”

I step back into my room and close the door as softly as I can. My breath comes in tiny gasps.

This is why I can’t have Spencer around. I don’t like seeing the what ifs right in front of me. The reminder that I’m the one that gave up on us. He never did.

“Get yourself together,” I mutter. I tuck my hair behind my ears and open the door once again. “Something smells delicious,” I call out.

“We made you soup!” Monroe hops off her stool and runs straight for me, slamming into my legs. I grunt from the force of it. “Are you feeling better?”

“Much.” And it’s true. I feel loads better than I did this morning.

“This is almost ready. Roe, get your cute tush back over here and grab the bowls.”

Her feet slap against the floor as she runs to help.

I don’t bother telling her to slow down. I've told her countless times not to run in the house, but it hasn't worked.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I ask.

Spencer shakes his head. “Nah, just grab a drink if you’re thirsty.”

I swipe a fresh ginger ale from the fridge and sit down at the small kitchen table. Spencer appears at ease, like he’s always been here as he moves around tending to things.

A few minutes later he sets a bowl in front of me. “Eat up.”

The soup smells delicious and since I’ve barely eaten anything today my stomach decides to come to life and rumbles loudly.

Spencer smirks. “Someone’s hungry.” He turns to Monroe where she’s moved on to brushing the hair on one of her dolls. “Do you want some soup, Roe?”

“Ew, no. Vegetables are nasty. I want dinosaur chicken nuggets.”

With a sigh, Spencer plants his hands on his hips and looks my way. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah.”

Sometimes, it’s not worth having the fight with your kid—besides, little does she know, her dinosaur nuggets include veggies.

He finds the nuggets in the freezer and spreads a serving of them out on a pan before putting the oven on to preheat.

Turning around, he leans against the counter to face me. He’s just opened his mouth to say something to me when keys jingle at the door and Jameson enters.

“Oh,” Jameson blurts, looking at Spencer in surprise. “You’re still here.”

Spencer swallows and there’s no mistaking the lump in his throat. “Yeah, I made my mom’s veggie soup for Harlow. Thought it might help her feel better.”

Jameson looks between Spencer and me and shrugs. “That was nice. How are you feeling, babe?” He strides over to me and presses his hand to my forehead. Across from me, I don’t miss the flinch Spencer gives at the term of endearment.

“Much better. Just tried,” I reply.

His hand falls back to his side, and he presses a kiss to the top of my head. “You’re working too much. You’re getting run down.”

“That’s what I told her,” Spencer pipes in and I glare his way.

Jameson chuckles. “She’s stubborn.” Straightening, he says, “Since I’m here now you can go. I’ll handle it.”

The emotional pain on Spencer’s face feels like a knife straight through my heart. “I was going to make chicken nuggets for Roe.”

“That’s okay.” Jameson waves a hand dismissively. “I’ll get it done for her.”

I know Jameson isn’t trying to purposely rush Spencer out the door, but I’m sure to Spencer it feels that way.

“Okay.” Spencer smooths his hands down his shirt. “I … uh … I’ll go then. Roe? I’m heading out.”

“You’re leaving?” she cries out, throwing her doll on the ground. “No, Daddy. Please, stay.” She wraps her arms around his legs. “Don’t go.”

“I need to.” He ruffles her hair. “I’ll pick you up in the morning if you want me to.”

“Okay.” She seems satisfied by this development. “I love you.”

He picks her up and she wraps her body around him, clinging on like a little koala. “I love you, too.” He squeezes her tight before setting her down.

“Bye,” he says, heading for the door. “I hope you feel better, Harlow.”

“Thanks for coming and thanks for the soup.”

He dips his head in acknowledgment and opens the door. He peeks back over his shoulder before he shuts it, and I see what he’s thinking clearly written in his blue eyes—it should be him here, not Jameson.


CHAPTER 21
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


Ifeel like I’m suffocating all the time. Like no matter how hard I breathe, I’m not getting enough oxygen in my lungs. My vision blurs on the edges and the next thing I know, I’m shoving out of my desk and sprinting from the room. The teacher calls after me, something about how I can’t leave and I don’t have a pass, but I don’t stop. I keep going straight out the door until I make it to the center quad in the sunshine.

Bracing my hands on my knees, I try to breathe but I just fucking can’t. My body is working, taking in the air, but I still feel light-headed.

T.J. is gone.

His desk is empty.

Every day it’s a reminder that there’s a gaping hole in my life where my best friend was.

I stumble further, using the wall for support until I make it to the water fountain. With greedy gulps, I take in as much liquid as I can until it’s dribbling down my chin and onto my shirt.

“Are you okay?”

My shoulders tense in recognition at the voice.

I turn slowly and take in Harlow standing beside me with a worried frown. Her English textbook is clasped to her chest.

I don’t answer, just stare, and she cocks her head to the side.

“I think you’re having a panic attack. Come here.” She grabs my wrist and tugs me over to one of the benches that dot the center lawn.

I do as I’m told, mostly because I’m too weak to fight her.

She sets her book and backpack down beside her and takes my hand, holding it palm up. She traces her fingers gently over the lines in my hand. “Breathe,” she says. “Focus on my finger.”

I do as she says and feel my breaths slow.

She finishes tracing the one hand and grabs my other, giving it the same treatment.

She goes back and forth between my hands for a few minutes before she sits back and looks me over. “Better?”

“Yeah. A lot better.”

“Have you had a panic attack before?” she asks.

I nod. “It’s happened a lot since T.J. died.”

It’s only been two weeks. It’s still so fresh, but I feel like it’ll still feel that way a year from now, five years now, a decade from now—what do you mean I can’t just text my best friend? What do you mean he’s not going to graduate with me?

“I’m sorry,” she says softly, not quite meeting my eyes. “I really am. He seemed like a nice guy.”

“He was.” My throat feels constricted. “The best.”

Harlow presses her lips into a thin line. “If you’re feeling better, I better get going. My free period is almost over.”

“Oh.”

Sympathy rounds her features as she gathers her stuff up. “Try to take care of yourself. Okay? Think you can do that for me?”

I nod in response, words failing me.

I can tell she’s not sure about leaving me, but the bell rings and she’s forced to go.

My backpack is still in the classroom I fled from, and I know I should get up and go get it, but I can’t get my body moving.

Unshed tears burn my eyes as people pass by on their way to class.

I sit there until it’s silent and I’m basically alone again. A few minutes pass before someone stops in front of me.

I look up and find my teacher—Mrs. Kirks—with my backpack in hand.

“You can’t just run out of class, Spencer.” She puts my bag beside me on the bench.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

With a sigh, she sits down beside me with my backpack between us. “I know you’re going through a lot right now, so I’m not writing this up, but I would like you to talk to the guidance counselor.” I open my mouth to protest, but she gives me a look that tells me to shut my mouth. “When I was twelve, I lost my brother to a bike accident. It was horrible and it affected me deeply, it still does, so I know what you’re feeling. Talking to someone helps. I promise.”

“I don’t want to.”

She smiles softly, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Yeah, I didn’t either. I almost waited too long to talk to someone, but having someone you can talk to helps even when it doesn’t feel like it will. Grief is never easy to deal with, especially when you’re young.”

Fuck. The tears that I’ve tried so hard to hold back—not wanting to be caught crying on school grounds—fall free.

“It’s not right,” I choke. “He was too young. People our age don’t die.”

“No one is invincible,” she says softly. “Tragedies happen every day.”

I know what she’s saying is the truth, but I don’t want to admit that. I’m too caught up in the unfairness of it all.

“I’m so angry,” I whisper, something I haven’t dared admit out loud to even my mom.

“Yeah, I felt that way too. Blamed myself even though I wasn’t there.” She shakes her head free of memories probably best left unvisited. “Come on, grab your bag.”

“Where are we going?” I ask, shouldering my backpack.

“To the office.”

“I told you; I don’t want to talk to the guidance counselor.”

With a sigh, she says, “Well, let’s make an appointment with her for a week from now and if you still don’t want to go then that’s okay.”

“You won’t judge me if I cancel on her?” I ask softly, slowing my steps to stay behind her.

“No,” she answers and gives me a significant look. “But you’ll judge yourself.”


CHAPTER 22
HARLOW


Staring at my phone, I debate on sending the text or not.

“Stop being such a little bitch,” I mutter to myself, and type out the message. I press send and set my phone down beside the sink before I can overthink it. Willa is Spencer’s friend, it’s only right to let him know she’s coming into town. I know she’d love to see him, but she won’t push it for fear of making me uncomfortable. And Jasper is T.J.’s older brother, so I know Spencer would like to see him too.

Me: Hey, Willa’s in town with Jasper. I don’t know if you’re busy or not but if you want to come to dinner, you can. You probably have plans though since it’s your weekend without Roe.

God, now I’m thinking about him on a date with a stunning model or actress. Not that it’s any of my business or that I even care. I don’t. Me being jealous of him going on dates would be incredibly hypocritical of me.

My phone buzzes on the counter and I pick it up.

Spencer: No plans. I’d love to come if everyone’s okay with that.

Me: It won’t be a problem. Dinner is at five-thirty but you can come sooner if you want. We’ll be there most of the day.

Spencer: Sounds good.

Spencer: Thanks for the invite. I appreciate it.

I turn my phone face down and shove it to the other end of the counter. I hope I haven’t made a mistake inviting him, but deep down I know it was the right thing to do. For him, at least. For me? I’m not so sure.
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Even though I’m outside, in the backyard, I instinctively know when Spencer’s arrived. It’s like the entire atmosphere shifts when he’s nearby.

I stiffen, and Jameson, who’s laughing at something Jasper said, notices.

“What’s wrong, babe?” he asks, fingers grazing my shoulder.

“Nothing. Just bumped my knee on the table.”

He gives me a funny look, probably because he didn’t hear it and because I’m a total liar.

“Spencer!” Willa cries when she spots my ex in the doorway to the backyard.

My parents’ house is right on the beach, the ocean waves crashing softly against the shore. Spencer’s eyes go straight to the ocean before sliding to Willa a moment before she slams into him with a hug.

“I haven’t seen you in so long.” She lets him go and looks him over carefully. “Have you put on muscle?”

“It’s for a role,” he answers, eyes sliding to mine.

Once upon a time, I was incredibly jealous of my sister because I thought Spencer had a crush on her. It was a shock to realize he only had eyes for me—and I don’t want to admit it to myself, but the same is true now.

“Do you want a refill?”

“Huh?” I swing my gaze to Jameson.

He grins, clearly amused. “Do you want a refill?” he asks again, pointing to my nearly empty cup of strawberry lemonade.

“Oh.” I stare at my cup for a second. “Yeah. A refill would be nice.”

He grabs up my cup along with his and heads for the house, saying hello to Spencer as he goes. While I was distracted by the question, Monroe has made her way over to her dad and latched onto his leg.

“Are you okay?”

The question comes from Jasper.

“Yeah,” I blurt out, perhaps too quickly and too breathless.

“Are you sure?” He leans toward me. “You’ve been off all day.”

How do I explain to my sister’s fiancé that I love my boyfriend, but suddenly I’m seeing Spencer more often and it has me questioning everything—wondering if I royally fucked up years ago by letting him go.

“I’m fine. Just tired.”

Tired is becoming my go-to excuse lately.

He arches a brow. “I feel like you’re lying to me.”

“I have nothing to lie about.” I hope my voice doesn’t sound as shaky as I feel.

“Well.” He taps his fingers against the table. “All I’m saying is, if you need an unbiased third-party to listen, I’m always here.”

“Thanks.” I soften, my shoulders sagging a bit. “I appreciate it.”

And I do—even if there’s no chance of me ever discussing this with him.

“Do you mind if I sit here?” Spencer asks, pointing to the empty seat to my right since Roe wants to sit with Willa and Jasper.

“Go for it.”

I’m pretty sure my voice sounded a few octaves too high.

He takes the seat and reaches over to pat Jasper on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too, brother. Although, I see your ugly face on a billboard every day for your show.”

Spencer’s face reddens and he drops his gaze to the table. “Oh, man.”

“You’re successful. Nothing to be ashamed of.” Jasper slaps him on the back.

Jameson comes back out with filled glasses, smiling in my direction. My stomach dips, reminding me that he’s my person and I shouldn’t be thinking about Spencer.

He sets a glass down in front of me and pulls his chair out to rejoin us. Leaning over, he kisses me, and I jump a little in surprise having not expected it.

Unbidden, my eyes go to Spencer and find him quickly looking the opposite way but there’s no mistaking the hurt on his face.

Jasper looks between all of us before his eyes focus on me and even though he doesn’t speak, his gaze seems to say, I see what your problem is.

“Thanks for the lemonade.” I grab the glass, slurping down a greedy gulp.

“You’re welcome.” He rubs my shoulder. “Your dad said he’s putting the burgers on in a few.”

Willa joins us back at the table after disappearing inside and Roe sprints behind her.

“Mom!” She cries at top volume. “After we eat can I get in the ocean?”

“If there’s still enough daylight left,” I concede, because frankly with Spencer so close I don’t have the energy in me to tell her no.

“Yay!” She throws her arms in the air and takes off back inside to where my parents are preparing everything. I offered to help—we all offered to help—but they quickly shooed all of us outside and out of their way.

Willa laughs and leans against Jasper. Her diamond ring glints on her finger when she lays her hand against his chest. He looks at her with so much love and adoration. Willa deserves that—someone who looks at her like she’s their whole world.

“So,” Jasper begins, turning toward Spencer, “what’s up next for you? Anything you can share?”

His eyes slide to me before he addresses Jasper. “Things are looking good for a pretty big franchise, but I have a few more auditions to get through for them.”

“That’s awesome, man,” Jasper grins. “Never would’ve believed you’d turn out to be an actor, but you’re killing it.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. I didn’t think I’d love it, but I do.”

He looks at me and there’s such deep sadness in his eyes that I have to shove away from the table.

“I have to pee,” I announce bluntly and all but sprint away.

I don’t have to pee, but I go to the bathroom anyway. Running cold water, I let it dampen my hands. Pressing my cooled fingers to the back of my neck I take several deep breaths.

I know I was doing a nice thing by inviting Spencer here today, but man am I regretting it. Lately, every time I see him it breaks my heart, because I see his pain written so plainly on his face. Maybe he used to hide it better, or maybe it was always there, and I was too blind to see it.

When I feel like I have better control of myself, I open the door.

“Fuck,” I curse, because Spencer’s right there.

“You seem upset,” he remarks, looking me over.

“I’m fine.”

He wets his lips with a swipe of his tongue. “You can’t lie to me, Harlow. I know you better than anyone.”

I shake my head. “Don’t do this right now.”

“I’m not trying to do anything.” His shoulders droop. “I’m concerned, that’s all.”

“Well, don’t be,” I snap. “I’m not yours to be concerned about, not anymore.”

“And that was never my choice,” he volleys back, voice heated.

“Keep your voice down,” I hiss. “I don’t want Monroe to hear us fight.”

“That was always your problem, though, wasn’t it?” he argues. “You never wanted to talk about our problems; you weren’t willing to fight for us.”

“Stop that.” I back into the bathroom, wanting to get away, but all it does is put me closer to him when he follows and closes the door behind us. “Spencer,” I warn, finger raised. “We’re not doing this right now.”

He shakes his head. “We never do this. I think it’s about time we hash some shit out, don’t you?”

I stick my tongue against my cheek, trying to hold back tears. I hate fighting and even more than that I hate talking about my feelings.

“We’re trying to be friends again,” I remind him. “Do you really want to do this right now?”

“Yeah, I fucking do,” he argues. “We’re never going to be able to be friends if we don’t talk about the elephant in the room.”

“And what elephant is that?” I ask, my back bumping into the wall behind me and knocking the frame my mom has hung there crooked.

He’s so close to me that I could count each individual eyelash and freckle on his nose if I wanted.

“That there’s a part of you that’s still in love with me.”

I shake my head adamantly. “You’re wrong.”

“Say it then,” he demands, bracing a hand beside the framed photo.

“Say what?”

His lips find my ear. “Tell me you don’t love me.”

I close my eyes.

“I can’t,” I gasp.

His lips brush mine when he says, “I know.”

It’s not a kiss, not even close to one, but god does it have me wanting to grab him and kiss him for real.

What the hell is wrong with me?

When I open my eyes, he’s pulled away and is heading out the door, closing it behind him.

“Fuck!” I curse and turn back to the sink, starting all over with applying cold water to my hands and neck.

When I exit the bathroom, I head back outside and immediately meet Jameson’s concerned gaze. I wonder what he’d think if he knew I’d been locked in the bathroom with my ex—that I’d thought about kissing him.

I look for Spencer, but don’t see him.

“Where’s Spencer?” I ask. The last thing I need is him sneaking up on me.

“He said he got a call and had to leave,” Willa answers, looking at me with concern.

“Oh.” I smooth my hands down my shirt and find my way back to my seat. “That’s too bad,” are the words that come out of my mouth, but inside I’m glad he’s gone.


CHAPTER 23
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


Whenever things become too much—feel too overwhelming—I come to the beach. Holding my board under my arm, the ocean water licks my ankles as I head for the shore. I stick my board in the sand and unzip my wetsuit, pulling it down to my waist before I plop down in the sand.

Normally, T.J. would be here with me, but I’m never going to have my best friend laughing at my side again. I keep going over and over in my head, those last days with him and how I wish I would’ve known it was the last time we’d play video games together, the last time he’d pick me up for school, the last time we’d skateboard. I would’ve cherished every moment so much more.

I keep thinking I’ll wake up from his nightmare, but I don’t.

Bringing my knees up, I rest my arms across them and gaze out at the ocean. The sun will be going down soon, and I know I should head home, but I can’t seem to get my legs to work.

I’ll watch the sunset and then I’ll go.

That’s when I see her, standing at the edge of the water dipping her toes in. She laughs as her hair blows in the wind and says something to one of her friends.

She’s so pretty and kind. Smart, too. Whenever I see her it’s like the sun is shining on me. She chases away my shadows and I bask in her warmth.

She spins and when she stops, she’s facing me. Even from the distance, she must feel my stare. She shields her eyes and squints, smiling when she realizes it’s me.

She says something to her friend before heading my way.

Oh, god.

She’s coming over here.

Panic surges through me. I’ve never been nervous around girls before.

Not until her.

“Hey.” She smiles and points to the sand beside me. “Want some company?”

My brain short circuits and all I do is stare at her.

With a laugh, she asks, “Are you okay?”

Shit.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Yeah, you can sit there. It’s a free beach.”

Free beach? You sound ridiculous!

She sits down beside me and pulls her hair back, securing it with an elastic. A few strands still blow around her face.

“How are you?” The look she gives me—both somehow soft and concerned but also not at all judgmental puts me at ease.

“Not well,” I answer honestly.

“It can’t be easy,” she says, looking out at the water same as me. Closing her eyes, she inhales a breath. “I love the smell of the ocean.”

“Me too.”

She tucks loose strands behind her ear. “I don’t know if I should tell you this or not…” Her voice is soft as she trails off. Grabbing a handful of sand, she lets it sift through her fingers. “We don’t know for sure, but we think Willa’s transplant came from T.J.”

A small choking sound comes out of me. Willa had told me she’d gotten a transplant when we last hung out, but I hadn’t bothered to think about who it might be from.

Another sound comes from me, and I realize I’m hyperventilating.

“That’s … that’s good. That’s … really good.” And it is. The one good thing to come out of T.J.’s passing is knowing that his various organs and tissues helped others—that it wasn’t a complete loss.

“Like I said, we don’t know for sure, they don’t tell the recipient who it came from, but with the timing it seems likely.”

“I can’t believe he’s gone.” The words coming out on a choked sob. “I miss him so much.”

She leans against me, her head resting on my shoulder and looping her arms around mine.

“Is this okay?” she asks.

I lay my head on top of hers. “More than okay.”

Minutes pass and even though I don’t want her to go, I ask, “Do you need to get back to your friends?”

She shakes her head. “No, I told them to go on without me. I figured I could get a ride with you. Is that okay?”

Hell yeah it’s okay.

“That’s fine. I was going to watch the sunset and then go.” Already the sky is awash in bright pinks and purples. It won’t be much longer until it’s entirely gone from the sky.

“Sounds good.” She squeezes my arm a little tighter, wiggling closer.

The temperature is dropping and she’s probably getting cold, but I don’t have anything out on the beach with me. I left my clothes in the car. I’ve long since dried off from the ocean so I pull my arm from her hold. At first, she looks embarrassed, but that expression quickly disappears when I pull her fully against my side and wrap my arm around her.

She cuddles against my side, and I use my body to shield her as best I can from the breeze.

When the sun is nearly gone, we get up and I grab my surfboard. She starts to walk away on her own, but I quickly grab her hand with my free one and entwine our fingers. She looks down at our clasped hands with a tiny smile playing on her lips.

She looks up at me with those large hazel eyes reflecting the lights from the pier behind me and it feels like something shifts between us.

Back at my car, I quickly start the engine and hand her one of my spare sweatshirts. She tugs it on without protest and settles into the passenger seat.

I yank off my wetsuit leaving me in my swim briefs and quickly pull on my shorts and a t-shirt. Climbing in the driver’s seat, I smile over at Harlow.

She gives me a smile in return.

“You might have to remind me how to get to your house.”

“Okay,” she says.

I turn the radio up, but not so loud as to prevent conversation, but it doesn’t matter—she doesn’t say anything other than directions until we’re parked outside her house.

“You held my hand,” she says softly, toying with the sleeve of my sweatshirt that’s much too long on her.

“I did,” I say, not sure where she’s going with this.

“I thought…” She shakes her head and looks down at her lap. “I thought you liked Willa.”

“I do like Willa. But only as a friend,” I hasten to add the second part when I see her crestfallen expression. “You…” I trail off, trying to think about how I can possibly convey in words how I feel about her. “You, on the other hand, consume me.”

Hopefulness has her lifting her chin. “I do?”

“You have no idea,” I say with a defeated sigh. Trying to fight my feelings for this girl is futile.

“You like me? As more than a friend?”

“Yes,” I admit, not wanting to lie to her.

“I like you as more than a friend too,” she practically whispers.

I cup her cheek, rubbing my thumb against her soft skin. She relaxes into my touch, her lashes grazing the tops of her cheeks.

We’re practically nose to nose, both of us leaning over the center console.

Am I going to kiss her?

“Are you going to kiss me?” she asks, her voice breathless and soft.

“Do you want me to?” I slide my hand from her cheek to the back of her neck.

Her eyes flicker from my mouth to my eyes and back again. “Yes.”

I don’t hesitate.

It’s not my first kiss, but it feels like it is—it’s like I’ve forgotten everything I’ve learned in the past. Kissing her feels brand new. I’m ruined, absolutely and pathetically ruined by her. I know I’m young, but I’m not dumb—Harlow is different. It’s never going to feel like this kissing someone else. So perfect. So right.

“Whoa,” she whispers, pulling away first.

I ache to go back in for another kiss, but I don’t want to push her.

“Yeah.” I struggle to regain my breath. “Whoa.”

She undoes her belt and then leans over, pressing a quick, surprising kiss to my mouth before getting out.

“Thanks for the ride.” She leans back in the car. “And the kiss.” She winks.

Fuck.

I’m so far gone for this girl and she’s not even my girlfriend.


CHAPTER 24
HARLOW


Ibite down on my tongue so the curse doesn’t leave my mouth in front of customers. The iced coffee I dropped covers the floor and has splashed up on my jeans. It’s the second drink I’ve spilled today.

“Whoa, butterfingers. Are you okay?” Poppy asks, hip checking me out of the way.

“I’m just feeling off,” I mutter and go to get the mop.

“Do you need to go home?” Pablo asks, genuine concern shadowing his face.

“No, no,” I chant. “I’ll be fine.”

The last place I need to be is at home. I’ll only spiral worse than I already am.

I can’t stop thinking about the encounter with Spencer in the bathroom at my parents’ house—how close he came to kissing me. How it awakened something inside me I thought long gone.

“I’ll remake the drink,” Poppy says on her way back by me.

“Thank you,” I sigh in relief as I clean the mess.

I have a few more hours left before I can go, so I need to get my head on straight.

“Take a break,” Pablo says once the floor is free of sticky coffee and cream. I open my mouth to protest, but he adds, “Five minutes. That’s all I ask.”

I nod and head to the back, grabbing a water bottle as I go. In the back, I sit down on the couch and take several deep breaths and try to calm my racing thoughts.

Ever since this past weekend and what I've now mentally dubbed ‘the incident’ I keep thinking about Spencer—about us. About how we began and how good it was and how … well, how I broke his heart.

I’ve been steady and sure in my decision that our breakup was a good thing—that it was necessary. It doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell—it broke my heart too, but I needed that space, especially with everything I was going through. I’ve never let myself dwell on it, or second guess it, but suddenly I’m wondering if I did make a mistake and that thought alone makes me want to throw up.

“Get yourself together,” I mutter to myself. I take out my ponytail and redo it just to have something to do with my hands.

I’ve made my choices.

I’m with Jameson now.

Dwelling on the past will get me nowhere.

I finish the water and use the restroom before returning to work.

Somehow, I manage to make it through my entire shift without spilling another thing, but I don’t make it entirely unscathed because Poppy gets off at the same time and follows me out to the parking lot.

“What is up with you today?” she questions, leaning against my driver’s door so I can’t get in my car.

“I’m just a little off,” I say, sliding my sunglasses on.

Her eyes narrow. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

A wave of panic rushes through me, but I quickly shove that feeling aside. “No, definitely not. I have an implant, remember.”

She shrugs. “Weirder stuff has happened in the world than someone getting pregnant with an implant.”

“I’m not pregnant,” I reiterate.

“Then what is it?” she presses.

I became friends with Poppy through the coffee shop when I was still with Spencer, so she’s well versed on the entire situation.

“Spencer came to my family’s get together this past weekend and it was just a little weird, okay? It has me feeling off.”

When it comes to Poppy, the closer I am to honest, the better off I am. But there’s no way I can tell her about the bathroom incident. She likes Jameson plenty, but she has a soft spot for Spencer.

“Weird, how?” she probes, always looking for more details.

I cross my arms over my chest, and my purse strap slides down to the crook of my elbow—not helping me to look intimidating at all.

“It was just weird.”

Poppy cocks her head to the side. “I know you and you’re holding something back.”

Fuck. I hate it that she always sees right through me.

“Get in the car,” I mutter. “I’m not having this conversation outside.”

Call me paranoid, but Jameson and Spencer have both been known to show up here and I’m not about to have this conversation out in the open when I’m worried one might pop up.

Poppy scurries around to my passenger seat and I get in, starting the ignition so we can have the AC running.

“Spill,” Poppy commands, but there’s concern in her eyes too. As much as she’s nosy, she’s still a good friend. I hate that I haven’t been able to hang out with her lately.

“Spencer’s been coming around more,” I explain. “He told me he missed our friendship and since we’re both Monroe’s parents it’s probably better for us to be friendly. He has a point.” I shrug and take a second to think through what I say next. “I’ve been over to his house, and we went surfing, and when I was sick, he stayed and took care of me that day, and then at my parents…” I bang the back of my head into the headrest and slowly turn to look at Poppy. “Do you think I’ve pushed Spencer away on purpose for all these years because I still have feelings for him?”

“Is that what you think?” she volleys my own question back at me.

“Yes,” I admit. “I think that’s exactly why, and I never connected the dots until now.”

She frowns in obvious sympathy and pats my knee. “I think it’s only natural that you’d still have some sort of feelings for him. It’s not like you guys broke up for any nefarious reason on either of your parts.”

“What if I fucked up?” I squeak out the thing that’s been plaguing me since Saturday.

Poppy’s face contorts with sympathy. “Oh, Harlow.”

She pulls me into her arms the best she can with the center console between us.

“Did I make a mistake?” I cry into her shoulder, letting all my emotions flood me. “Did I let my pride ruin a good thing?” She pushes me back slightly and uses her thumbs to wipe my tears away. “I’m being crazy, right?” The words continue to fly out of me. “I mean, I’m with Jameson now and I love him. I shouldn’t be thinking about Spencer, but I…”

“Hey.” She presses a finger to my lips in an effort to hush me. “Have some grace with yourself. Spencer was your first love. You two have a child together. You’re always going to share a bond with him that you won’t have with anyone else. I think it’s only natural for you to question things if you’re spending more time with him. It’s human nature to dwell on the what ifs. I like Spencer, you know this, but Jameson is good for you.”

“He is, isn’t he?” I sniffle.

“I think it’s good you’re spending more time with Spencer. And he does have a point—it will make things easier if you guys are on better terms. Not that things have been bad between you, but it’s been strained. Just try not to stress so much.” She gives my shoulders a squeeze.

“You’re right.” I reach for a tissue. I always keep a box in the car, because when you have a kid, you never know when you’re going to need them.

“Of course, I am. I’m always right.” Twinkling laughter carries behind her as she gets out of the car. “No over thinking things.” She points at me with firm authority. “I mean it.”

She closes the door and hops into hers.

As much as I didn’t want to talk about this situation, I think it’s better that I did. When my tears are dry, I back out of the parking lot and head home to Jameson and Monroe, leaving all thoughts of Spencer behind me.


CHAPTER 25
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


Ihold Harlow’s hand in mine, tracing my fingers over the lines in her palm much the way she did for me after T.J.’s funeral. We’ve spent as much time together as possible over the past few weeks. I’m not using her as a distraction from T.J., but it has helped to be able to focus on something else.

“Your hands are so soft,” I whisper.

“It’s because I obsessively use lotion.”

I laugh at her comment. “Is that why they always smell like vanilla?”

“Mhm,” she hums, the ocean breeze ruffling her hair.

“Are you ever going to let me take you out on a board? I think you’d love surfing if you gave it a try.”

She purses her lips and shrugs. “Maybe.”

I raise a brow, excitement skittering along my spine. “Really?”

“Sure.”

I don’t know why I expected her to not be interested, but I would do well to remember that this is Harlow, and she seems to always be down for anything.

“Next weekend?”

“Sounds good,” she agrees with a smile. Sand has somehow gotten on her cheek, and I reach out, brushing the specs off.

“I’ve been thinking,” I say, still tracing her palm.

“That sounds dangerous,” she giggles, and it’s quickly becoming my favorite sound in the world. Even better than the sound of waves crashing against the shore.

“Hey.” I laugh and give her hand a soft swat. “Be nice. Anyway, I was thinking…” Nerves hold my vocal cords hostage. “Would you … uh … want to be my girlfriend?”

“You want me to be your girlfriend?”

My brows furrow, confused as to why she sounds so surprised. “Well, yeah. I like you. A lot. And we’ve been spending so much time together, I thought … well, I thought this is where we were headed.”

“I want to be your girlfriend,” she says, and I perk up. “But I thought … you’re graduating and going to college. I’m still going to be in high school. I don’t want to hold you back from…” She shrugs. “Exploring.”

“Exploring?” I ask dumbly.

“Other girls. College girls.”

Oh. “Oh.” I shake my head rapidly. “No, I don’t want that. You’re the only girl I think about.”

She smiles and her shoulders relax. “Really?”

“Yeah, really,” I chuckle, grazing my fingers over her cheek as I tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. I lean and kiss her. “You’re all I want.”

She giggles lightly. “Then I guess I’m your girlfriend.”

God, I love the sound of that.

“Say it again,” I beg, leaning in to graze my lips on her cheek.

“I’m your girlfriend.”

I kiss her fully on her perfect mouth and she melts beneath me. I smile into the kiss.

The girl of my dreams is mine.


CHAPTER 26
HARLOW


Jameson settles into the bed beside me with his laptop. I send a questioning glance his way. “What’s with the computer?”

Jae never comes to bed with his computer. He’s always been serious about keeping electronics out of the bedroom. We rarely even use my TV that sits on the dresser.

“I wanted to show you a few houses,” he says, bringing up Zillow.

“Oh?” I arch a brow and sit up. “Why? Are you moving?”

He chuckles and amusement has him squinting behind his glasses. “I thought we could maybe look at some houses together?”

“You were serious about that?” I nearly choke on my own words. “I thought you were kidding.”

“Yeah, I was serious,” he laughs, clearly amused by me.

“Jae,” his name practically sputters out of me. “You have to be kidding.”

His brows furrow and he closes his laptop. His lips open and close as he struggles to figure out something to say. “You’re mad?”

“I’m not mad, but I’m just confused. We haven’t had a proper conversation about this. I can’t afford a house. I don’t have enough in savings for a down payment. I don’t⁠—”

“But I do,” he says. “I’ve been putting money back for a while. I mean, this is California so I won’t be able to afford anything spectacular, at least not yet, but maybe something that’s a bit of a fixer upper that we could turn into a home.”

I feel light-headed.

The bedroom spins around me.

“Jameson,” I gasp his name as I climb out of bed. I pace back and forth in the short length of my room. “No. Just no.”

“Why aren’t you happy about this?” he asks, genuine confusion filling his voice. “I thought … I mean, isn’t this serious between us? I thought a house would make the most sense for us. I’m here most nights anyway and we could have a yard for Monroe.”

I cover my face with my hands and turn away from him before I burst into tears.

This isn’t about him.

It’s about me and the fact that the last thing I want in the world is to be dependent on a man. It’s why I hated it so much when Spencer started making more than just enough to get by. The disparity between us felt too vast and I didn’t want to feel indebted to him. Logically, I know he would’ve never wanted me to feel that way, the same way I know Jameson isn’t thinking of it in that way. But I can’t help the way I feel. I don’t have much, really nothing I can give to help, it would be his house not mine. I want things to be equal. Is that so terrible of me?

“Hey, hey,” Jameson soothes, pulling me into his arms and against his chest. “Don’t cry. Please, don’t fucking cry. That’s the last thing I want. I thought this was a good thing. Fuck, I’m sorry. I should’ve … I don’t know. Forget the house. I won’t bring it up again.”

I shake my head against his chest.

I feel horrible that this is my reaction, and I want to explain myself, but I need to get control of my emotions first.

Jameson holds me in his arms until my tears are dry.

“Are you okay now?” he asks, holding my face between his hands and looking me over.

“I’m okay and I…” My eyes drop to the stained carpet between our socked feet. “This isn’t about not wanting to live with you. It wouldn’t feel right. I don’t have money in savings for a down payment and I’m barely able to afford rent as it is. I don’t want you to pay for everything. I know you would,” I add when he opens his mouth to protest. “I know you wouldn’t think twice about it. But it’s not what I want. I want to feel like we’re on the same level. I’ve been through this before and I … I don’t know why it triggers me, but it does. If you’re serious about buying a house with me, I’d rather be able to save and hopefully be able to split the down payment and bills.”

“I’m sorry.” He takes my face in his hands. I hate that he’s apologizing. He doesn’t have anything to be sorry for. “I should’ve known.”

“It’s okay.”

He gives my arms a gentle squeeze. “No more talks of houses. We’ll just keep things as they are for now.”

“For now,” I echo.


CHAPTER 27
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


Graduation comes and goes with no pomp and circumstance—since to my mom’s dismay I refuse to have a party or do anything. I have other friends, sure, but T.J. was my best friend. I don’t want to celebrate without him.

“Did you not like the movie?” Harlow asks, sipping the last dregs of her soda and tossing it in the trash on our way out. “You seem annoyed.”

I wince. “I’m sorry if I’m coming across that way. I’m just…”

She stops me with a gentle hand on my elbow. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.”

“But I want to,” I say as we reach my car. I open the passenger door for her, and she climbs inside.

Sliding in myself, I crank the engine, but I don’t make a move to back out.

“I can’t stop thinking about T.J.”

She reaches over and rubs the back of my neck. “He was your best friend. Of course you’re still thinking about him.”

I swallow the lump lodged in my throat. “I’m not sure I want to go to college anymore.” I finally voice the thought that’s been plaguing me. “T.J. wouldn’t be there. We were supposed to go together and I…” I pause, gathering my thoughts. “I feel like such a different person now.”

Her fingers softly caress the hair at my nape. “Trauma changes people. I’ve seen it with my sister. But Spencer, don’t you think he’d still want you to go?”

I grip the wheel until my knuckles turn white. “Yeah,” I croak out. “He would.”

She rests her hand against my cheek, and I turn my head to kiss her palm.

“If you go and you really don’t like it, then it’s okay to decide from there. But I think T.J. would want you to try.”

I know she’s right. T.J. wouldn’t want to see my wallowing. He’d snap his fingers in front of my face and tell me to get the fuck out of this funk. But grief is a hard thing to navigate, especially when the death was entirely unexpected.

“What time do you have to be home?”

She checks the time on my dashboard. “Not until ten-thirty.”

I back out of the parking space and head toward one of my favorite spots. I haven’t brought her here yet so now feels as good of a time as any.

“Where are we going?” she asks as I drive down the coast.

“It’s a special lookout spot. Not a lot of people know about it. It’s where I go when I need to think. I want you to see it.”

She smiles and looks out the passenger window as I zip down the highway. When I reach the area, I exit the highway and turn onto a sandy dirt road. It barely looks like a road even though it is one.

At the end, I turn into the small parking lot and back into a spot. The sun is long gone, but the full moon is bright in the sky along with the stars.

Popping the trunk, I climb out and motion for Harlow to follow me. We sit in the open trunk, and I grab a blanket I keep there, wrapping it around her shoulders. It might be summer, but the nights are cool by the ocean.

“This is your spot, huh?”

The waves churn below, crashing against the shore. It’s a small beach, not a place a lot of people know about or even come to. It’s mostly only known among surfers since it has some great swells.

“Yeah.” I swing my legs back and forth. I don’t know why I feel nervous. “It’s quiet here and the ocean always helps me think.”

“It does me too. I’m lucky our house is on the beach. When it gets to be too much I sneak out on the beach and sit for hours.”

I smile over at her and press a kiss to the corner of her mouth.

“You know you can talk to me about things, right?” she probes, eyes wide and serious. “I’m never going to judge you for your thoughts and feelings.”

I take a deep breath. “I just keep wondering why him and then I feel horrible for thinking that, because then I feel like I’m wishing for some stranger to die in his place and that’s not it at all.” I hang my head. “It feels like a nightmare I’m just waiting to wake up from.”

They left an empty chair for him at graduation. It made me want to throw up seeing it. I know it was a kind gesture and probably meant something to his parents, but to me all it did was symbolize the emptiness that lives inside me now.

“Life feels that way a lot of times,” she whispers. “I remember when Willa first got her diagnosis, she would cry at night. I’d hear her through the wall, and she’d beg for it to be a bad dream that she could just wake up and be fine.”

“I’m learning life tends to be cruel. I feel like I was living with rose-colored glasses before and now they’ve been yanked off and I … I’m seeing things for the first time, and I don’t like it.”

She reaches over and takes my hand, squeezing it. I turn my hand palm up and wrap our fingers tightly together.

Harlow leans her head against my shoulder, and I rest mine against the top of hers.

I close my eyes and soak in the feeling of her. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her I love her, but I swallow the words back because I’m afraid of scaring her off. But I see it all with her and I hope she sees it with me too.


CHAPTER 28
HARLOW


Ifollow Poppy into the pottery place. It had been her suggestion to paint some pottery and grab lunch since we both happen to have the same time off. I have a million other things I should be doing, but I need the break to not think about school, or Roe, or Jameson, or even Spencer. Although, I know inevitably some of that will come up in conversation.

I browse the items, trying to find something on the semi-cheap side.

“No, none of that.” Poppy swats my hand when I turn yet another piece over to check the price. “I told you; this is my treat. Pick something you’d enjoy.”

I arch a brow. “Even if it’s hundred dollars.”

“Even if it’s that.” She pats me on the head. “You deserve a guilt free day. Besides, I’m not a mom and I still live with my parents because rent prices are brutal around here as you know. I can afford to treat us today. Promise.”

My shoulders droop slightly. I feel bad, but I know better than to argue with Poppy.

I end up choosing a teacup that comes with a saucer. I’m not much of a tea drinker but I do have the occasional cup when I’m struggling to sleep. Poppy sits down with a seagull, which honestly feels like a very Poppy thing to choose.

“How’s my favorite gremlin?” she asks, frowning at the colors she’s chosen like she’s suddenly unsure if they’re the right fit. She shrugs and dips her brush into the hot pink. I’m not sure what she has planned for the seagull with the bright hues she’s chosen, but I’m curious to see how it turns out.

“The same as usual.” I dip my own brush into a muted blue shade.

“It’s been too long since I’ve seen her. I swear when I have day offs lately, I’m too tired to do anything. I haven’t even been on Tinder.”

I laugh at this, because Poppy not scrolling on Tinder is unheard of.

“Don’t laugh at me,” she says, but she’s laughing too as she elbows me. “I haven’t gotten laid in like two months. That’s like a record for me since I lost my virginity. Is it all downhill from here?”

“I think you’ll be fine. Maybe you’re getting tired of hookups,” I suggest. “Do you want something serious?”

She ponders my question for a moment. “I … I don’t know. Maybe? But guys suck.”

Painting similar sized polka dots on my plate, I mutter, “Yeah, they do.”

“Oh, no.” She frowns, her face clouding with genuine concern. “What’s wrong? Trouble in paradise?”

Sighing, I set down my paintbrush. “Jameson wanted to look at houses.”

“Oh.” She cocks her head to the side. “What’s wrong with that?”

I purse my lips. “You know what our income looks like. I don’t have enough money in savings to help him with a down payment. I don’t even have enough if my car goes out.”

Her brows knit together. “I’m sure Spencer would help you.”

I snort. “Yeah, the guy that’s made it clear he still has feelings for me is going to give me money for a down payment on a house that I want to buy with a guy that’s not him.”

“Whoa.” She holds up her hands. “I was thinking more about the car. You’ve mentioned before he got you a new one and you didn’t take it.” She quiets for a moment and then probes with, “Has something happened between you besides the bathroom thing at your parents?”

I shake my head. “I’ve been avoiding him.”

Although, that’s damn near impossible considering we have a kid together. Not to mention, I can’t go anywhere in this godforsaken place without seeing his face whether it be on a billboard or a magazine in the checkout line. With a trailer playing for his current movie, I can’t even watch TV without the risk of seeing him.

Poppy presses her lips together in an obvious effort not to laugh. “And how’s that going for you?”

“Not well.” With a heavy sigh, I decide to word vomit my thoughts. Maybe my brain won’t feel so crowded once I say it out loud. “I think I’ve kept Spencer at a distance all these years, because deep down I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to wonder if I … if I made a mistake,” I whisper and look around like someone might overhear despite the fact that there’s only an elderly couple a few tables away and based on the way they echo “huh?” back and forth I doubt they’re hearing anything.

“You need a hug,” Poppy announces, which is a shock coming from her, because she’s not the physical affection kind of person. I gladly let her wrap me in her arms though, because she’s right, I do need a hug. “Listen,” she begins when she pulls away. “I think you’ll always have feelings for Spencer. He was your first love and he’s Monroe’s dad. Take some time and try to look into yourself and see if those feelings are just that or something more.”

“And if it’s something more?” I probe, helplessness threatening to cut off my airway.

She sighs and reaches over to gently pat the top of my hand. “Do you love Jameson?”

“So much,” I answer without a second of hesitation.

“Then I guess you have to figure out who’s your true person.”

Something tells me that’s easier said than done.


CHAPTER 29
HARLOW


Jameson throws an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. I wrap my own arm around his torso. We’ve both been so overworked and tired that on the weekends Monroe has been gone we’ve barely left the apartment, but this weekend we decided to drive up the coast and stay in Santa Barbara.

I look around the lobby of the inn. It’s out of my budget, but Jameson insisted this was his idea and he was paying. He’d given me a look that dared me to contradict him. I’d contemplated it for a moment, but only because I was hoping he might throw me over his shoulder and punish me for it.

Moving to the windows, I look across the street at the beach. Even though Santa Monica is less than two hours from Santa Barbara I don’t come here often. This weekend will be a nice little getaway.

Jameson’s warm hand presses against the center of my back. “We can leave our bags here, but they need more time for the room to be ready. Do you want to grab lunch?”

I nod without hesitation, and my stomach decides to give an answering growl.

He chuckles and takes my hand. “There’s a place on the wharf I want to try if that’s good with you.”

“Of course.” I smile up at him.

We walk down the street and then across to the wharf. The salty ocean air soothes my chaotic thoughts. This weekend is meant to be about us. I’m not supposed to be thinking about Monroe—though, I think as a mother it’s nearly impossible not to think about your kids—or Spencer. My ex shouldn’t be on my mind when I’m on a romantic weekend getaway with my boyfriend. But I can’t get it out of my head—the look on his face last night when I mentioned the trip while he was picking up Roe. The utter pain and heartbreak.

“Hey.” Jae squeezes my hand. “Are you okay? You seem a little out of it.”

“I’m fine,” I say, perhaps too quickly based on the way he cocks his head. “I’ll perk up, I promise. I’m just a little tired.”

It’s not a lie. The past few nights I’ve been up later than I’d like working on assignments.

He pulls me closer and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I’m sorry, baby. Hopefully you can relax. Do you want me to book you a massage?”

“Oh, no. Please, don’t. Getting away for the weekend is more than enough, I promise.” I pull my sunglasses from my hair and put them on, so I don’t have to keep squinting from the sun.

“All right,” he says in a way that has me worried he might not listen to my request.

Reaching the seafood restaurant, he holds the door open for me to go in first. It’s a bit of a hole in the wall, but the best places are.

We’re seated at the outdoor portion with a walkup bar. TVs play above and I startle when I recognize a familiar face. The interviewer holds the microphone in front of Spencer’s face at a red-carpet event—it’s a replay from a few weeks ago. I know because he’s gotten his hair trimmed since then.

“Is there a special woman in your life?” the beautiful interviewer asks him.

He laughs and says, “Absolutely. My daughter. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“But are you dating anyone? Words abuzz that you’ve been spotted out with Lux.” Lux is one of the biggest popstars of current times.

“She’s a good friend,” he answers with a smile and laugh. God, he’s good at it—the acting thing. It’s only because I know him so well that I can see the tiny glimmer of annoyance in his eyes.

“Another question⁠—”

The interviewer can’t get out another word before a publicist is pushing Spencer along and away from her. The TV cuts to an in-studio segment of a gossip channel which begins speculating on whether there’s something going on with him and Lux or Margo Getty—a nepo-baby turned model—or even Loren Violet, one of his co-stars.

“That must be exhausting. Constantly having people speculate about your personal life. I don’t know how Spencer stands it.”

I turn to face Jameson, not having realized he was watching the clip too. “Yeah, I can’t imagine.”

It was part of the reason I left him. The thought of constantly having to listen to speculation on if he’s hooking up with a co-star or someone else—even if the media knew he was with me. The media is always going to love to spin tales that suit them and rising star Spencer Shaw being with the girl he got pregnant when she was seventeen doesn’t fit the kind of narrative they like.

“Do you want to get a bottle of wine to split?” he asks, picking up the menu. His glasses slip down and without thought he quickly rights them. His hair is beginning to get just a little unruly, but I love his waves.

“That would be great.”

Maybe some wine will loosen me up a bit. I’m tense when I have no reason to be.

Get with the program, I silently scold myself.

A waiter comes and I let Jameson order the wine and lemon waters for us. When the guy has gone, Jameson arches a brow. “You haven’t looked at the menu yet.”

“Oh.” I startle. “Right. I…”

“Hey,” he says softly interrupting me. “If you want to go back home we can. It’s fine. I’ll⁠—”

“No, no.” I rush to cut him off. “I want to be here. I’m just … distracted. I promise I’ll get past this.”

His concerned gaze only serves to make me feel more guilty.

“I want you to relax this weekend. If it’s not going to be restful for you, we can⁠—”

“Please.” I shake my head. “I’m fine. I promise.” I don’t need the guilt of this weekend going south on top of everything else. “I’ll feel more with it once I eat. You know how I get when I’m hungry.”

He doesn’t look like he believes me, but he entertains me by saying, “We better get an appetizer then.”
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Later that evening, we walk down the beach hand in hand. Jameson has rolled up the legs of his pants and carries my shoes in his free hand. The breeze off the ocean is strong tonight, but I don’t mind it. You’d think I’d get sick of the ocean and beach, but I never do.

“This was a great idea,” I confess, having to raise my voice to be heard above the wind.

“Yeah? I wasn’t so sure. You seemed off today.” He presses a kiss to the side of my head.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he assures me. “I just hope it’s not because of the house thing. If you’re still upset with me, I’d rather talk about it.”

“It’s not that, but I have to admit I’m a little embarrassed about how I overreacted.”

He stops walking and tugs me around to face him. “Babe.” He looks down at me with sympathy. “You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s understandable that it’s a trigger for you. There’s nothing embarrassing about sticking up for yourself.”

I drop my gaze to my toes buried in the sand. Just a hint of my pastel blue polish peeks out.

“Don’t do that.” He takes my face gently in his hands. “You don’t have anything to be ashamed of.”

Sometimes I wonder what I’ve done to deserve this man. One so kind that understands me completely.

“Thank you.” Jameson is one of the few people capable of calming my racing thoughts.

“Want to get some ice cream and head back to the hotel?”

I appreciate him moving to a different topic. “You know I’ll never say no to ice cream.”

We end up grabbing ice cream from a local spot within walking distance of the hotel, so we take it back to our room to eat.

Sitting on the end of the king size bed I dig into the cookies ‘n cream ice cream while he scrolls through Netflix and settles on an episode of a show we’ve already watched before.

We eat our ice cream in companionable silence and when it’s finished Jameson takes my empty container and tosses it, along with his, before grabbing my hands and tugging me up.

“Shower?” he asks with a raised brow.

“Shower,” I confirm, and let him drag me into the bathroom. We take our time removing each other’s clothes. The last thing to go is his glasses, which I carefully fold and set on the counter before he tugs me into the shower.

He’s careful not to let the water touch my hair. He guides me back until I hit the tile and I shiver from the cold feeling pressed against me. He quickly pulls me away from it and against his hard body. I honestly don’t know how Jameson finds time to work out, but he’s toned and lean from the running he tries to get in daily.

His mouth finds mine and I open for him greedily.

I’ve needed this. Needed him. Just the two of us.

He lifts me easily in his arms and I wrap my own around his neck. My fingers play with the strands on the back of his neck, and he makes a low sound of approval.

When he finally sets me down my mouth feels swollen from his kisses.

Grabbing the hotel’s shower gel, he lathers some in his palms before he goes straight for my boobs. I laugh and he gives me a boyish grin.

“Gotta take care of the girls first.” He winks. His thumbs carefully roll around my nipples, making sure to clean the piercings.

When he feels like he’s done a thorough enough job there, he works on soaping up the rest of my body before he carefully rinses me off. He takes care of me gently, reverently and I feel so loved I feel like I might burst inside.

Once I’m clean, I do the same for him. Washing him carefully with the soap until I sink to my knees and take his hard cock in my mouth.

“Fuck,” he groans, the back of his head hitting the tile.

I let him go with a pop and smile up at him as I work him with my hand.

“Your mouth is dangerous,” he says in a low, gravelly voice.

“But you love it,” I tease before running my tongue along the slit.

“Fuck yes, I do.” He grips my hair on the back of my head, keeping it out of my way. Such a gentleman.

I work him with my mouth and tongue and hand until he can’t help but come in my mouth and then I swallow him down. I’m still on my knees as I wipe my mouth with my tongue and lick my finger clean, so I get every drop of him.

“Get up,” he commands, and grips my elbow so he can help me up.

We stumble out of the shower, and he grabs his glasses, putting them back on so he doesn’t miss a thing. Dragging me by the hand, he lays me down on the edge of the mattress where he kneels on the floor. I spread my legs wide and he groans, stroking himself as he takes in my soaked pussy. Even though he came, I don’t think his dick got the memo.

At the first swipe of his tongue, a long moan is drawn from my throat. I slap a hand over my mouth, not wanting anyone in the adjoining rooms to hear me.

Jameson works his mouth against me the way only someone who knows exactly what turns you on can.

“I’m close,” I gasp minutes later, fisting the sheets.

He takes it as a challenge and slows.

“Don’t you dare,” I whimper, and he chuckles against me which has me gasping.

“But you’re so fun to tease.”

He works me to the edge slowly again, adding his fingers and stroking them in and out of me at a torturous pace that has me wiggling and gasping. When he finally lets me come, it explodes through me, and I have to bite down on my fist to stifle my moans.

When I regain consciousness, I find Jameson pulling a condom out of his duffel bag. He rips the foil open and rolls the latex down his hard length.

He strokes his length, watching me. “Do you want hard and fast first or soft and slow?”

“Fuck me dirty,” I reply, my voice breathless. I’m pretty sure I’m sweaty and the shower was entirely pointless.

A gasp flies out of me when he grabs my hips and flips me onto my stomach.

He grabs my hair, yanking me back at the same time he slams into me.

The pace is bruising and punishing and I’ll no doubt be sore later, but I don’t care. I want the ache. I want the reminder of where he’s been.

“God, baby,” he groans. “Your pussy was made for me.”

He places a gentle kiss on the top of my shoulder which is at odds with his brutal pace, but that’s Jameson—the perfect blend of soft and hard.

It’s hard to keep myself quiet and it becomes impossible when he brings his hand down on my ass in a sharp smack.

“That’s it,” he growls, delivering another slap to my other cheek. “Let me hear what I do to you.”

Since I don’t have a pillow to bury my face into since he’s holding my head back it’s impossible to stifle my moans.

“It’s so good,” I gasp.

“That’s right,” he croons. “You take my cock so fucking good, baby. You’re so fucking wet.” He gathers some of that wetness on his fingers and rubs it against my clit. His hold on my hair is downright punishing when I can’t hold myself up anymore, but he doesn’t let up. “I need you to come,” he growls. “Because I’m fucking close and you’re going to come again first. Do you hear me?”

I whimper in response.

“Words, Harlow.”

“Yes,” I gasp in response.

“Yes, what?” He pushes and I whimper again.

“I hear you.”

“That’s a good girl.”

It’s only another minute, maybe two at the most, when I shatter around him with a scream. It’s so loud he slams his palm against my mouth to stifle the sound.

Groaning, I feel him pulse inside me as he comes.

“Your pussy is squeezing me so tight,” he whispers in my ear. “Fuck.”

He lets go of my hair and I collapse in a boneless heap onto the mattress. His body bows over mine until he pulls out. I whimper at the loss of him. I hear him stirring in the room, but I can’t move. When he returns to the bed, he lifts me easily in his arms and yanks the covers back before depositing me inside and following him. I lay spraddled across his bare chest, and he chuckles, gently stroking his fingers through my hair.

“I’d say you’ve been thoroughly fucked.” Amusement colors his tone.

I make a noise of agreement.

“I’ll let you sleep for now,” he says.

“Mhm,” I hum.

His body shakes with laughter beneath my ear, and he bends his head to press a kiss to the top of my head. “I love you.”

I manage to muster a tired, “I love you, too,” before sleep claims me.


CHAPTER 30
HARLOW


It’s amazing what rough sex, followed by slow morning sex, can do for a girl. I stretch my body as I wake for the second time. My body is sore everywhere, but in a good way. I crack an eye open and find Jameson’s spot empty with a note in his place. Creeping my fingers over to the pillow, I snatch the note and read;

I figured you’ll be hungry when you wake up, so I went to grab us a late breakfast. I’ll be back soon.

—J

P.S. Don’t worry I’ll bring coffee.

I smile and fold the note. I’m not sure how long he’s been gone so he could be back any minute. With a groan, I force myself out of bed. My bladder is screaming at me. After I pee, I hop in the shower to wash up. Stepping out, I wrap myself in one of the hotel’s robes. I feel like a spoiled princess.

Settling back on the bed, I reach for the remote and find something to fill the silence. You’d think with working in a chaotic coffee shop and having a rambunctious kid at home that I would crave silence, but I think I’m so used to noise that silence feels wrong.

The door creeks open slowly, and Jameson pokes his head in, smiling when he finds me awake.

“Hey,” he says, pushing the door open fully and revealing the drink holder in one hand and a paper bag in another.

“Coffee!” I cry gleefully with grabby hands.

Jameson chuckles and uses his foot to push the door closed. I happily take the drink carrier from him.

“What’d you get to eat?”

“There’s a café nearby that looked like it had good egg sandwiches.”

“Yum.”

I remove our drinks from the carrier, setting them on the table in the corner before I curl my body into the chair. Jameson joins me and pulls out a wrapped sandwich, passing one to me.

My stomach rumbles, reminding me that I burned a shocking amount of calories since I last ate.

“This smells delicious.” I bite into the bagel. I chew and swallow, adding, “And it tastes delicious too.”

He chuckles, eyes glimmering with amusement behind his glasses. “I’m glad I made a good choice.”

“Thank you for this getaway,” I say softly, struggling to meet his eyes because I know I’ve been off, and I feel guilty for it. “I needed this.”

He leans over and kisses me. “Anytime, babe.”

We finish our breakfast and are about to leave for a whale watching boat trip when my phone rings with a call from Spencer, which really means it’s a call from Monroe.

I answer with a smile. As much as I’m enjoying myself, I miss my girl.

“What’s my favorite girl up to?”

“Mom!” She practically screams in my ear. I have to pull the phone away from my ear and Jameson suppresses a chuckle.

“Yep, that’s me. Mom. And remember, you don’t have to yell into the phone.”

“Sorry,” she says. “I get excited.”

“I know,” I laugh, following Jameson to the stairs. “Are you having fun with your dad?”

“Yeah! We’re building Legos!”

I pinch my brow. She’s still yelling. I hear Spencer saying something to her, but I can’t make out the words.

“Sorry,” she whispers. “I forget I’m not supposed to yell.”

I don’t point out that I reminded her approximately two and a half seconds ago.

“What else have you done besides build Legos?”

“Daddy’s teaching me to surf.”

I press my lips together and hope I don’t sound irritated when I say, “Oh. Is he?”

I have to remind myself that while we’re co-parents, I can’t police everything he does with her.

There’s some shuffling and then the phone must get switched to speaker, because Spencer says, “Not surfing. We were bodyboarding and don’t worry, I’ll make sure her cast is covered and fully waterproofed.”

That has me sighing in relief.

I have no doubt that Roe will be on a surfboard young, but I feel like it’s still too soon at her age.

“Bodyboarding,” Roe repeats. “That’s the one.”

“Do you like it?” We reach the bottom floor and Jameson takes my freehand.

“I love it,” she draws out the word into more syllables than it actually contains. “Will you come out with us one day? Daddy says you know how to surf.”

“Maybe,” I say.

She sighs. “You always say that, and it always means no.”

I frown, hating that she sees it that way. “I … it doesn’t always mean no.”

She scoffs. “Yeah, it does.”

Jameson mouths, “What?” but I ignore him for the moment.

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Spencer says to her.

“It is.” There’s a warble in her voice that has my stomach sinking. “She’s always too busy or too tired to do anything fun with me.” Now she’s full-on crying and I feel like complete and utter shit.

“Monroe!” Spencer calls out so I assume she’s run away. “Fuck,” he curses. “I’m sorry, Harlow. I’m sure she doesn’t mean that. I’m going to go check on her.”

“Yeah, she does,” I say softly and end the call.

I pull my hand from Jameson’s, not wanting to be touched right now, and bury my face in my hands.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, his hand rubbing my back.

“Just my kid breaking my heart,” I sigh, dropping my hands.

“Are you okay?” His genuine concern makes me feel even worse.

“Yeah. I’m fine. But I think next weekend I need to hang out with Monroe and focus on her. Is that okay?”

His brows knit. “Fuck, Harlow. I hate that you feel like you even have to ask that. Of course it’s okay. She’s your daughter.”

“Thanks.” I give him a watery smile. “I’ll get myself together in a minute.”

“Take your time.”

We make it out of the lobby and begin our trek toward the boat landing before I speak again. “Having a kid is so much harder than I thought it would be and not in the ways you expect. I feel like I’m always failing her in some way, because there’s just not enough time. Especially with her in school now I see her even less and most of her weekends are spent with Spencer, so then she feels like she doesn’t get enough one on one time with me and she’s not wrong.” I sniffle and dam back the tears that desperately want to fall. “I don’t want her to grow up and think that I wasn’t there for her.”

Jameson pauses and pulls me into his arms. Instantly, my body relaxes. There’s something about him that always manages to provide me with comfort and peace.

“She won’t. I promise. She’ll grow up to see what a hardworking, dedicated mom she has. One who consistently has done everything she can to make her daughter’s life easier.”

I give him a watery smile. “Thank you.”

He smiles and releases me but only so he can cradle my cheeks. “I’m here anytime you need someone to give you a peptalk.”

“I don’t deserve you.”

He chuckles. “We’ll agree to disagree on that one.” He gives me a soft, tender kiss. “Are you good now or do I need to hype you up more, because I will?”

I laugh. “I’m good.”

“That’s my girl. Let’s go see some whales, okay?”

I nod and take his hand, letting him lead me the rest of the way. I still feel a little down, but not as bad as before. One thing is for certain; I’m going to have to go bodyboarding with her and Spencer next weekend.


CHAPTER 31
HARLOW


Sunday evening after getting back from my weekend trip, I’m wiping down the kitchen counters with disinfectant when there’s a knock on the door. I hurry over and open it, crouching down and opening my arms wide for Monroe to crash into, but instead she dodges past me straight to her room.

My face falls and I slowly get up, forced to see Spencer’s sympathetic expression.

“I think she’s already hitting the teenage years,” he says. “She’s been extra moody this weekend.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “Do you want to come in?”

He shrugs and steps over the threshold, closing the door behind him. “Where’s Jameson? It’s a little early for bed, isn’t it?”

I laugh softly. “He’s at his place.”

“Ah.” Spencer nods. “Didn’t know he still had his own place.” His lips twitch with humor.

I roll my eyes. “Don’t be an asshole. You know he has his own place.”

“He’s here all the time,” he replies. “How am I to know? You don’t tell me about him.”

I resume wiping down the counters. “Hmm, I don’t know, Spencer, maybe it’s because I’m not going to talk about my boyfriend with my ex.”

“Ouch.” He presses a hand to his chest. “I thought I was your friend.”

Again, I roll my eyes. I think I’m overly tired and unable to keep my annoyance at bay. “I’m trying the whole friend thing and I’m sorry but it’s a little awkward when you have carnal knowledge of each other.”

He chuckles. “You’re the one making it awkward. Not me.”

I sigh and level him with a look that’s normally only reserved for our daughter. “I’m sure you have women staying over all the time and I never ask.”

His face freezes into a mask of annoyance. “I don’t, but I’m glad you assume the worst of me.”

I stop scrubbing the counters. They were clean long ago anyway. “Spencer, you’re like an A-list celebrity with drop dead gorgeous co-stars, and models frequenting parties you go to, and beautiful influencers interviewing you. I’m not dumb.”

I gasp when he moves into my space, and I’m pressed into the corner of the cabinets.

“Don’t for a minute think that any other woman holds even a flicker of a flame next to you.” His voice is low and gravely. “No woman on this earth can ever compare. I knew when we were teenagers that there would never be another like you. I’m hurt that you think you’re replaceable. When I tell you there’s been no one since you, I mean it.” He pulls away slightly and gives me the saddest smile I’ve possibly ever seen. “Goodnight, Harlow.”

He lets himself out.

I stand there, still in the corner where the cabinets meet, and struggle to form coherent thoughts.

He can’t mean…

He has to mean that he hasn’t dated anyone seriously. There’s no way he hasn’t slept with anyone else. It’s been years. Spencer’s a young, fit guy who’s hot by most standards. Not to mention, he has the whole actor thing going for him. Besides, most importantly, he’s kind and gentle and sweet. He’s a catch. Even I can admit that. I wouldn’t have been with him if he wasn’t. But the idea that he’s truly never been with another woman since me is … it has to be impossible.

Blowing out a breath, I manage to shove away from the counter and put the cleaning supplies away before I go to check on Monroe.

I knock on her half-closed door. She might only be six, but I want her to know if she wants to be left alone she can.

“Come in,” she says in a tiny voice.

I push the door open fully and find her sprawled belly flat on her bed with her arms and legs spread wide. She slowly turns her head toward me, pouting her bottom lip. “I’m sorry I wasn’t nice on the phone. Daddy told me I wasn’t being fair and that you’re busy because you love me.”

Swallowing past the sudden lump lodged in my throat, I carefully sit down on the edge of the bed. “Oh, honey. It’s okay.” I rub her back, hating the sadness I see in her eyes. “I was thinking, and if it’s okay with your dad, then we should all three go bodyboarding next weekend.”

She sniffles and wipes beneath her nose. “Really?”

“Yeah.” I continue rubbing her back and she relaxes slightly. “Would you like that?”

She nods, her cheek rustling the comforter. “Yes,” she says, voice small, and my heart breaks a little.

I hate this for her—that she feels bad for asking for her mom and dad to do stuff together with her.

Brushing her hair back from her forehead, I say, “Why don’t you get your shower and then we can read a book or watch a movie or play a board game or … well, whatever you want to do until bedtime.”

“I had a shower at Daddy’s,” she mumbles.

“If I call him, is he going to confirm that answer?” She makes a small huff of annoyance, and I know the answer is no. “Pick out some pajamas and wash up.”

With a dramatic groan, she heaves off her bed and trudges over to her dresser where she pulls out the first pair on top in the drawer

Once she’s washed up and I’ve detangled and brushed her hair, she opts to put on a movie in my bedroom and set up a board game.

“Can I sleep in here tonight?” she asks, climbing up on my bed with one of her many stuffed animals.

“You want to have a sleepover?” She nods. “Yeah, sweetie, we can do that.”

I didn’t realize how neglected she must have been feeling. I feel like complete shit for not noticing sooner. I’m stretched thin between work and classes and since she loves Jameson, I hadn’t contemplated that she might want one on one time with only the two of us. That fact makes me feel incredibly selfish.

I promise to be more cognizant of it moving forward. I never want my little girl to feel like I’m not here for her.


CHAPTER 32
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


Standing in the doorway of my dorm room I want to throw up.

T.J. was supposed to be here with me. We’d planned on doing everything we could to ensure we ended up roommates.

“Smile, honey,” my mom brushes past me with a box of my stuff. My father follows behind her with more stuff and I finally set down the things I’d been carrying. “You’re starting college. This is a happy time.”

My mom … I know she means well, but she just doesn’t get it. She tries, but it’s been months since T.J. passed and while I don’t think she expects me to be over it, I think she assumed I’d be in a better place by now.

I paste on a smile. “Like this?”

She frowns. “Maybe not quite like that. You might scare your roommate.” With a sigh, I let the smile fall. My dad claps me on the shoulder before heading back out. “Go help your dad. I’ll get to work putting your bed together.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, and turn to follow my dad, barely making it in time to catch the elevator thanks to my sluggish steps.

“Your mom means well,” he says, lightly bumping my shoulder with his.

Does he think I don’t know that?

“I know.”

He doesn’t say anything else which I appreciate. He’s not one for idle chat.

We grab another load from the car and take it up. It only leaves one more trip necessary since I didn’t pack much. I’m close to home, so if I need something it’s not a big deal to go back and get something.

I’m putting my clothes away in my closet when my roommate arrives.

A part of me wants to hate him simply because he’s not T.J. and he’s taking his place. But that’s not fair so I bury those emotions down and extend my hand in greeting.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m Spencer.”

“Parker,” he replies, and our parents introduce themselves.

I already knew his name from our roommate assignment papers, but beyond that I don’t know much else. I never accepted his follow request on Instagram. Shitty of me, I know, but it’s not like I’ve posted on there in months.

When everything on my side of the room is set up and Parker is nearly done with his—he has even less than I do, but he did bring his gaming system—my parents offer to take everyone out to eat. Parker and his parents attempt to decline, but mine aren’t taking no for an answer.

I’m annoyed, but I try to hide it. I just want to be alone, and I want to call Harlow. If I hear her voice, I’ll feel better.

I barely speak through dinner and Parker notices, but he doesn’t try to get me to engage which automatically scores him some points.

After we’re dropped back at the dorm, we’re silent on the way up to our room. He finally speaks when the door shuts behind us.

“Would you want to play COD?”

I want to say no, I really do, but something tells me not to. I’m going to be living with this guy for the next year. It’s for the best that we get along.

“Sure.” I shrug.

We’ve been playing for about an hour when Parker says, “You’re pretty quiet.”

“Yeah,” I sigh.

“That’s okay. I’m not much of a talker myself. But I get the impression there’s more going on with you and I just wanted to say it’s okay if you want to talk about it, and it’s okay if you don’t.”

I look at him in surprise. I feel like most of us guys avoid talking about anything remotely close to feelings at all costs, so it’s shocking that my new roommate is so open about it.

He must read the expression on my face and know exactly what I’m thinking, because he laughs, and says, “Sorry, both of my parents are therapists. I thought you caught that at dinner. Being observant and reading people has sort of rubbed off on me.”

I could tell him that I barely listened during dinner, but I don’t. Instead, I decide to be honest.

“My best friend was supposed to be here with me, but he … died.”

God, I hate that word. The finality in it makes me want to throw up. Dead. Died. They’re both so definitive. But I guess maybe that’s a good thing. No one can second guess what you’re saying.

Parker’s mouth opens and closes before he takes a deep breath. “That’s not what I expected you to say. How did it happen?”

He asks it in a way that doesn’t suggest he’s morbidly curious, more so that he’s giving me a sounding board to talk about the worst parts.

I run my fingers through my hair, hating the slight tremble in the digits. I’m scared it makes me weak being so affected by his death even this many months later.

“Drunk driver,” I answer.

“Fuck,” Parker curses. The way he gives me his full attention is nearly disarming.

“Yeah,” I sigh. “And then … there’s a high probability that my girlfriend’s sister ended up with his kidney.”

“Dude.” His eyes widen. “That’s wild. How are you doing?”

I decide then that I’m going to like my roommate. He might not be T.J., but he’s clearly not a bad guy.

“Some days are good, some days are bad,” I reply honestly. “Still doesn’t feel real a lot of the times,” I admit.

“That’s understandable. What’s his name?”

Parker continues to kick me in the gut. I feel like this his use of the present tense is a conscience decision.

“T.J.”

“T.J.,” he repeats with a kid smile. “Tell me about him so I can know him too.”

So, I do.


CHAPTER 33
HARLOW


It didn’t make sense for Spencer to pick up Monroe last night, since we’re getting together this morning to go bodyboarding. As nervous as I am to spend the day just the three of us, Monroe’s excitement helps to erase some of my doubts. Sometimes, as a parent, you have to be uncomfortable in order to do something special for your kid.

On the way over to Spencer’s place, I pull into a local coffee shop’s drive-thru. I feel a bit bad for cheating on Cool Beans, but I’m choosing convenience. I order myself and Spencer a drink and get Roe their chocolate croissant.

I’m sure she’ll have chocolate all over her face by the time we get to her dad’s, but this is a special day for her, and a little chocolate for breakfast never hurt anybody.

I don’t have to enter the gate code when I arrive at Spencer’s place, so he’s either somehow added my car to be recognized, or he’s been watching his security camera for our arrival. I’m not sure which option is worse.

I pull up the driveway and park.

Sure enough, Monroe has chocolate dried around her mouth. I sigh and grab the drinks before ushering her inside the open garage door and into the house.

Spencer’s waiting for us in the kitchen and smiles when he sees us.

“Daddy!” Roe launches herself at him and he catches her easily. She smothers his face in chocolate-y kisses.

“Your mom let you have chocolate for breakfast?” he asks with a laugh.

“She said it’s a special day.”

He sets Roe down and turns to me, arching a single dark brow. “Oh, is that so?”

I shrug. “It’s not like we do stuff the three of us usually. This is an unusual circumstance. I got you coffee.”

I hold his drink out to him, and he takes it, shocking me when he presses a kiss to my cheek and whispers, “Thanks, babe.” He winces as he pulls away. “Sorry. Muscle memory.”

I nod like that makes total sense even though we’ve been broken up for years. But if what he said last weekend is true, and he hasn’t been with anyone since me, maybe it does feel like just yesterday to him.

“It’s okay,” I whisper back, even though I’m not sure it is.

This whole thing is shaping up to be so much more complicated than I ever thought it would be. With Spencer’s entanglement with Hollywood and being surrounded by beautiful people I never for a second thought he wouldn’t move on.

I tuck my hair behind my ear and step away, taking a sip of my coffee to have something to do so I don’t blurt out something stupid.

“Come on, come on,” Roe says, impatience clouding her tone. “Let’s go! I want to bodyboard.”

Spencer laughs. “Bathing suit first.” He points to the stairs. “And you need to wash your face. We don’t want any of the fish taking a liking to chocolate.”

“Good point.” She nods quickly. “I don’t want my face eaten off.”

She scurries up the stairs, leaving us completely alone.

It doesn’t normally feel this awkward between us, but after last weekend and his confession, I long for the floor to open and swallow me whole.

I speed walk out of the kitchen and into his family room, but of course he follows.

He bought this house for you. He bought it for you to be a family. He loves you.

I want to tell my conscience to take a hike. I don’t need to be reminded of those facts right now.

And I hate to admit it, but despite the large size, the house is homey and is exactly the kind of home I would’ve picked for us. Spencer knows me well. There’s no denying that.

“I’m sorry for what I said last weekend.”

I jerk around at his voice and find him right behind me. I knew he was close, but not that close.

My nose scrunches. “Why?”

Sliding his hands in the pockets of his boardshorts, he shrugs. “It probably made you uncomfortable and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that.”

“But it was the truth?” I press and he nods. “Spencer.” His name is both a cry and a plea, but I’m not sure for what.

“No one else is you,” he says with desperation. “And I won’t be made to feel sorry for that. You’re … you’re special, Harlow. I’ve always known that.”

I hold my hands up, pleading with him. “Can we not do this right now? Please? I’m here for Monroe.”

A muscle in his jaw ticks and he looks away. He utters a quiet, “Yeah, of course,” and walks away.

I drop my head back and groan.

This should be easy. We’re separated. I’m with Jameson. I love Jameson.

But I still love Spencer, too.
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Water rushes over my head, momentarily drowning out Roe’s giggles. When I come up for air, I immediately make eye contact with Spencer. He’s smiling in a way that feels like a kick to the gut. It’s such a carefree, boyish smile that I can’t help but be reminded of the teenage version of him.

“This is so much fun!” Roe screams, the words joy personified.

Despite my reluctance, I’m glad that I decided to do this for the sole fact that it’s made Roe so happy.

My gaze slides toward Spencer again and from the sympathy that flashes across his face, I think he notices the guilt clouding my eyes. It’s my own selfishness that has prevented me from doing things with Spencer for the betterment of Monroe. Shame on me for that.

My stomach sours, because the fact is I’ve avoided Spencer because deep down I’ve known that if I spent more time with him, like we used to, I’d start questioning all the reasons I left in the first place.

“What’s wrong?” he mouths.

“Nothing,” I say back.

He purses his lips in a way that seems to say I don’t believe you.

“Ow, my nose!” Monroe bobs between us and grabs her nose. “I got water up my nose. It burns.” I eye the wrap around her cast, making sure it’s still securely on.

“Just breathe through it,” Spencer tells her. “It’ll go away.”

“When will I be old enough to surf?” she asks a minute later.

Technically, she could have been surfing. It’s not like there’s an age limit to start. But I’m the hesitant one, and her broken arm only proves me right. Granted, that wasn’t surfing, but it was doing something similar.

Spencer makes eye contact with me and cocks his to the side, putting the ball directly in my court.

“Maybe once school is out and your cast comes off.”

If she’s expressing interest in learning, then I should let her. It would be wrong of me to continue putting it off.

Surprise lightens Spencer’s eyes.

“Seriously?” Roe squeals with excitement. “Daddy! Did you hear that? I can start learning soon!”

“I heard,” he laughs, glancing my way. Droplets of water stick to his face, dropping off his nose and chin. “I taught your mom to surf.”

She gasps dramatically. “You never told me that.” She swings my way, bobbing on her bodyboard. “Mom, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

I shrug. “It never came up.”

She gapes at me in a way that makes me think I’m getting a glimpse of teenage Monroe. “Puh-lease. I talk about surfing a lot, Mom.”

Sometimes, the way she says certain things, it’s hard not to laugh. But I keep it to myself because I don’t want her to think I’m laughing at her.

“You can make it up to me by buying me a surfboard,” she reasons.

My bank account is screaming in terror at the prospect.

Spencer must read my expression, because he says, “That won’t be necessary, silly goose. I already got you one. I’ve just been waiting for your mom to be okay with it.”

She huffs, “Well, took her long enough.”

That’s me. Mom the fun sucker and safety police.

We play in the water for another forty minutes before heading back to the beach and up to Spencer’s house.

He flicks on the outdoor shower to rinse off and Roe hurries under it, giggling uncontrollably. I’m still eyeing her cast skeptically. Baths and showers, I haven’t stressed too much over the protective sleeve, but the ocean is a whole other story. It’s a testament to my chaotic state of mind last weekend, that when she mentioned bodyboarding I didn’t immediately panic over the thought of her getting it wet.

When she’s rinsed free of sand and ocean water, Spencer grabs a dangling Barbie themed towel and dries her off. She runs into the house, her wet swim shoes slapping as she goes. If Spencer’s worried about her shoes ruining his floors he doesn’t show it.

“You can go next,” he points at the shower and turns it back on.

I step beneath the spray and let it rinse the salt water from my hair, when I turn around, I motion for Spencer to join me. The outdoor shower is massive, and besides I’m in a one-piece swimsuit and he’s in his boardshorts. It’s the logical thing to do, right? We don’t want to leave Monroe on her own for too long. That girl can get into all kinds of funny business in same time it takes to snap a finger.

“Are you sure?” he asks, hesitating.

“It’s not a big deal.”

And it’s not. Not until he joins me and suddenly the wide-open space feels as small as a coat closet. My breath catches in my throat at his proximity. There are more freckles sprinkled across his nose now than when we were teens. In the movies he stars in they always cover them with makeup. I wonder why. They’re one of my favorite features of his. My eyes drop to his lips. They’re the perfect shape, akin to what you’d find on a Greek or Roman statue. Carved and full but not too full. There’s a single tiny freckle on his lip—the only one they don’t cover up in his films. The one I know has dedicated fan pages for, littered with photos zoomed in on the beauty spot.

Not because I searched them out or anything. Poppy was the one to tell me about it. She finds it hilarious.

My eyes track lower to his collarbone and then even lower to his pectoral muscles. He was always toned, but he’s packed on way more muscle than he used to have.

I let my eyes drop further, to the smattering of dark hair beneath his navel. I bite down on my lip to stifle the sound that comes out of my throat.

He’s hard. Not just his body, but his dick too. I jerk my gaze upward, my hazel eyes colliding with his baby blues.

“Low,” he says my nickname in a huskier than normal voice. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“L-Like what?”

“Like you want me to kiss you.” His breath fans over my lips and I whimper. “Is that what you want?”

My breaths are uneven pants. Is that what I want? The answer should be a simple no, but there’s nothing simple about us or our situation. One kiss wouldn’t hurt anything, right? It wouldn’t change a thing because we’ve kissed many times in the past.

I nod and it’s all the answer he needs.

The fingers of his left hand delve into my hair, while his right hand pulls me in against him at the waist. I gasp into the kiss at the feel of his body so large and hard against mine.

He kisses me with a ferocity I can’t remember him having before—like he knows this might be his last chance to ever kiss me and he’s determined to leak every drop of his feelings into it so that I can’t deny that there’s still something between us—that it’s not only him that has feelings.

I whimper, wrapping my arms around his neck. Now I’m the one pulling him closer, even though you couldn’t fit a sheet of paper between us.

Spencer lifts me with effortless ease and backs me into the wall of the outdoor shower. I rock my hips against his hard length. I can’t seem to help myself. My body is intimately familiar with the shape of his, the feel of him, and it begs to be touched by him. I whimper when his thumb flicks against one of my pebbled nipples that pushes against my swimsuit.

“What’s that?” he asks, breathless. He pulls away enough to look me in the eyes. “Did you pierce your nipple?”

“Both,” I answer.

“Fuck.” He bites his full bottom lip. “That’s going to fuel so many fantasies for me.”

Logically, I know this is the point where I should push him away, put a stop to this, but I think logic left the moment I invited him in to rinse off. I’m not ready for this to end, so I wrap my hand around the back of his neck and pull his mouth back to mine.

Spencer obliges and I practically melt beneath him.

This is the problem. Our chemistry is just too much. Even after years, even after moving on, it’s still explosive. This is why I’ve stayed away from him, because deep down I’ve always known all it would take is one small spark to send us up in flames.

When Spencer finally sets me down and pulls back, his lips are puffy, and his eyes hazy. He draws his thumb over my bottom lip.

“This was … enlightening,” he says in a breathless rumble.

“Enlightening?” I repeat back. The water cascades over my shoulders and he reaches behind me to shut it off.

“Yes,” he replies, looking me over like he’s seeing me in a whole new light. A smile teases his lips. “Very.”

He turns and just walks away back into his house, leaving me standing there wondering what the hell he means by that.


CHAPTER 34
HARLOW


My knuckles are stark white where I grip the steering wheel on my drive home.

What have I done?

What the fuck have I done?

Have I lost my damn mind?

The questions spin rapid fire around my brain like a washing machine on the spin cycle. They just won’t stop. My stomach roils and I fear I’ll be sick.

I rub a hand over my face and pull off the highway, finding a McDonald’s right off the exit and ordering a Coke. I park and take several careful sips of the soda and try to steady my rapidly beating heart. Tears burn my eyes. That was a mistake. A colossal one.

“What were you thinking?” I ask myself aloud. “Have you lost your damn mind?”

It’s the only plausible explanation? Right?

Panic crawls up my throat, raking its nails along my windpipe. I take another slow sip of soda.

It was a mistake. Accidents happen.

Was rubbing all over his hard-on an accident?

I cover my face with my hands and let out a frustrated scream.

Get yourself together!

I take a few more careful sips of the Coke before I pull back out and onto the highway. My apartment isn’t much farther, and by the time I park and gather up my stuff to head inside, I’ve calmed down somewhat.

Opening the door, I find the lights in the apartment on and Jameson on the couch. There’s a fresh bouquet of flowers on the kitchen counter near the sink.

Jameson hops up from the couch with an easy, happy smile. “Did you have fun with Monroe?” he asks, taking everything from my hands and setting them down.

“Yeah, it was great.”

Does my voice sound too bright? Too forced?

I take a deep breath and shove my fingers through my ratty hair. “I’m going to hop in the shower. I need to deep condition my hair from the salt water.” My hair has never been a fan of the ocean water.

“I bought stuff to make homemade pizzas for dinner. I hope that’s okay.”

“Pizza sounds great.” I shove onto my tiptoes and kiss him. I wonder if he can taste the guilt on my lips, because I sure can.

I grab a change of clothes from my room and lock myself in the bathroom. As the water flows over my body, I can’t help but be reminded of the kiss.

Stop thinking about it! I scold myself.

It should’ve been the first thing I told Jameson when I got here—confessed immediately to my dirty filthy sins. But … it’s just a kiss, right? Nothing else is going to happen. There’s no point in creating a rift between him and Spencer. Spencer’s always going to be a part of my life because of Roe. The last thing I need is my boyfriend hating the father of my child.

I blow out a breath and vigorously scrub my scalp with shampoo.

If I keep letting these thoughts circle like they are, I’ll end up having a panic attack which won’t bode well for my already fraying mental state.

Rinsing out the shampoo, I grab my deep conditioner and make sure to comb it through the ends of my hair, so every strand is coated. I let it sit for five minutes while I shave and wash my body and then I rinse that out too. Shutting the water off, I grab my towel and wrap it around my body as I step out. I swipe my hand over the fogged glass. My eyes look wild, stressed. I need to get myself together before Jameson realizes something is wrong.

I brush out my wet hair and wring out as much of the water as I can. Leaving it down to dry, I apply my face toner and a serum before I change into a pair of shorts and t-shirt. Then I decide to brush my teeth. I’m stalling and it’s pointless because I have to face him at some point.

I ease the bathroom door open and the floors creak beneath my feet. Jameson sends a concerned smile way. “Are you okay? You were in there a while.”

“Yeah, fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

His brows furrow and I know I’ve done nothing to erase his concern. “Did you fight with Spencer or something?”

“Spencer?” Does my voice sound as high and squeaky as I think it does or is that just my guilt eating away at me? “No. We didn’t fight.”

“Hm,” he hums thoughtfully and rolls out the dough for our pizzas. “Do you want to help? I can handle these on my own if you want to relax.”

I shake my head. “I’d like to help.” The distraction will be good for me. The last thing I need is more time alone with my thoughts.

Jameson moves to his right to give me space to join him. I smile in thanks. “You can take that one.” He points to the already shaped dough. “Go ahead and start putting your toppings on and I’ll get mine ready.”

He’s laid out our typical choices. Fresh mozzarella, fresh tomatoes, and basil for me. Sausage, pepperoni, and bacon for him.

“This was a good idea,” I tell him, bumping his hip with mine.

“Yeah?” he questions, pushing his glasses up. “I wasn’t sure what you were in the mood for, but I figure you can never go wrong with pizza.”

“Thank you for the flowers.” I nod toward the vase he fixed them in. Jameson brings me flowers often and it’s something I always appreciate, because it shows he’s thinking of me.

“You’re welcome.” He presses a kiss to my cheek, and I smile.

This is nice. This is what I needed—to spend time with Jameson and erase Spencer from my mind. The kiss was an accident. A total fluke. It’ll never happen again.

We finish adding our toppings and stick them in the already preheated oven. Jameson cages me in against the counter. Lowering his head, he skims his nose along the column of my throat. “I missed you today.”

I wrap my arms around his neck and lean up on my tiptoes. “I missed you, too.”

“Dance with me?” he asks softly with a smile that’s almost shy.

“We don’t have music,” I laugh.

His smile grows bigger, and he leans behind me and pokes at his phone. A moment later Hozier is playing softly around us. He settles his hands on my waist, and I leave mine around his neck. We sway to the music and it’s nice even if I feel a little silly. He rests his forehead against mine.

His eyes are warm and filled with love and it makes me feel like the most horrible person on the planet. I kissed my ex today. I rubbed myself against him and practically begged him for more.

He takes one hand from my waist and presses it to my cheek. “I can’t wait to call you my wife one day.”

I squish my eyes shut.

I’m going to hell. There’s no doubt about it.


CHAPTER 35
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


The glaring F on my paper stares up at me like a blinking red light. There’s a note from the professor telling me to see him after class.

Great.

I swallow thickly.

This isn’t good. Especially since it’s not the only paper I’ve gotten an F on this week. It’s safe to say I’m struggling and it’s not even the coursework that’s the problem. It’s my head—my state of mind. It’s not just missing T.J. I miss home. I miss Harlow. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I hadn’t chosen a college that’s in Santa Monica. I didn’t even need to live in the dorms after T.J. died, but I wanted the privacy. I couldn’t handle my mom’s hovering anymore. I’m fine. Not great, but fine, and that’s good enough for now.

The class empties out, and I head up to the front.

Professor Grant is glued to whatever he’s reading on his computer.

Clearing my throat, I say, “Professor? You asked me to see you after class.”

“Ah. Yes.” He shuts his laptop and scoots back. Plucking his reading glasses off his face he sets them on the desk. “This is two failed essays in a row. The writing is poor to say the least.”

I wince, but he plows on.

“I did some digging and your grades in high school were good. Great even.” He laces his fingers together and stares me down. “But toward the end of your senior year things started dipping. Why? Drinking? Drugs? Be honest, I’ve seen it all.”

I bite down on my tongue hard enough to taste blood.

I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want to make T.J. some sort of excuse for my failures.

Professor Grant arches a brow. “Mr. Shaw? An answer any day now would be great.”

I close my eyes. “My best friend died. Drunk driver.”

The way the professor rears back I can tell that’s not the answer he was expecting.

“Oh.” He laces his fingers together and rests them on the desk. “Have you spoken with a therapist? We have resources here that⁠—”

“I’m fine,” I cut him off, my words biting. “I don’t need a therapist. I’m … I’m getting through it.” And I am. I’m doing better. I’m just having trouble focusing is all.

He gives me a doubtful look. “Due to the nature of the situation, I’ll offer you the chance to redo the essay for a chance at a passing grade. This isn’t something I normally do and don’t expect the offer to come again.”

I nod, clutching my paper tightly in my fists. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

He slides his glasses back on. “I expect it next Friday.”

“Got it.”

He waves his fingers lazily toward the exit in the back and I book it out of there before he can change his mind.

I have enough time before my next class to pop into the cafeteria and grab a bite to eat. My phone rings just as I’m sitting down at an empty table in the cafeteria.

I answer the FaceTime call and prop my phone up on my bottle of soda.

“Hey, baby,” I greet, happy to see her smiling face.

“Hey,” she says back, the sun shining behind her. “Looks like you’re eating lunch too.” She points to the sandwich in my hand.

“Yep. Getting an F on a paper makes me shockingly hungry.”

“Spencer.” She frowns and her eyes fill with sympathy.

“It’s okay. The professor is giving me a chance to write a new one.”

“Do you need help? I mean, I know I’m still a high school student, but maybe I could⁠—”

I shake my head. This isn’t hers to worry about. “I’ll figure it out.”

I can tell from the downturn in her lips that my answer doesn’t fully appease her, but she thankfully lets it go.

“Are we still going to the pier this weekend?” she asks, and I’m thankful for her change in subject.

I swallow a bite of the dry turkey sandwich. “Yeah, of course, baby.”

She smiles, but concern still darkens her gaze. It feels like everyone these days is worried about me, and Harlow is the last one I want doing that. I need her to treat me like I’m normal, like I’m not still grieving.

“Good.” She tucks a piece of blond hair behind her ear, but it’s pointless because the breeze outside immediately blows it free. “I can’t wait.”

“Me either,” I say, and I mean it.
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“Come on, this way.” I let Harlow tug me into a photobooth after we get off the Pacific Wheel. It’s the end of October, and there’s enough chill in the air that the pier is nearly empty thanks to tourist season dying down.

We do some silly poses and kiss for the camera.

“I’m keeping this forever,” she declares, clutching the strip of photos to her chest.

“Forever?” I ask, pulling her over to another one of the games. I hand the guy cash, and he passes me the rings for the ring toss game. “That’s a very long time.”

“Don’t you think our kids will want to see us young and in love one day,” she teases, turning the photos my direction.

“If they haven’t decided to disown us for being grossly in love, then maybe.”

She laughs and moves aside to give me more room to toss the rings.

I don’t win the grand prize, but I do get a tiny green monkey with a t-shirt on that says Santa Monica.

“For you, milady.” I pass it to Harlow.

“He needs a name,” she declares.

I cock my head, taking in the green monkey in her hand. “Lucky?” I suggest.

“Lucky,” she repeats, staring at the stuffed animal. “I like that. Lucky it is.”

“Are you hungry?” I ask. “We could get hot dogs or something.”

“Yeah.” She tucks the photo strip and monkey into her purse.

Ten minutes later, with hot dogs, fries, and sodas in hand, we sit down at one of the tables. She shivers from the breeze coming off the ocean and I quickly remove my hoodie and pass it to her. She has a sweater on, but if my girl is cold then she’s getting mine too.

“Thanks.” She tugs it on over her head.

We’ve only eaten a few bites when she says, “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

My eyes widen with worry. She’s not breaking up with me, is she? I rack my brain for any memory of feeling like she acted strange today and come up empty.

“And what’s that?”

Her cheeks pinken. “Well, we’ve been seeing each other a while now and I…” Her gaze drops to her lap, and she pushes her food away. “We … I…” She covers her face. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“Say what?” I’m panicking now. I can’t lose my best friend and my girlfriend in less than a year’s time. That would be too cruel.

She reluctantly brings her eyes to mine, her whole face the color of a tomato. “We’ve never talked about sex, but I was thinking maybe … we could.”

“Talk about it?” I ask, my voice octaves higher than normal.

She shakes her head. “No, have it.”

Now I’m blushing. I haven’t brought the topic of sex up to her, because it hasn’t been important to me. Harlow is important, not the act of sex. I’m very much aware that I’m two years older than her, that she’s only a junior in high school. The last thing I want to do is take advantage of her in that way. I know most guys would jump at the opportunity to have sex with their girlfriend, so maybe that makes me crazy, but Harlow is special in so many ways. I don’t want sex to ruin things.

“Harlow, I…”

“I know we’ve never talked about it before.” She drops her gaze, and I resist my desire to press my finger beneath her chin and have her look at me. If she needs privacy to sort her thoughts, I’m going to give that to her. “But I … we’ve been together a while now and it’ll be a year soon and…”

I find her rambling adorable and can’t help but smile.

Blowing out a breath, she says, “I want it to be you.”

I cup her cheek, pulling her in for a kiss. “Are you sure?”

She nods quickly. “I’ve thought about it a lot.” I’m still not so sure, and she must be able to read me, because she asks, “Do you not want me that way?”

Fuck.

It hurts that she would even think that.

“Harlow, of course I do.”

“Then what’s the problem? Is it … are you worried it won’t be good for you?”

I gape at her. “No, God, no. I’m worried about you. I love you, Harlow. I don’t want to do anything you’ll regret.”

She freezes, mouth parted slightly. “You love me?”

Crap. This is not how I intended to tell her, but maybe it’s better it just slipped out and I didn’t have the chance to overthink it.

I wrap my fingers around the back of her neck, rubbing my thumb against the spot where her pulses races. “Yeah, baby. I love you.” A grunt flies out of me when she all but tackles and kisses me. I laugh into her kiss. When she releases me, I ask, “I take it this is a good thing?”

“A very good thing.” She brushes my hair back from my forehead. “I love you.”

Hearing the girl of my dreams tell me she loves me, means more than I could’ve ever anticipated. I swear I feel my heart double inside.

“Does this mean…?” she hesitates, batting her eyes at me

I shake my head. I know I must be crazy turning her down, but I want it to be perfect for her when it does happen. “Not yet.”

She pouts her bottom lip. “Spencer, seriously?”

“If you still want to in a few months then we’ll talk about it again.”

She heaves a sigh. “Fine. For my birthday?”

I think about it for a moment. It is months away like I asked for, so it seems like a good enough concession. “Okay,” I agree.

She smiles. “I won’t change my mind.”

She might, though, and that’s why I want to give her time. I know I’ll never have any regrets when it comes to loving her, and I want the same for her when it comes to me. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if she ever felt like I had taken advantage of or used her.


CHAPTER 36
HARLOW


“Hi!” My sister answers the video call with an exuberant smile. “What’s up?”

“Just missing you, so I thought I’d call,” I answer, turning to check on the pasta I have cooking on the stove.

“What are you making?” she asks, squinting at the screen.

“Penne with that tomato sauce mom taught us both to make.”

“Oh, yummy. Where’s the monster?”

“With her dad.” I blow out a breath, ruffling my hair around my face. “She has a doctor’s appointment tomorrow and he’s taking her, so we decided it made the most sense for him to pick her up today instead of tomorrow.”

“That does make sense.” Willa pulls her hair to the side, her ring flashing in the light.

I wonder if I’d never ended things with Spencer if we’d be married by now. Who knows, maybe we’d even have another kid. I don’t know why I’m even allowing my thoughts to stray this way. It’s not worth dwelling on the past.

“Is Jameson not there?”

I shake my head. “He’s working late tonight. He’ll be here later.”

She arches a brow. “Do you even know what to do by yourself?”

“No,” I laugh. “It’s too quiet and Roe’s stuff is everywhere so it feels like she’s still here.” I make a mental note to pick up her stuff after I eat dinner.

“Please, don’t hate me for saying this, but you seem sad.”

Leave it to my sister to see right through me.

The kiss with Spencer in his outdoor shower floods my memory.

“I’m just really confused right now and it’s stressing me out,” I reply.

She frowns, worry filling her eyes. “Talk to me, Low. You know I’m always here for you.”

I know that and I also know my sister would never judge me.

“Are you alone?” I ask. I don’t want Jasper overhearing. I’m already judging myself enough. I don’t need my future brother-in-law to know what I’ve done too.

“Jasper’s out picking up dinner. It’s just me,” she confirms.

“I kissed Spencer,” I blurt. “Or he kissed me.” I shake my head. “I don’t know who kissed who first.”

Her mouth pops open and for a moment I think the screen has frozen, but then she shouts, “What?”

“I know.” I cover my face. “What was I thinking?”

“When?” She gasps the word.

I peek through my fingers. “The day we went bodyboarding with Monroe.”

“I need details.” She bangs her fist against her desk. “Spill. Did Roe see?”

“No.” I shake my head. “Thank God she didn’t, or the whole world would know. But we were rinsing off in the outdoor shower and⁠—”

“Together?”

“Together,” I confirm. “And it just happened.”

Sobering, she asks, “Have you told Jameson?”

My shoulders droop and she knows the answer before I squeak out, “No.”

“Harlow,” she gasps. “You have to tell him!”

“It was just a kiss,” I defend. My shoulders curl inward like perhaps I can close myself away in a shell. “It didn’t mean anything.”

She frowns, blinking at me like she’s just waiting for me to get it through my head that I have to tell him. “He deserves to know. Wouldn’t you want to know?”

I cringe. When she puts it like that, yes, I would want to know.

It feels like the walls of my throat are closing in when I swallow. “I don’t want to ruin this,” I confess softly. “Jameson is … he’s so good. I love him so much.”

“And that’s exactly why you have to tell him.”

I drop my head and mutter, “I hate it when you’re right.”

She laughs softly. “You must hate me a lot.” She throws in a wink. Clearing her throat, she asks, “Does the kiss have you confused?”

I press my lips into a flat line. I don’t want to answer that question. It’s one thing to keep it in my thoughts. It’s a whole other voice it out loud.

“Harlow?” she prompts, like maybe I haven’t heard her.

I give a jerky nod.

“Oh, Harlow,” she breathes out.

“I shouldn’t be confused, should I?” I blurt out. “I should’ve shoved him away. It shouldn’t feel like this.” I gesture with my arms, trying to show how it’s all too much.

“You have history,” she replies softly. “That makes a difference.”

I cover my face with my hands, and the first few tears leak out.

“Oh, Harlow,” she breathes. “I wish I could hug you right now.”

“What have I done?” I ask, but I don’t expect her to answer. The door to the apartment creaks open and I drop my hands. “I’ve gotta go.”

“Tell him,” she mouths before I end the video call.

Jameson steps inside with the first few buttons of his shirt undone and his hair a bit wild like he’s had a rough day and has constantly run his fingers through it. He holds a fresh bouquet of flowers in his hand and it’s like a stab to the heart.

“Were you on the phone?” he asks, locking up behind himself. He drops his messenger bag off his shoulder and sits it on the barstool before he crosses the room to kiss me. “You’re crying.”

“Yeah, with Willa,” I answer.

His face drops. “Is she okay?”

I nod. “Yeah, yeah. She’s fine.”

He sets the flowers on the coffee table and sits beside them so he’s in front of me. His hands find my knees, rubbing his thumbs in gentle circles. “What’s wrong, baby?”

I squeeze my eyes shut.

I have to tell him.

I take a deep breath and open my eyes. “Spencer and I kissed.”

“Okay?” It comes out as a question. “Like … recently?”

I wipe at my damp cheeks. “Yes.”

He nods and his Adam’s apple bobs as swallows. “Who initiated it?”

I know this man, I know he’s not the type to shout and scream and throw shit, but even with that knowledge I’m still surprised that he’s so calm.

“I don’t know,” I answer. “It was sort of mutual, I guess.”

He nods again and sits back, pulling his hands from knees and placing them on his own instead. I feel cold without his touch.

Removing his glasses, he rubs the bridge of his nose. Setting them back in place, he faces me fully and there’s no way for me to run from the pain in his voice.

“Why didn’t you tell me when it happened?”

I reach for the blanket and cover myself with it. “I think I was scared. Embarrassed. And in disbelief that it happened.”

Rubbing his jaw, he nods. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“I’m processing, Harlow,” he snaps, and it’s so unlike him that it feels like a slap.

“I’m sorry.” I burst into tears. The last thing I wanted to do is hurt him, which is why I kept it to myself.

“Fuck,” he curses, moving to sit beside me on the couch where he pulls me into his arms.

I push against him, not wanting him to hold me right now. I don’t deserve his comfort.

“Let me go,” I plead. “I should be comforting you. I’m a horrible girlfriend. I’m a horrible person. I’m a horrible⁠—”

“Please,” he begs. “Stop saying bad things about yourself.”

“It’s true.”

He holds me at arm’s length, and I know I must look like a mess from his perspective. “Do you want to kiss him again?”

I don’t think so, but I’m not so sure and that’s the worst part of all.

But, “No,” is what I tell him.

He cups my cheek, wiping away my tears. “I won’t lie, this wasn’t great to hear, and I’m hurt—I’m really fucking hurt, but it’s not going to be the end of us.”

He presses a kiss to my forehead and my eyes flutter closed.

I don’t deserve him.

Maybe I never did.


CHAPTER 37
SPENCER
EIGHT YEARS AGO


“Ilove Christmas,” Harlow says with a smile, adding an ornament to the tree in my dorm room. It’s one of those small, tabletop trees, but she insisted that the room needed something. She even wrapped string lights around my headboard.

Parker is out for the evening with a girl who he swears isn’t his girlfriend even though he’s been exclusively seeing her since the end of September.

“We have an hour before I need to leave,” she says in a suggestive tone. She wraps her hands around my waist, resting her chin on my chest and blinking up at me with big doe eyes.

“Not yet,” I remind her.

Since she first brought up the topic of sex and we agreed to wait until her birthday if she still wants to then, she’s mentioned it a few more times. I think she’s scared if she doesn’t continue to show interest I’ll think she’s changed her mind.

“My birthday isn’t until February.” She pouts up at me. “That’s forever away.”

“It’s less than three months,” I reason. “Is it so wrong that I want us to wait? That I want you to be one hundred percent sure you want this?” I take her face in my hands. “I don’t want you to ever regret me.”

She grasps the fabric of my hoodie between her fists. “I could never regret you.”

She says that now, but I’m terrified she might in the future and that’s a possibility that makes my stomach churn. We might be young, but this girl is it for me. She’s my everything. I want her to be my wife one day, the mother of my children, the woman I grow old beside.

“Your birthday,” I reiterate, sliding my hands down to grip her elbows.

“Fine,” she agrees, and flops onto my bed. The mattress bounces and settles. She smiles at me in a way that lets me know she’s not upset. “Can we make out then instead?”

I struggle not to laugh, but I’m more than happy to indulge that request.

Climbing onto the bed beside her, I grip her waist and tug until I’m on my back and she’s straddling me. Her blond hair forms a shield around us as she lowers, letting her lips find mine. Kissing Harlow is my favorite hobby. Sometimes it’s slow and sweet, sometimes it’s intense, and sometimes it feels like a damn freefall.

“I love you,” I whisper between kisses.

“I love you, too.” She kisses my neck. “Take your shirt off.”

Even though we haven’t had sex yet, it doesn’t mean we haven’t fooled around in other ways. Sitting up, I yank the long-sleeve shirt up and over my head.

Harlow traces my bare torso with her eyes before following the same path with the tips of her fingers.

I capture her hand, lacing our fingers together. “You’re playing with fire,” I warn her, and a smile curls her lips.

“Good.”

She has no idea what a dangerous temptation she is for me. I’m trying to be on my best behavior and she’s always making it damn near impossible.

Pulling her own shirt off, she drops it onto the bed beside us. I groan.

“That’s not fair.” Her light blue bra is mesh—completely see-through.

Leaning down, her lips find my ear. “That’s the point.”

This girl has no idea how dangerous she is for me.

I roll over until she’s pinned beneath me. I bury my face in her neck, sucking and kissing at her sensitive flesh. She squirms beneath me, begging for more, but I refuse to give in until she’s so rattled with desire that her face is flushed and she can’t stop biting her lip.

That’s when I pop the button on her jeans and slide my fingers inside her panties. She gasps, arching against my fingers. Her eyes are wide, the pupils blown as we lock eyes. I bring her to orgasm and suck my fingers clean while she pants beneath me, attempting to catch her breath. I grin down at her, loving how undone she looks.

Rolling off her, I settle on the bed beside her and prop my head in my hand.

“You’re forgiven,” she says breathlessly.

“For what?”

“For making me wait.”

I laugh. “Until you beg me again next time.”

“I’m starting to think you like it when I beg,” she teases.

“A little.” I drag my thumb over her bottom lip.

She sits up and looks at the time. “Ugh. I should get ready and go.”

I grab her shirt and hand it to her before searching for my own.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” I say, hopping off the bed and tugging on a jacket.

“You don’t have to.”

I stuff my feet into my sneakers. “Nice try, Low.”

We walk hand in hand out to the parking lot, and I kiss her before she slips in her car. She rolls her window down and smiles, “I love you.”

“Forever?” I ask, sliding my hands into my pockets.

“Forever,” she promises.

“I love you,” I reply and lean in to kiss her one last time.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, I watch her back out and don’t head back to my room until her taillights have disappeared from my view.


CHAPTER 38
HARLOW


Iwake up to find the other side of the bed empty. I’m not surprised after my confession last night. Part of me wants to shout it was just a kiss, it meant nothing, but the other part of me knows it would be a lie. It did mean something, I just don’t know what yet.

Easing the bedroom door open, I head across the hall to the bathroom to pee and brush my teeth. The apartment feels empty, and I try not to dwell on that fact. I fucked up and I’m honestly surprised he even stayed the night. I wouldn’t have blamed him for leaving.

Tucking my hair behind my ears, I sigh at my reflection. My face is puffy from crying, and my eyes are still tinged red. I’m a mess.

Splashing my face with cold water, I try my best to pull myself together. Whatever today holds, I can’t allow myself to wallow.

Opening the bathroom door, I listen to see if maybe I was imagining the emptiness, but it’s still silent. I shake my head and dam back new tears that threaten to fall. Jerking the dresser drawers open, I yank out a pair of jean shorts and a t-shirt. I don’t feel like dressing up, not that I really do anyway.

In the kitchen, I turn on the coffee maker and stare in confusion when it doesn’t brew.

It takes me a minute, but then I realize while Jameson normally takes care of having the coffee ready to go in the morning, he didn’t this time.

I’m not mad. Frankly, I have no right to be. But it feels like a slap to the face, a reminder of how good he is to me, and in his hurt, he forgot about this simple task. I hate that I caused him this pain. I hate even more that I’m confused. I shouldn’t be. I should have never kissed Spencer, but I did, and I … I’m not so sure I would take it back if I could, which leaves me feeling sick to my stomach.

There are dishes left in the sink, another thing that isn’t normal, and I wash them and put them away, so I won’t have to look at the reminder.

I dread the fact that Monroe won’t be home until tomorrow, but this is what I deserve, to wallow in my own pity and self-loathing.

I have stuff I need to work on for school, so I grab my laptop and settle on the couch, turning the TV on for background noise. I nearly jump out of my skin almost thirty minutes later when the door to my apartment opens.

Turning, I find Jameson standing in the doorway. His hair is a mess, and his eyes are red like mine but also boast dark circles beneath them. My stomach drops with the realization that he hasn’t slept at all. His clothes are unusually rumpled, too.

“Hi,” I say softly, sliding my laptop off my crossed legs and onto the coffee table. “You … you’re back.”

“I am.” The words are a raspy croak. He closes the door and slides his hands in the pockets of his pants, crossing the small space until he’s in front of me. He slides my laptop further down and takes a seat on the coffee table in front of me.

Seeing how broken he is physically pains me.

“I’m so sorry.”

“I know,” he says with a sigh. “I know you are, and I accept your apology. But I’m hurt, Harlow. So fucking hurt. Especially since you didn’t tell me right away.”

I press my lips together and nod.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” he asks, his voice cracking.

“I was ashamed,” I admit. “Embarrassed. Confused. My head wasn’t exactly clear.”

He nods, looking away from me with his eyes fixed on the wall.

“I want to move on from this,” he says, and finally makes eye contact with me. “Do you?” He appears to be holding his breath as he waits for my response.

“Yes. God, yes.”

He reaches out, palming my cheek in his warm hand. “Are you sure? If you … if you still have feelings for him then I … I’ll walk away and let you have that.”

“I want you.”

And I do. I love Jameson. He’s made my life better. He’s the one I chose years ago when I walked away from Spencer. He’s who I choose now.

A small, sad smile plays on his lips. “Okay.”

I lay my hand over top of his on my cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he says, tears swimming in his eyes. “Don’t break my heart.”

“I won’t,” I swear.

But something sits heavy and leaden in my stomach, and I worry that I might’ve made a promise I can’t keep.


CHAPTER 39
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Harlow’s eyes glimmer as she blows out the candles on her birthday cake. I have little doubt what she’s wished for, and nerves assault my stomach. I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans.

Her mom plucks out the candles and lays them on a paper plate before cutting into the cake.

Willa couldn’t make it home for Harlow’s birthday, so it’s only her parents, me, and two of her girlfriends. It’s already been decided after cake we’ll head to the pier.

What Harlow doesn’t know is we’re not actually going to the pier. Instead, I booked a hotel for us. I already went by and checked in before coming here so I could set the place up with flameless candles and flower petals. It might be over the top and cringey, but it’s my first time too, and I want it to be memorable for her. The keycard to the room seems to burn a hole in my pocket.

I take my slice of cake when her mom hands it to me with a plastic fork stuck on top. I’m not sure how I’m going to stomach the cake when I feel so nervous.

I manage to get a few bites down and then claim I’m too full of the pizza we had.

When we finally head out to leave, her dad reminds me to have her back before midnight.

“No problem, sir,” I reply, and hope he doesn’t notice the quiver in my voice.

Opening the passenger door to my car, I let Harlow climb in before I go around and get in the driver’s side. I start the car up and turn to her.

“We’re not going to the pier.”

“We’re not?” A smile dances on her lips, threatening to consume her face.

I shake my head. “No.” I fish the keycard out of my pocket and hand it to her. Her smile is full blown this time.

“A hotel? Is this for what I think it’s for?”

I nod.

She lets out an excited scream and throws her arms around my shoulders. “Finally!”

I chuckle. “You’re not nervous?” I ask her.

“No.” She shakes her head, seeming surprised I would even ask. “It’s you and I trust you. Why? Are you nervous?”

“Yeah.” I let out a breathless laugh. “I am.”

We’ve talked about this enough that I guess I shouldn’t be. But I just want it to be good for her.

“Baby,” she says softly, pressing her hand to my cheek. I grab it, keeping my eyes on the road, and kiss her knuckles. My heart is thundering in my ears, and I feel myself turning red. I want this to be good for her. Good for us. “I don’t want you to be nervous.”

“I can’t help it.” I just want it to be good for her, and I also don’t want to come two-point-five seconds into it.

I finally pull up to the hotel and park the car. We won’t be staying the night with her curfew, so neither of us has bags. I meet Harlow at her side of the car and take her hand. I pray that my palm doesn’t feel clammy to her.

Leading her into the lobby and over to the elevators, I press the button, and the doors immediately slide open. I kind of wish we’d needed to wait so I could have more time to get my shit together.

Harlow clings to my arm and can’t stop smiling.

I suppose I’m glad that if one of us had to be nervous, it’s me, because I would never go through with this if she showed any sign of hesitation. I don’t want to hurt her or cause her any pain, but from everything I’ve read that’s going to be kind of unavoidable for her first time.

The elevator gives a cheery ding as it arrives on our floor.

“The room is this way,” I say, leading her to the left.

I fumble with the key when we reach the door, so she ends up taking it from me. She gives me a small, understanding smile. I’m grateful she’s being so gracious about this, because I’m a mess.

“Oh, Spencer,” she gasps, looking around in awe as the door clicks shut behind us.

My heart is beating so hard and so fast that he words sound like she’s speaking in a whisper when I know in reality she’s not.

She startles me when she turns and launches herself at me. I catch her easily, wrapping my arms around her.

“I can’t believe you’ve done all of this for me. It’s so romantic.”

“Of course, I did.” I kiss the smooth curve of her cheek. “You deserve everything.”

She lets me go and turns, taking in the battery-operated candles—I made sure to get ones that the faux flame moves to make it more realistic—and light pink petals. She tiptoes over to the bed where a small package rests. I had to get my mom to help me wrap it, because I was doing a piss-poor job at it.

“Is this for me?” she asks, picking up the box wrapped in a shiny silver paper and topped with a pink bow.

“Yes.” I shake myself out of my fog and join her beside the bed. “Open it.”

She shoots me an excited grin. I gave her another gift at her house, but I wanted her to have something special here tonight too.

Ripping the paper off, she lets it flutter to the ground before carefully removing the lid on the white box. She gasps at the necklace resting inside. It’s a small flat heart with an S on it for my name.

“It’s beautiful.” She takes it out and hands it to me. “Put it on me, please.”

She gives me her back and pulls her blond hair up. Slipping the necklace around her, I struggle with the clasp but finally get it to fit into place. Turning around, she adjusts the necklace, so it sits perfectly beneath her throat.

“You already have my heart,” I tell her, gently touching the necklace. “This way you know you’re carrying it with you everywhere.”

“Thank you.” She touches my cheek reverently. “This means everything to me.”

I cup her cheeks in my hands and lower my mouth to hers. Her lips open beneath mine, and she presses her body into me when she pushes up on her tiptoes. I back her toward the bed until she bumps it with the back of her knees and sits. I let my body follow until she’s lying back with me on top of her. Warm hands skim beneath my shirt and along my stomach. I pull away just enough to yank my shirt off. When I look back down at her, she’s looking at me reverently.

“I love you,” she whispers.

I take her in, memorizing the softness of her features and the trust in her eyes. “I love you, too.”

I take my time kissing her and I’m grateful she doesn’t push me to hurry things along. My nerves need time to settle, and I want to give her time in case she changes her mind but considering she hasn’t in all these months I don’t think that will be happening.

The trust in her eyes never dims, even as I undress her and she does the same to me. I fumble with the condom, cursing myself for being so inexperienced. I should’ve practiced opening one before tonight, but I didn’t think I’d have such butter fingers. She takes it from me and opens it with a steady hand before passing it back.

I finally manage to get it on and turn to check on her.

“Are you still okay?” I ask.

She nods where she lies on the bed. “I’m okay. I promise. I just want you.”

I settle over top of her and make sure she’s as ready as she can be. No matter what, I know this first time isn’t going to be the best for her.

When I push inside her, her face squishes in pain and I stop.

“No!” she cries out. “Keep going.”

“But—”

“No.” She holds my eyes. “It won’t get better if you don’t.”

I hate causing her more pain, but I keep going a little at a time until I’m all the way inside her.

Her nails dig into the backs of my arms. “Just give me a minute.”

“Okay.” I grit my teeth.

In less than a minute, she nods. “I’m okay.”

I take it gentle and slow, wanting it to be as good as it possibly can be for her, and when it’s over, and she curls into my body, I know that if I thought I was a goner for her before, it has nothing on how I feel now.


CHAPTER 40
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Jameson doesn’t want to be at the apartment when Spencer drops off Roe and I can’t say I blame him.

When the knock on the door comes, I save my work and close my computer.

There’s another, more impatient knock, that I know belongs to Monroe.

Shaking my head and trying not to laugh, I open the door.

“Hey, Monster,” I greet, bending down to hug my daughter. Her cast should be coming off in another week or two if all goes well—which is probably for the best, because it hasn’t slowed her down one bit and it’s covered in grime. The once vibrant pink is much more muted now.

“Hi, Mom.” She hugs me back. “I have to check on my friends,” she says, letting me go and heading toward her room and horde of stuffed animals. I once tried to weed out some of her less played with stuffies, but she caught on to me before I could drop them off for donation.

Standing, I make eye contact with Spencer and give him a smile, but I think it must be more of a grimace based on the curious look he gives me.

“Is everything okay?” he asks.

I shake my head, wrapping my arms around myself. “I told Jameson about the kiss.”

Spencer nods, a muscle in his jaw pulsing. He slides his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “And how did he take it?”

I swallow past the lump in my throat and turn away from Spencer, busying myself by picking up my snacks from the coffee table.

“He’s hurt.”

Spencer nods, eyes focused on my ceiling like it holds the answers to every question he’s ever had. “Understandable.”

I spin towards him, arms filled with wrappers and my collection of cups—one for lemon water, an iced coffee that I half drank, and a can of sparkling water.

“That can never happen again,” I hiss.

His eyes narrow. “Are you really going to try to act like that kiss meant nothing?”

“Yes,” I snap. I set the empty glass in the sink and empty out the iced coffee and small amount of remaining soda. Dumping the empty cup and can in the trash, I say to him, “It can’t mean anything.”

His nostrils flare—not in anger, I know him enough to know that isn’t his angry face. He’s hurt.

“You felt something and now you’re fucking scared.”

“I’m not scared,” I hiss quietly, not wanting to draw Monroe out here to catch us fighting.

“Yes. You. Are.” He makes sure to enunciate each word. “Why are you so afraid of what you feel for me? Why are you willing to break both of our hearts for the safe choice?”

I gape at him. “Jameson is not the safe choice.”

“Yes, he is,” Spencer bites out. “Because you’ll never love him as much as you love me. Lie as much as you want, but I know it’s true.”

“It’s not.” The words sound more like a plea than firm reproach.

He crowds me against the counter until I’m boxed in. He rests a hand on each side of me on top of the counter, so I have no means of escape—not that I feel any genuine fear to.

“Who are you really lying to? Yourself or me?”

“I’m not lying,” I declare, lifting my chin defiantly.

He stares down at me. There’s an intensity in his green eyes I don’t remember ever seeing before, like he could easily devour me.

“Then why are you looking at me like this?”

“Like what?” I bite out.

His eyes flick down to my lips and back up to make eye contact. “Like you want me to kiss you.” I open my mouth to retort, and anticipating that, he plows on. “I know your tells, Harlow. I told you that you can’t lie to me. I know you too well.”

“I don’t want you to kiss me again.”

“Sure.” He nods. “Whatever you say, but I know the truth.”

He backs away and I feel like I can finally take a breath, but it’s for naught, because all I do is inhale his scent.

He heads down the hall to say goodbye to Monroe. When he comes out of her room, he finds that I haven’t moved an inch.

He looks me over and I see a million things behind that look. Hurt and want mixed with pain and desire.

“Goodnight, Low,” he says softly, and lets himself out.

When the door shuts behind him, I finally seem to snap out of whatever spell I’m under.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” I mutter, turning and clutching the edge of the sink for dear life.

I need to get a grip on myself before my entire life implodes and leaves me obliterated.


CHAPTER 41
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It’s been six weeks since Harlow’s birthday and we’ve found it damn near impossible to keep our hands off each other.

We’ve been careful every single time, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m sitting on her bed waiting for her to come out of the bathroom with a pregnancy test. My palms are sweaty. A baby is not part of our plans right now, but her period is late, and since she says it’s always regular there seems to be only one possible explanation.

My heart races when the toilet flushes in the bathroom. The sink runs and then the door creaks open and she joins me back in her room, shutting the door behind her. Her parents aren’t home, but they could be any time.

She sets the test down on her end table. Staring at it for a moment, she turns and paces back and forth a bit before she sits beside me, our legs and hips touching.

I see how scared she is. It’s written plainly in the frown lines that downturn her lips. Wrapping my arms around her, I kiss the top of her head.

“Whatever it says, we’re going to be okay.”

She sniffles. “I’m only seventeen. I’m too young to be a mom.”

“I know.” I close my eyes. “It might be negative.”

“It might,” she agrees, but I don’t detect an ounce of believability in her voice.

She flops back on her bed. “What are we going to do?”

I lay back and roll over, propping my head in my hand. “We’re going to take things one step at a time, starting with waiting to see what the test says.”

“My parents are going to kill us.”

I force a smile. “You’re not doing a very good job at this whole wait and see thing.”

Her lips tug down in a frown. “I’m sorry. It’s just that my period is never late.”

“I know,” I sigh, and join her prone position, staring up at the ceiling. Truth be told, I have little hope that the test will be negative, but I’ve tried to remain positive for her benefit.

“How long has it been?” she asks a minute or so later.

I check the watch on my wrist. “Long enough.”

She bites her lip. “Will you look?”

I don’t want to, but if it’ll make her feel better for me to check first then I’ll do whatever it takes to make her feel better. Sitting up, I lean over to swipe the test off the nightstand. I splurged and got a box of digital ones so there could be no confusion on our part. A very clean PREGNANT 4-6 weeks stares up at me.

My throat constricts and I struggle to get my breath.

All she has to do is read my expression and she bursts into tears. “I told you,” she sobs.

I set the test down and pull my girl into my arms.

I feel sick to my stomach. This is my fault. I wanted to wait, and I took the precautions I could, but it obviously wasn’t good enough.

Harlow clings to me as she sobs, her hand fisted in the fabric of my hoodie.

I feel like shit.

“Baby,” I murmur, kissing her forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

She hiccups a sob. “It’s not your fault.”

“It kinda is,” I grit out.

That only makes her cry harder, and she gets out a garbled, “No it’s not. Two to tango.”

I’m not how much later it is when she manages to move from heaving sobs to small sniffling.

I wipe the dampness from her face. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her.

“How do you know that?” she asks, her voice hoarse from crying.

“Because I know you,” I reason. “And you’re strong and resilient and I’m going to be by your side no matter what you decide.”

She wipes at her eyes. “Are we going to keep it?”

I wet my lips. I want to. The minute she told me she thought she was pregnant, I had already begun to imagine myself as a dad to a cute little girl in pigtails, or a little boy in tiny overalls like the ones I wore as a toddler. But I’m also two years older than Harlow and I’m not the one who has to carry the child.

“What do you want to do?” I ask her, smoothing some of her hair off her forehead.

“I don’t know,” she admits, bottom lip wobbling. “I’m scared. What if I’d be a bad mom?”

“You could never be a bad mom,” I assure her.

“How can you know that?” She sniffles and I grab her a Kleenex. It comes in handy that her mom has a box in every room.

“Because I know you, and you’re the best person I know. The kindest. The most caring. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

She frowns. “I’m going to be a senior in high school with a baby.”

I shut my eyes. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

Her fingers wrap around my wrist, and I blink my eyes open. “I don’t want you to apologize. I practically begged you to have sex with me.”

“You didn’t beg.”

She levels me with a look that says she disagrees.

“Think about things,” I tell her, cupping her cheek. “Decide what you want. I’m going to be here to support you no matter what.”

Her lips shake and she puts her hand over mine. “I’ll think some more, but I … I think I want to keep it.” She places her other hand against her stomach. “There’s a baby in me,” she whispers in a tone that’s a mix between awed and horrified.

“We can make it work,” I promise her.

“Even as young as we are?” She bites down on her lip and worry fills her eyes.

“Even then.”

I’m already thinking about how I can finish out this semester and then not go back to school in the fall. I have a part-time job currently, but I’ll get something full-time during the summer and save every bit I get. The baby won’t come until November if I’ve done my math right. Harlow will still be in school, but maybe I can move in here to help with the baby or stay with my parents if hers don’t want me here, which I can’t say I’d blame them if they didn’t.

“I need to think about this,” she says softly. “I need to be sure. This will change our entire lives.”

“I know.” I hold her close. “Whatever you want to do, I’m here for you.”
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“I’m so scared to tell them,” Harlow whispers as we walk up the front walkway to her house. We’ve spent a few hours on the pier and beach, just chatting and psyching ourselves up for this conversation. We’ll still have to tell my parents, but neither of us are as worried about them as we are hers. Not that her parents are cruel or anything like that, but I understand it’s a different situation since she’s the one that’s pregnant—nine weeks today.

“I’m here,” I remind her. “We’re doing this together.”

She nods and squeezes my hand. The front door is unlocked so we let ourselves in.

“Mom? Dad?” She calls out. When nothing comes back, she says, “They must be outside.”

We head to the back of the house and out through the doors. Sure enough, they’re seated at their outdoor patio table, each with a glass of wine and a platter of snacks, like crackers and cheese, between them.

Her mom laughs at something her dad said and then they notice us.

“You’re back sooner than I thought you’d be,” her mom says. “Was it too windy on the pier?”

“No, it was fine,” Harlow replies, and pulls out a chair. I take the one beside her. “We … uh … wanted to talk to you guys about something.”

Her dad arches a brow, eyeing me up. “Is everything okay?”

My hand finds Harlow’s beneath the table, and I give a gentle squeeze. “Everything’s fine,” I answer, making eye contact with Harlow, telling her silently that she’s got this.

I had told her that I was fine to be the one to break the news to her parents, but she insisted she needs to be the one to tell them.

I give her an encouraging nod. We need to get this out in the open. The three weeks we’ve taken to talk over things and come up with a plan has gone by in a blink.

“What’s this about then?” Her mom takes a sip of wine, smiling at us.

Harlow takes a deep, steadying breath and blurts out, “I’m pregnant.”

Her mom freezes, the wine in her glass sloshing when she sits it back down on the table. Her father looks just as stunned, his gaze ping-ponging between the two of us.

“We were careful,” Harlow goes on. “But obviously not careful enough, apparently. Did you know condoms aren’t one hundred percent guaranteed?” She gives a humorless laugh. “Who knew?” She shrugs. “Well, I guess we know now, but … yeah, I’m pregnant.”

“You’re joking right?” Her dad asks me, and I shake my head. “Fuck,” he groans, scrubbing a hand down his face. Zeroing in on his daughter, I’m relieved to see no judgment, just pure concern. “Are you okay?”

She nods. “I’m fine. Just feeling sick most mornings, but it hasn’t been too awful. I haven’t seen a doctor yet.”

Her mom is nodding along and appears in deep thought. My guess is she’s already planning things out.

“You’re keeping it,” her dad says. It’s not a question, but it’s not a demand either. He seems to sense we’ve already made our decision.

“Yes,” she answers. “I want to keep it.” She looks over at me with a soft, tentative smile. “We want to keep it.”

Facing her dad, I say, “I wasn’t sure about returning to school next year. With this happening, I plan to work full-time and save up as much as I can. I would appreciate if I could stay here with you guys. I understand if you don’t want that, but I want to be here for Harlow and the baby as much as I can. This is my baby too and I assume full responsibility.”

Her mom blows out a shaky breath. “Let’s take things one day at a time for right now, okay? First things first, I need to schedule you an OBGYN appointment,” she tells Harlow. “Then we’ll go from there, okay?”

Harlow nods. “I’m really sorry about this.”

Her mom frowns. “This isn’t ideal, sweetie, but please don’t feel sorry. We’re here for you, okay? All three of you.”

It feels like a sucker punch hearing her say all three of you. It’s not just Harlow and me now. We have a little person that’s half her and half me. We’re more than just a duo. We’re making our own little family.

“Thank you,” Harlow cries, getting up to hug her mom and then her dad.

I’m grateful for her sake that they’re taking this so well. She’s been beating herself up enough, even though I’ve assured her it’s not her fault and she doesn’t need to feel guilty.

“Do your parents know?” Her dad asks me.

I shake my head. “No, we wanted to tell you first. We’ll head over there next.”

He nods in understanding.

“I love you guys,” Harlow says in a watery voice as she sits down again. “Thank you … I … I need you guys.”

Her mom nods in understanding. “We’re a family, sweetie. This isn’t going to be easy, but we’ll get through this together.”

I smile at Harlow, and she smiles back.

There’s still worry in her eyes, but this time I also see a bit of hope.


CHAPTER 43
HARLOW


“Mom? Mom? Mommy?” Roe chants. “Can I have these?” She holds up a box of sugary cereal.

“No.” I grab a healthier option.

Roe lets out a disgruntled sigh. “You never let me have anything fun.” She stomps her feet extra hard as she walks.

“We just had ice cream sundaes last night,” I say, wheeling behind her with the cart. “What do you call that?”

She flips her hair over her shoulder. “So? That was last night. Today is a new day, Mom.”

“Right,” I mutter. “How could I forget?”

I check my list and continue through the store. After we finish this, I need to drop the groceries off at home and then I’m taking her to my parents’ house. School’s out for the day for a teacher workshop, so my mom offered to watch her after eleven, so I can do some schoolwork myself since I had to take off to be with Roe.

We finally manage to make it to the checkout where Monroe proceeds to finger over the candy selection.

“Please, Mom?” She pouts her lips at me, holding up a pack of M&Ms.

With a sigh, I nod for her to add them to the cart. She happily tosses them in. I turn to eye the rack of magazines and instantly wish I hadn’t.

Spencer dons the front cover, a woman’s arm tucked into his, and he’s laughing at something she’s said. The photo is cropped in a way in which I can’t decipher if it’s been snapped on a set or out in the street.

The headline reads; Rumors are heating up that there’s more than friendship between Spencer Shaw and Matilda Beaufort. Could Hollywood’s hottest star have finally found romance?

My breathing short circuits, a surge of jealousy threatening to pull me under. I have no fucking right to feel this way. Spencer stopped being mine a long time ago. But logic doesn’t always win out over the heart. Besides, he’s been rumored to be in all kinds of relationships over the years. Every month it’s someone they’re speculating he’s with. This is nothing new, and like those, it’s probably nothing.

But the feeling inside me doesn’t go away.

Even as I close my eyes and hear him saying, “When I tell you there’s been no one since you, I mean it.”

“Ma’am? Ma’am?” I’m jolted out of my thoughts by the cashier and realize I’ve zoned out so thoroughly that I haven’t loaded anything onto the conveyor belt.

“I’m so sorry.” I jolt into action, shoving my items out of the cart. My face is flaming red with embarrassment.

I pay and quickly load the paper bags into the cart.

“You seem distracted,” Monroe says in a tone that sounds much more grown than her age.

“Sorry, baby.” I press a kiss to the top of her head as I load everything in the trunk. “You still want to go to grandma’s, right?”

“Well, duh,” she replies, reaching into one of the bags and swiping her M&M’s.

“We’ll go home, and I’ll put the groceries away and then I’ll take you.”

“Okay,” she sighs heavily. “But can you hurry up? I want to go look for seashells.”

I shake my head, but keep my mouth shut.

The grocery store is five-minutes from the house, so it takes little time to get there. While I put everything away, Monroe heads to her room.

“All right, Monster,” I call out. “I’m ready to go.”

Shuffling sounds from her room, and then she comes out, wheeling her small suitcase behind her.

I plant my hands on my hips and cock my head to the side. “Where do you think you’re going? You don’t need a suitcase.”

She rolls her eyes and heaves a mighty sigh like she carries the weight of the world on her tiny shoulders. “I was going to ask grandma for a sleepover.”

“You have school tomorrow,” I argue.

“So?” She volleys. “She picks me up from school. Can’t she take me?”

She has a valid point that I can’t argue with. “You can ask grandma, but I make no promises she’ll say yes.”

“She will,” she says with confidence, pausing by the front door to stuff her feet in her sneakers.

Oh, to have the confidence of a six-year-old.

I swipe my phone and keys from the counter and see that I have a text message. I read it while grabbing my bag that has my laptop in it.

Jameson: I won’t be over tonight. I have to work late.

I frown. That’s a bummer, especially if Monroe spends the night with my parents, but it’s his job.

Me: That’s okay. I understand. Love you!

He replies right back that he loves me to. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I open the door and let Monroe run out like a cat who can’t wait to escape to the outdoors.

After dropping her off, I head to a café to work, but when I park, I find myself unable to get out of the car. My stupid brain is still hung up on the magazine headline. I suppose it’s not even the headline. It’s Spencer I can’t get off my mind.

I lean my head back and take a deep breath.

I know if I pull out of this lot, I’m going to make a decision I regret.

But I do it anyway.


CHAPTER 44
SPENCER
SEVEN YEARS AGO


“Whoa.” I stare at the grainy, black and white image on the screen. A head and arms and legs. “That’s really a baby?”

The ultrasound tech laughs. “Yes, that’s a baby.”

“Harlow,” I breathe out, looking down at her with tears in my eyes. “That’s our baby.”

Harlow’s eyes fill with tears too and she squeezes my hand. “Wow … it’s … it’s real,” she says with awe.

Her mom sits in the corner of the room, giving us some semblance of privacy, but I catch her dabbing at the corners of her eyes with a tissue.

“I’ll print some of these out for you Mom and Dad,” the sonographer says.

It hits me like a ton of bricks hearing that word—dad. I’m going to be someone’s dad. But not just any someone. This little baby on the screen is mine. Half me and half Harlow and so fully perfect.

Harlow gives my hand a squeeze and I laugh, drying my face with my other hand. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she tells me.

The sonographer finishes up and gives us a sheet of ultrasound photos as we return to the original room we were in to wait for the doctor.

Harlow hops up on the exam table while her mom and I take the other chairs in the small room.

I can’t stop looking at the photos. It’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.

That’s my kid. My little boy or little girl.

I smile at a shot of their profile and the very small nose.

I’m going to be the best dad you could ever ask for, I silently vow.

I’m almost nineteen. I haven’t given much thought to being a dad. Sure, I figured it would happen one day, but I hadn’t thought about the logistics of raising a child. But I find myself excited about it. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still scared as shit. I’m worried for Harlow—for what her body and mind will have to go through with growing our child and I’m worried for what it’s going to be like when we have a screaming infant. But I look forward to getting to hold our baby, taking them to the beach for the first time, teaching them to ride a bike and surf as they get older.

The exam room door opens, breaking me out of my thoughts.

“Hi, Harlow. I’m Dr. Grant. I don’t think we’ve met before.” The kind woman extends her hand and Harlow takes it.

“Thank you for getting her in,” Harlow’s mom says. “I appreciate it.”

“Of course.” Dr. Grant smiles. “And you must be the father to be?” This time she holds her hand out to me.

“Yeah. Spencer. It’s nice to meet you.”

She does a quick examination of Harlow—checking her heart and listening to her lungs before she pulls out a stool and sits.

“Teen pregnancy is a difficult situation,” she begins. “Pregnancy is hard on the body and the mind, so I just want to remind you that you do have options. There’s adoption and⁠—”

“I’m keeping it,” Harlow blurts out. She reaches out for my hand, and I give it to her, offering her as much silent comfort as I can. “I’ve thought about it a lot and I want to keep it.”

The doctor nods. “All right, then let’s get into the other details.”

She opens the folder she walked in with. “You’re spot on for twelve weeks like you said in your forms. Baby is measuring at the perfect size. I’d say you might have a Thanksgiving baby.” She offers a kind smile. “Your weight and blood pressure is good. I’m not seeing anything we need to worry about currently.” Harlow squeezes my hand at this news. “I just want to remind you that you are young and pregnancy at this age comes with … social complications.” I wince, because she’s not wrong and I’m the one who has put my girl in this position. “We do have a support group for young mothers. It ranges from fifteen at the youngest to our oldest member being twenty, so if you find yourself needing support they would be helpful to reach out to, so I’ll make sure to send you home with their information.”

“Thank you,” Harlow squeaks.

“We’ll schedule you for four weeks from now. That will put you at sixteen weeks.”

I scrub my free hand over my face. I thought this whole thing was going to feel so slow, but instead I feel like I’m going to blink, and our kid is going to be here.

The doctor leaves and the three of us head to the checkout.

Harlow is unusually quiet as we exit the building and head to the car. Her mom speed walks in front of us, headed to her SUV since she brought us.

“I knew I was pregnant before,” Harlow whispers at my side. “I mean I’ve been so sick and bloated, but I … don’t laugh at me, but it didn’t feel real until now.”

“I know what you mean.” I run my fingers through my hair.

She bites her lip as we reach the car. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asks and quickly looks away from me like she fears my reaction.

“What?” I gasp. “Of course I’m okay. This is our baby, Harlow. You don’t think I’m going to break up with you because of this do you?”

She gives a tiny nod. “I mean, it would make sense. You didn’t plan for this.”

I gape at her. “You didn’t plan for this either. We’re in this together, Low. You and me.” I pull her into my arms and hug her. She sniffles into my shirt. “I’m not leaving you,” I state it plainly so she can have no doubts. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

We get in the car, and her mom says, “I need to make a return at the mall if you guys are okay with it.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.” Harlow slides the seatbelt across her body and snaps it into place.

The mall isn’t far, and her mom lets us out at the food court. Once we each have a pretzel in hand, we walk around and find ourselves outside one of those department stores that carries everything you could possibly need. We stroll inside and like we’re guided by an invisible force we end up in the infant section.

“Fuck,” Harlow curses softly. “How does something so tiny need so much?” She looks around at the cribs, car seats, strollers, and more all on display.

I shrug and head over to the strollers. “Beats me.”

“Why are there so many?” she gripes, taking in all the strollers set out for testing. There must be at least fifteen, probably more, different brands and styles.

“Different speeds?” I guess. “Or proportions?” I cock my head to the side.

She glances at the price tag on one and gasps. “Spencer, this one is almost fifteen-hundred dollars.”

“You’re kidding.” I peer down at the price tag and find that she’s not. “Well, it comes with multiple pieces. The stroller and car seat.”

“That’s still like seven-hundred and fifty dollars per piece.”

“Yeah.” I rub the back of my head. Taking a bite of pretzel, I say, “That is a bit steep.”

“This is crazy,” she mutters.

“Let’s look at the cribs,” I suggest, wanting to get her away from the strollers before she panic spirals.

“Cribs,” she repeats. “Yeah, okay.”

We head over to that section. “Seven hundred dollars,” she mutters. “This tiny human is going to drain my non-existent bank account.”

“That one is four-fifty,” I point out. “And that one there is … never mind.”

“Never mind? What is it?”

“Um…” I hedge, not sure I want to tell her.

She grabs my arm. “You have to tell me now.”

“It’s a thousand.” I squint. “Oh, wait. That includes a dresser.”

“Spencer.” She frowns at her half-eaten pretzel. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “But we’ll figure it out.”

And we will. One way or another.

“Let’s look at the clothes instead,” I suggest. “Maybe we could pick something out for the baby?”

She frowns but nods. “Okay.”

The baby clothes are the next section over. Luckily, there’s a sales rack with some good options. We end up settling on a yellow duck onesie and a green frog zipper pajama set. Gender neutral and useful.

She seems happier once we checkout and head back to the food court to meet her mom.

We spot her seated at one of the tables with a soda and reading her book.

“Oh.” She smiles when our shadows loom over her. She eyes the bag in Harlow’s hand. “What’d you find?”

“Clothes for the baby,” she says softly, and pulls them out to show her mom.

Rubbing the fabric between her fingers her mom says, “These are adorable. What a great find.”

“Mom,” Harlow whispers. “The strollers and car seats and cribs are all so expensive. What am I going to do? I don’t have a job and⁠—”

Her mom grabs her hand. “Sweetie, please don’t stress yourself. We’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

“I’m going to help,” I blurt out. “I swear it. And my parents said they’d help out too.”

Harlow frowns. “I don’t want any of you guys to feel like you have to swoop in and save the day. This isn’t your problem.”

“Harlow.” Her mom takes her face in her hands. “You and this baby are not a problem. Not to us. Okay? Your father and I are happy to help. We’re going to be here for you. You are not alone.”

I know she needed to hear that. Despite their support these past weeks, it hasn’t been easy for her. She feels like she’s let them down.

“Everything’s going to be okay. I promise you.” Her mom pulls her into a hug. When she lets her go, she asks, “Is there anything else you guys need to do while we’re here?”

We both say no, and the three of us head for the exit.

I parked at Harlow’s house, but I need to head back to school for a late afternoon class, so I kiss her goodbye and leave.

I exhale a heavy breath as I drive away.

I just want to be able to handle all of this for her, so she doesn’t feel stressed about money and us being able to provide for our baby.

I send up a silent plea for something, anything, to land in my lap that will make our lives easier.


CHAPTER 45
HARLOW


“What the hell am I doing?” I ask myself as I sit outside the gate in Spencer’s driveway.

I should put the car in reverse and back the hell away from this bad decision, but the gates open, which means he already knows I’m here.

“Fuck,” I curse, squeezing my eyes shut.

Shaking my head, I drive forward and up the long driveway. I park beside an unfamiliar blue vehicle, my stomach dropping.

He’s not alone.

He wouldn’t have buzzed me in if he’s here with a woman, right?

Why wouldn’t he? You have Jameson and he comes around when he’s there, what would be the big deal for you to be around a woman he’s seeing?

My thoughts are spiraling in a million directions, but I’m already here and he knows it, so I might as well get my shit together and head inside. I grab my bag off the passenger seat and sling it over my shoulder. Since the garage doors are closed, I head to the front door and press the bell.

“Why the hell are you here, Harlow?” I ask myself, crossing my arms over my chest.

The door opens and I’m met with a shirtless and sweaty Spencer. A pair of workout shorts hang so low on his hips that I’m certain he’s not wearing any underwear underneath.

Oh my god, I totally caught him in the middle of sex.

“I’m so sorry,” I blurt. “I can … uh … see that you’re busy.” I turn around, ready to make a hasty departure, but his hand closes around my elbow.

“What’s up?” he asks, clearly out of breath still. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

I look up at the sky, not wanting to look at him when he’s in this … state. I wonder where the woman is, if she’s still inside waiting for me to leave or if he told her to go out through the garage.

“It’s okay. I’m interrupting … something and I’m sorry. It’s my bad.”

“Interrupting something?” When I force myself to look at him, I find his brows furrowed. “I promise you’re not. We were just finishing up.”

I flinch. “Right. Okay. I’m just going to go. It’s no biggie.”

He chuckles, clearly amused. “I don’t know what has you so spooked.”

Does he need to spell it out for him?

I gesture to his barely clothed, sweaty body. “You’re clearly with a woman and I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m not even sure what brought me here in the first place,” I admit, ducking my head.

His peals of laughter have me raising my head. He has his head thrown back, his entire body shaking.

Sobering, he says, “My personal trainer is here. We were just finishing up in the gym when I got the alert on my phone that you were here.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” He grins, planting his hands on his hips. The gesture has his shorts dipping even lower in the front and I force myself to keep my gaze on his face. “You gonna come in now?” He gestures with his thumb over his shoulder.

I swallow my embarrassment down. “I might as well.”

“Mhm,” he hums, clearly amused by this whole thing. “Might as well,” he echoes.

I follow him into the house and at least this time I manage not to openly gawk at the beautiful home.

He heads for the kitchen and fills a glass of water. “Thirsty?” he asks me.

“I’m okay.” I slide onto the stool.

“What brings you to Malibu?” he asks, amusement coloring his tone.

“You.” No point in lying. There’s no other reason for me to be here.

He drinks about half of the glass of water and sets it down. “I have to say I’m honestly more than a little surprised to see you here alone after…” He trails off, fingers lazily drifting through the air to convey that I need to fill in the blanks, which is easy enough.

“I’m surprised, too,” I admit. “My mom offered to take Roe for the day so I could catch up on schoolwork and I found myself here instead.”

“Interesting.” He taps his blunt nails against the side of the glass.

Steps sound behind me, and I turn to find a good-looking man with wavy blond hair. He’s probably in his thirties, maybe around thirty-five, with a kind smile.

“Everything’s cleaned up and I’m going to head out.”

“Thanks, Sean.” Spencer steps away from the counter to clasp hands with the man. “Oh.” He turns to me. “Let me introduce you to my … Harlow.”

“Hi.” I shake hands with the man. He’s tall—even taller than Jameson and Spencer. “Nice to meet you.”

“Sean is my personal trainer,” Spencer offers, but I’ve already put the pieces together.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Sean says, letting go of my hand and stepping back. He sends a grin Spencer’s way.

“Well, she is the mother of my child,” Spencer mutters softly, a blush staining his cheeks.

Sean’s grin only grows. “I’ll talk to you later,” he says. “It was good to finally meet you.” He nods his head in my direction before he leaves the kitchen.

Neither of us speak until we hear the garage door close.

“You talk about me, huh?” I tease.

Spencer sighs, crossing his arms over his chest. “Of course I do.”

“Why?” I’m not trying to be accusatory. I’m truly curious. Why hasn’t he been able to let go and move on?

He shrugs. “Like I said, you’re Roe’s mom.”

“But that’s not why you talk about me, is it?” I press further.

He looks like he wishes a hole would open and swallow him. “You already know the answer.”

“I want to hear you say it,” I breathe.

I’m playing with fire, but the problem is I want to get burned.

This is a dangerous game, one I should know better than to indulge in. All the things that had me call things off with Spencer in the past still exist. He’s an actor now. He’s famous on a level I can’t comprehend, and his career is still relatively new. There’s no telling where things might continue to go for him. I don’t like that lifestyle. I don’t want that for Monroe. But I … I can no longer deny that my feelings for him have never went away, and somehow in my attempt to ignore them, they’ve grown bigger instead. Simmering somewhere I didn’t even know they existed and that kiss has unleashed them.

He steps closer to me, grazing his finger over my cheek.

“I talk about you, because even this many years later, you still consume me. You owned my heart when I was seventeen and I’ve never gotten it back. I don’t want it back. It’s yours and it’ll always be yours, even if I’m not.” I hold my breath as he gently brushes some of my hair behind my ear. He leaves his hand there, cupping my cheek and I can’t help but lean into his touch. “I’m sure most think I’m absolutely insane for not moving on, and I’ve tried, but when you’ve had the best there’s no replacing it.”

“Spencer.” Tears burn my eyes. “Be serious, how many people find the love of their life in high school?”

His eyes widen and he taps a hand over his heart. “I did, Harlow. I did.”

I believe him, I really do, and the thing I don’t want to admit is I think I did too.

I’m not sure who reaches for who first, but suddenly I’m in his arms with my legs wrapped around his waist. We’re a tangle of mouths and tongues and arms as he carries me away from the kitchen. He acts as if I weigh nothing as he goes up the stairs with me in his arms. He pushes a door open down the hall and carries me over to the bed, never breaking the kiss. He settles his big body over top of mine, the hard and insistent press of his cock pushing against me.

I reach for his shorts, but he’s quick to grab my hands, pinning them above me. His mattress feels like heaven beneath me, soft and luxurious and perfect.

He doesn’t release my hands from his hold even as he kisses his way down my neck and over my collarbone. My t-shirt has ridden up, exposing my stomach, and he pays attention to that bare skin next.

He looks up at me and the intensity in his blue eyes holds me captive. “What are we doing, Harlow?”

“I-I don’t know,” I gasp, squirming in his hold.

He wets his lips with his tongue, looking me over. Something wars behind his eyes and I desperately wish I could know what he’s thinking.

“But I know I want you,” I add. “I know I shouldn’t. I know this makes me a horrible person.”

“You’re still with Jameson.” It’s a statement, not a question, and I hear the blatant annoyance in his tone.

“Yes.” The word comes out as a broken gasp.

He closes his eyes, and I expect him to be the smart one of the two of us. To tell me he can’t, in good conscience, do what we both know is about to happen.

But instead, he shakes his head and says, “If I was a better person I’d throw you out right now, but I fucking can’t. Forgive me, because if this is my last chance I have to be with you, then I’m fucking taking it.”

His mouth is on mine again and I practically melt into his kiss. Somehow, he’s even better at it than he was when we were together, but I suppose he’s kissed many co-stars, and despite what he’s said about not sleeping with anyone, that doesn’t mean he hasn’t gone on dates and kissed other women. I shove thoughts of them out of my mind and focus on the here and now. On how my body responds to the flow of us, how we’ve always matched each other perfectly and even years apart hasn’t dimmed that connection.

My lips feel swollen and puffy by the time he lets go of my hands and slides down my body. He pops the button on my shorts and slides them down my hips and off my legs. He grins at my panties, a yellow pair with a sun embroidered on the hip.

“Cute.” He loops his fingers in the sides and yanks them down. “But I want them gone.”

When they’re off, he tosses them, and they land on the lampshade on his dresser.

“Open wider for me, baby,” he commands, urging me to spread my legs.

I oblige and whimper as he settles between them, his big shoulders forcing my legs open even more.

“Fuck,” he growls, gently spreading the folds of my pussy. “Look how pretty and wet you are.” I whimper at the praise. “You want me to lick this pussy?”

I nod vigorously. “Yes. Please. God, yes.”

He grins. “I think I like it when you beg.”

It’s still in the back of my mind, that voice asking what the hell are you doing? But I ignore it, because clearly, I’ve lost any shred of common sense.

At the first swipe of his tongue, I gasp. Arching my back, I tug at his hair. “Spencer,” I moan his name. His mouth feels both familiar and foreign since it’s been so long.

He laps at my core with a desperation I didn’t expect.

My stomach contracts as I struggle to get enough breath in my lungs.

He’s not going easy on me, and he knows my body well enough that it barely takes him any time to drag me to the edge and throw me right off of it. His name is a panted prayer on my lips. A plea for him to go easy on me, to give me more, to give me everything.

He doesn’t stop there. He laps at my wetness and sucks on my clit. I can’t stay still, and my hips move, rocking against his face.

“That’s it, baby,” he growls. “Ride my face.”

The next thing I know he’s on his back and pulling me up and over his body until my core hovers over his mouth.

“Sit and give me this pussy.”

Before I can do as I’m told, he’s already pulling me down. With a gasp, I grab onto his headboard.

“Spencer,” I cry out. Somehow, I seemed to have shoved the memory from my mind of just how good he is with his mouth. His hands grip onto my ass, kneading the flesh and pushing me down even farther on his face. My legs are practically squeezing his head, but if he minds, he doesn’t show it. The sounds he makes as he eats me out are purely those of pleasure. He told me once he’d be happy to spend the rest of his life between my legs and I didn’t believe him then, but I do now.

When I come again, he grabs me before I can fall to the side and gently guides me down to lay on his bed. His lips find mine and I taste myself on his tongue. I cup his cheek in one hand, holding him to me, while my other hand slides down his muscled torso to dip beneath his athletic shorts. Just as I thought, he has nothing on underneath.

“Oh, fuck,” he curses when my hands fists around his hard length. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he chants, squishing his eyes shut. “I hope you’re prepared for more than one round because I’m thoroughly about to embarrass myself.”

“You weren’t lying, were you? When you said it had only been me?”

His eyes pop open, the blue almost entirely swallowed by his dilated pupils. “I would never lie about that, Harlow.”

I whimper at the way he says my name, the desperation and longing in it. I heard Poppy say once that she wants a man who yearns, and that’s exactly what Spencer has done with me.

His lips skim over my neck, sucking on my pulse point. I stroke him with my hand, his hips pumping against me.

“Need this off,” he groans, pulling at my top. I release his cock and sit up, yanking at the shirt myself. I’ve barely gotten it off and he’s popping the clasp on my bra and yanking it off my arms. He openly gapes at me, and I worry something’s wrong, but then he says, “Holy fuck, I love these.” He wets his lips with his tongue.

I lean back on my elbows and his eyes stay glued to my breasts. “You can touch them.”

He cups my breasts, rolling his thumbs over the puckered buds. I moan, dropping my head back onto his plush pillow. A gasp flies out of me at the first flick of his tongue over my nipple. He squeezes my right breast and fully sucks on my left nipple before moving to the other to give it the same attention.

“Take your shorts off,” I beg.

He chuckles, letting my nipple go with a pop. “You really want this to be over quick, don’t you?” he jokes.

“No,” I whine. “But I need you in me so fucking bad.”

“Fuck, baby.” He nips at the curve of my breast. “When you say it like that…” he trails off and I groan in desperation.

Rolling off of me, he slides his short off and I get my first sight of him in years entirely bare for me. I eye his dick, eager to suck him off. I start to move to do just that, but he reads me and gives my shoulder a gentle shove back down onto the bed.

“If you put your mouth on me right now, I’m going to explode.”

He climbs out of the bed, and I mewl in protest. “Where are you going?” I whine, my body achy and needy for his touch.

He looks over his shoulder at me and I nearly whimper from the view. He’s so much bigger than the last time I saw him like this. Wide, muscular shoulders that taper down into a trim waist, and an ass that looks like it was hand-picked by a Greek god. He catches me staring and the smirk on his mouth is pure male satisfaction.

I can’t even be grouchy over his pleasure in finding me checking him out. He looks that good.

“I’m grabbing condoms,” he answers me before he disappears into the bathroom. A cabinet opens and closes and then he returns with an unopened box. Squinting, he scrutinizes the box. “We’re in luck. They’re not expired.”

He rips open the top and grabs one. The muscles in his stomach flex as he bites into the foil and rips it off. He rolls the condom on, holding eye contact with me the entire time.

“Come here.” He crooks his finger, and I scoot across the bed. I’m not quite to him when he grabs my ankle and yanks me to the edge of his bed.

A small squeal rips out of me when he loops his arms around my legs and lines up our bodies.

His eyes move up my body until they meet mine. “You have no fucking idea how long I’ve been waiting for this.”

Grabbing the base of his cock, he lines it up with my pussy and slides fully inside me in one hard stroke.

“Fuck,” he blurts at the same time I cry out, “Holy shit.”

Home.

I’m home with him.

He slides fully back out and back in. I squeeze my eyes shut and reach out, pressing my hands to his stomach.

“Oh, god. Spencer.” I struggle to get enough air in my lungs.

I’m so fucking full—my whole being filled by him.

“Harlow,” he whimpers my name, biting his lower lip. “You have no fucking idea how good you feel. How long I’ve dreamed of this.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond because he lowers his body over mine until our bodies are flush and I don’t know where I end, and he begins. He kisses me long and slow. Fisting the back of his hair in my hand, I silently beg for more. Harder. Faster. Messy. I want him to give me all of it.

Holding my cheek in his hand, he presses his forehead to mine.

It’s intense—the eye contact—but I don’t look away.

I see it there in his eyes—the love he’s always sworn has never gone away. Despite the years, the distance, my new relationship, he’s always remained steadfast in his feelings. It’s more than I deserve.

He doesn’t say the words though, and for that I’m grateful. It would be too much for me right now. I’m too torn apart as it is.

“Fuck, baby,” he murmurs, his breath brushing my lips. “Keep squeezing my cock like that and I won’t be able to hold off much longer.”

“Then don’t.” I close the tiny distance between our mouths, kissing him with a desperation I’m almost ashamed to share with him. It tells him more than I can ever admit with words.

He pulls away and grips my hips, pumping into me harder, faster, and throwing me straight off the edge of the cliff when he rubs my clit with his thumb.

I pant his name repeatedly, yanking at his bed covers for something to hold onto.

He pulls out of me and rips the condom off, stroking himself until he comes in thick spurts all over my stomach. The sticky cum coats me and I reach down, spreading it around.

“Fuck,” he drawls out the word. “That’s so fucking hot, baby.”

He leans back over me, kissing me long and deep. He sucks my bottom lip and lets it go with a pop.

“How long do I have with you?” he asks, his eyes raking over my bare body.

“The rest of the day and all night if you want me,” I confess.

“I want forever. I always have.”

I squeal when he picks me up easily from his bed and carries me to his bathroom to shower.

He turns it on and yanks me inside. I brace myself for cold water, but I’m surprised to find it immediately warm. I guess that’s a perk of living in a mansion.

Wrapping his arms around me, he just holds me while the rainfall shower falls around us.

“I might never let you go,” he confesses.

I close my eyes, leaning the side of my face against his chest. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I might let him keep me forever, but I don’t want to give him false hope.

Not when I still belong to another man.


CHAPTER 46
HARLOW


Ikeep waiting for the guilt to come, but thus far it hasn’t, and I don’t think I want to know what that says about me. I’m sure, though, that it’ll come at some point.

Spencer insists on cooking me dinner, which surprises me since he didn’t cook much when we were together. Not that he wouldn’t have, but he was busy working, so I usually handled the meals.

He glances over his shoulder at me like he wants to make sure I’m still sitting there on the barstool and not a figment of his imagination.

“This smells incredible,” I comment on the alfredo sauce he has going in a pot.

“It’s a simple recipe,” he says. “Once I started making it, I wondered why anyone ever orders it from a restaurant.”

He adds some spinach into the sauce and checks on the shell-shaped pasta he has boiling.

“Do you cook a lot?” I ask, sipping the glass of wine he poured for me.

I’ve already been here several hours. After we showered, we came downstairs, and he put a movie on while we laid together on the couch. I kept waiting to feel jumpy, like I needed to get out of here as fast as possible, but the feeling hasn’t come.

“Yeah,” he answers with his back to me. “Unless I’m on set late or traveling. But I uh … I needed something to keep me busy, and cooking has been a big part of that. I read a lot too.”

I look around and my throat feels heavy as I think about how lonely he must be.

I imploded our shared life all because I didn’t want to handle his quickly booming Hollywood career. I was terrified of all the things that would come with it, I still am, but those things are starting to not feel not quite as scary as they once did. Everything was so magnified back then with my postpartum depression.

“I’m sorry,” I confess, wrapping my fingers around the stem of the wineglass. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you that, but I am sorry for hurting you.”

He turns his back on the stove and faces me. He slides his arms across his chest, and I try not to stare at the way his muscles move with fluid grace. His body might be different than the teenage boy I fell in love with, but there are still pieces of him there. A scar on his hip he told me he got as a kid learning to ride his bike. Another scar on his shoulder from surfing. The freckles on his nose—some familiar, some new.

“You broke my heart.”

He doesn’t say it accusatory. It’s just a statement.

“I know.”

“I was trying to be a good father, a good boyfriend.” He rests his hands on the counter. “I wanted to make you happy, but all I did was ruin us.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

And it wasn’t. Not really. It was me that was the problem. I was too young, too scared, and frankly too depressed. No one can prepare you for how hard motherhood is.

“It feels like it was,” he whispers, not quite meeting my eyes. He glows with a warm, yellow hue beneath the pendant lights above his island. “I’ve went over that time of our lives repeatedly and wondered what I could’ve done differently. I thought once we got past your postpartum depression it would be smooth sailing, but then…” he trails off, shaking his head.

“I couldn’t handle your career,” I finish for him.

“Yeah,” he sighs, turning to give the sauce and pasta a stir before facing me again. “I know it was unexpected, but I love this,” he admits. “The modeling and acting, but especially the acting.”

“I know.” I saw it then, how much joy it brought him, and it’s why I couldn’t let him give it up for me.

“But I love you and Roe more.” It doesn’t escape my notice that he uses present tense. “I would’ve walked away from it. I would’ve gotten a job at fucking McDonald’s if I thought it would make you happy.”

Tears burn my eyes. “I know.”

There’s no doubt in my mind that Spencer Shaw would’ve done whatever he could to make me happy.

“I thought I was doing the right thing. I wanted to protect Monroe from this life.”

“There are a lot harsher laws against photographing celebrities’ children now.” He turns and shuts the burners off. “And I would never let anyone get close to our daughter. Have you seen photos popping up of her anywhere over the years?”

“No,” I admit, and I hate that it’s never occurred to me. I know he takes her places, she tells me about it, so it’s not like they’re holed up and hiding away from the paparazzi.

“Exactly.”

“Are you saying I’ve been irrational?” I whisper the question, because holy shit, have I?

“No,” he answers, not an ounce of judgment in his tone or mocking. “You’ve been a mom.”

“We were so young,” I whisper, nearly choking on the words. “I was so scared. I didn’t want to fuck anything up.”

“I know.” He nods. “Frankly, we were too young, but life happens, and I wouldn’t trade Roe for anything.”

“I wouldn’t either.” Even though it’s been hard, and set my life on an entirely different path, I wouldn’t change it.

“Let’s eat and just leave the past where it belongs, okay?” I appreciate the fact that he’s giving me an out.

“Okay,” I agree.

We’ve hashed these things out many times before, and I suppose there really is no point in continuing to obsess over it. The past is the past and there’s no going back and changing it.

Spencer dishes me up a bowl of the pasta and grabs garlic bread out of the oven.

“Do you want to move to the dining room,” I ask him, ready to pick up my bowl and move.

“Nah.” He pulls out the stool beside mine. “This is fine. It’s cozier.” He winks. It’s true, though. It’s impossible for our arms not to brush with every small movement.

“Take a bite.” He points to my bowl. “Tell me what you think.”

I pick up fork and spear a bite even though my appetite appears to have fled thanks to our previous topic of conversation.

I chew and swallow down a bite, nodding in impressed surprise. “That’s delicious. Truly. You’re right that it’s better than restaurant alfredo.”

He grins, eyes twinkling with pleasure. “I’m glad you like it.”

When we’ve finished eating, he takes the dishes and rinses them before stacking them in the dishwasher.

My cellphone rings and my heart drops for a moment, but when I check it, it’s my mom calling so I know it’s Roe.

“Hello?” I answer, putting the phone on speaker.

“I’m going to bed, Mom, so grandma told me to call and say goodnight. So, goodnight!”

“Did you have fun today?” I ask her.

“Yeah, grandma and grandpa had a tea party with me with real tea. It tasted nasty, but it was fun.”

I laugh, unable to hide my smile. “That does sound fun.”

“We had cucumber sandwiches and treats.”

“That sounds like the best day ever.”

“Anyway, goodnight. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Sleep tight and be good for grandma in the morning, okay?”

“I’m always good in the mornings.”

We’ll agree to disagree on that one. “All right, I love you.”

“You already said that, Mom.”

I laugh. “Goodnight my little monster. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She hangs up the phone and I’m not surprised when Spencer’s phone rings immediately after. He answers and like me, puts it on speaker.

“Daddy!” she shrieks before he can answer.

He chuckles. “Hey, how’s my princess?”

“Good,” she sing-songs. “I had a tea party today with grandma and grandpa. I’m staying the night tonight.”

“Oh, that sounds fun.” He reaches across and grabs my hand, flipping it palm side up where he proceeds to trace over the lines there.

“It was. And we collected seashells.”

“I know that’s your favorite.”

“Yeah, can I add them to our collection?”

“Sure thing.” He grins. “Bring them with you next time.”

“Do you think mom would want to see my seashell collection?”

He chuckles, holding eye contact with me when he says, “I’m sure she would love that.”

“Cool. I’ll ask her.” She seems to set the phone down for a moment, talking to my mom. She comes back and says, “I’m going to bed. Will you read me a story?”

“I’ll always read you a story.” He pulls his hand away from mine and straightens, nodding for me to follow him upstairs. “Do you have a book in mind?”

“The ghost one.”

He chuckles, reaching back for my hand with his free one. “I should’ve known.”

We reach the top of the stairs, and he leads me straight into Monroe’s bedroom. I turn on the bedside light and he shoots me a grateful smile as he squats down at her bookshelf and pulls the requested book off the shelf.

We settle on top of her bed together and he says to her, “I have the book. Are you in bed and ready for the story?”

“Yep.” It sounds like she’s patting the bed covers. She stays in my old bedroom when she spends the night there and I smile picturing her there. “All ready.”

“And you brushed your teeth?”

She sighs heavily. “Grandma made me.”

He chuckles. “You have to brush your teeth, Roe. Oral health is important. We don’t want cavities.”

She sighs heavily. “Daddy, I didn’t call you for a lecture. I called you for my story time.”

“All right, all right,” he says, flashing me an amused smile.

He lays the phone on his chest and opens the book to the first page. I find myself smiling as he reads, making voices for the various characters. He’s awfully good at it and I foresee another career venture for him in voice acting.

When the story is finished, he closes the book and says, “Night, Roe. Daddy loves you.”

“Love you, too,” she replies in a sleepy voice. “Night, night.”

He hangs up the phone and sighs, angling his head toward me. “You look awfully cozy there,” he remarks about the way I’m curled up against him.

“What can I say? You have an excellent reading voice.”

He smiles down at me, but his eyes are serious. “You have no idea how much I’ve longed for this. You, here with me, in this house.”

“It hurts thinking of you lonely.”

He sighs, and tosses an arm behind his head, staring up at the ceiling. “I don’t want you think that I’ve walked the halls of my home in despair, depressed, and pining all the time. My life is … good. It’s not as full as I want it to be, and fair enough it does get lonely at times. Especially in Hollywood, when it’s hard to tell who’s genuinely your friend, and who’s using you. But Sean has become a good friend. And Liam.”

“Liam Wade?” I clarify. “Your surfing hero?”

He laughs. “Yeah, that’s the one.” His arm that’s around me rubs gently against my shoulder. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me, or to shoulder the burden like you think you’re solely responsible for my happiness. You’re not. I bought this house for us, but I could’ve sold it. I could’ve had sex with other women if I wanted. But I didn’t want to do those things.”

“I really can’t believe you haven’t been with anyone else.” I trace my finger along his bare chest. “That feels…” It’s hard to put into words exactly what it feels like. Knowing he cares that much about me that he hasn’t wanted to…

“I figured I’d move on eventually, but it’s been years, and it’s never felt right.”

I have no right to the way my chest squeezes painfully over the idea of him moving on from me. For the longest time that’s all I wanted. I thought it would be easier once he finally found a person, but I’m realizing now that it might never have felt right. I don’t voice that though, because I don’t want to give him false hope when I’m already so conflicted about things.

“Come on.” He sits up, pulling me alongside him.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“To my bed.” He gets up and comes around to the other side of the bed, easily hauling me into his arms. “I’m not done with you yet.”


CHAPTER 47
SPENCER
SEVEN YEARS AGO


Icup Harlow’s rounded baby belly. It’s the middle of August already and she’s in her six-month of pregnancy. Her belly is small, but it is there.

She watches me with an amused smile.

“Come on,” I coax our baby. “Kick. Daddy wants to feel you.”

Nothing.

She laughs and then it finally moves, lodging a solid kick against my palm. “Oh, I see,” I tease. “You’re only going to listen to your mom. Figures.”

Harlow adjusts the pillows behind her on the bed. I moved in after my classes were over for the school year. I’m grateful her parents have been kind enough to let me live here—even if we’re on a strict open door policy, and I sleep in the guestroom. I’m not sure what else they think is going to happen. She’s already pregnant.

I move my hand to the other side of her stomach, hoping for another flutter or kick.

“Are you seriously not going to let me find out the gender?”

Amusement curls her lips. “No, because you can’t keep a secret, and I want to be surprised.”

I sigh, giving her my best impression of puppy dog eyes. “Don’t you want to be able to buy stuff?”

She shrugs. “I’m fine with gender neutral stuff. It doesn’t bother me.”

“Fun sucker,” I taunt jokingly. Sobering, I ask, “How do you feel about not going back to school?”

It’s been a source of contention between us. Harlow chose not to return for her senior year of high school and is working toward getting her GED instead.

“I know you want me to miss it, but I don’t. This is the easiest solution, and you know it. We only have a few more months until this one is here.” She rubs her stomach alongside where my hand rests. “And the idea of not being with our baby…” She trails off. “I don’t want that. I know I could do it, I’m not doubting my ability, but this makes the most sense."

“I just want you to be okay with it,” I explain. “I don’t want you to have regrets about missing your senior year or being with your friends or being able to walk at graduation or⁠—”

She puts her hand over my mouth. “I know you think this is something you stole from me, but I promise, I’m okay. This is my choice. I can still go to college too one day. When I’m ready.”

“I just feel bad,” I mutter when she drops her hand.

“Please, don’t,” she begs. “This was my choice, just like it was yours to not go back to school either. You don’t hear me constantly questioning you about it.”

She has a valid point. “All right,” I concede. “I won’t bring it up anymore.”

“Thank you.”

“You know both our families are going to go overboard for the baby shower.” It’s still a month away, but her mom and mine have been planning it for weeks already.

“Oh, I know,” she sighs, but there’s an edge of amusement to the sound. “They’re being very secretive about it too.”

“They’re probably going to make us do some kind of weird games.”

“I have no doubts.” She stifles a yawn. “I’m tired. Do you want to take a nap with me?”

I arch a brow, eyeing the wide-open door. “I think your dad might kill me.”

She rolls her eyes. “The door is open and we’re in our clothes.”

“True,” I agree. “If that’s what you want, then yes.”

“I always want to be close to you.”

She quickly situates herself and grabs my arm, draping it over herself. I can’t help but grin as I settle against her.

I don’t plan on napping, but soon her even breaths lull me to sleep alongside her.


CHAPTER 48
SPENCER
SEVEN YEARS AGO


“Oh my god,” Harlow mutters at my side. “They really did go all out.”

The rented-out space in a local restaurant is decorated with yellow and cream balloons, a painted arched sign that says Oh, baby!, and there’s a fully decked out tablescape. I only know that word because I’ve heard my mom utter it about twenty times in the past week.

I give her hand a squeeze and she steps over the threshold.

“This is incredible,” I say to my mom, and her eyes immediately shine with tears at the praise. “Thank you for doing this for us.” I let go of Harlow’s hand to hug my mom.

I know how blessed we are that our parents have been supportive of the situation. I’m not sure we could be doing this without them.

“You’re welcome.” She lets me go and takes my face between her hands. “I’m proud of you, Spencer.”

“Proud?” I question, not sure what I’ve possibly done to be proud of. I’ve gotten my girlfriend pregnant, dropped out of college, and I’m working at a surf shop. I’d think by most people’s accounts I’m failing epically.

“Yes.” She pats my cheek. “You’ve stepped up to the plate and you haven’t complained once.”

I’m not sure doing the right thing is also anything to be proud of. It should be the bare minimum to do what I have. But all I say is, “Thank you,” and pull her in for another hug.

When I turn to check on Harlow, I find that she’s greeting her extended family. Willa hovers close to her with a no nonsense look on her face, like she’s daring any of the family to say something about Harlow’s teen pregnancy.

A bump against my shoulder has me turning to see Jasper—T.J.’s older brother and Willa’s boyfriend. “Hey.”

“Hey, how are you?” I ask.

His gaze immediately goes to Willa, and he grins. “Good. I’m real good. Is Harlow doing okay?”

I sigh and swish my hand back and forth. “Her back is starting to kill her, and her ankles are swelling and no matter how much I tell her she’s fucking gorgeous she doesn’t believe me. But other than that, she’s doing well.”

“It’s going to be a big change for you guys.” He doesn’t say it aloud, but his look clearly says can you guys handle that?

Frankly, I don’t know if we can, but I know we have to.

“Huge,” I agree. “We’ve taken a few parenting classes and both got CPR certified. CPR is crazy different on infants so I’m glad we did it. It gives me piece of mind.”

He nods in understanding. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

Harlow’s mom scurries over to me and takes my hand. “Do you like everything?”

I chuckle, because even if I hated it, it wouldn’t matter what I think as long as Harlow is happy, and from the beaming smile on her face, I’d say she’s pleased.

“This is great. You and my mom did an incredible job. It…” Fuck, I’m going to get choked up about this. “It means a lot to me that you guys are supportive about the baby.”

Her smile is pure understanding, and she pulls me into a quick hug. “This baby is going to be so loved, and not just by you and my daughter.”

With those words, she quickly moves on to greet a new guest coming in the door.

Jasper eyes up the corner of the room and groans. “They’re going to make us play games, aren’t they?”

I laugh. “Oh, totally.”

He grunts out, “I’m too anti-social for this.”

“You’re in the wrong place then, bud.” I clap him on the shoulder.

“You’re telling me, but Willa wanted me to come, and I can’t seem to tell that girl no.” His eyes find her automatically in the room and he smiles in her direction.

“I feel you. I’ll do anything for Harlow.” That girl has me wrapped around her finger and I know if we have a daughter, she’ll do the same.

“All right, everyone’s here, so let’s take our seats,” my mom calls out to be heard above everyone.

I nod my head at Jasper and head over to my girl. Our seats are side by side and I’m glad no one got the wild idea to separate us.

The restaurant serves our catered meal and when that’s over our mom’s move onto the games before ending the day with the gifts for the baby. Her parents already purchased the crib and changing table for us and mine took care of a stroller and the car seat, so most of the gifts consists of smaller items like infant medicine, pacifiers, and diapers. Lots of diapers. I swear by the end of it I could build a fort out of them, but I’m not going to complain. From what I’ve read, babies go through a ton of diapers.

We have to load up my car, Harlow’s mom’s car, and my mom’s car with all the stuff.

Harlow slides her hand into mine as her mom pulls away from the restaurant. “I didn’t expect everyone to spoil the baby so much.”

“I didn’t either,” I admit. “There’s not much else we need to get.”

She rubs her stomach. “I’m terrified to give birth, but I can’t wait to meet this baby. I feel like I’ve been pregnant forever and I still have two more months of this.”

“Yeah.” I eye her. “And we haven’t even come up with names.”

Every time I’ve broached the subject she’s panicked and shut me down. She says naming another human is overwhelming and I have to agree. It’s baffling that I’m expected to come up with a name for someone I don’t even know yet. Name’s can make or break people.

She purses her lips. “I know we need to talk about it, but it gives me hives just thinking about it.”

I cock my head to the side and open the car door for her. “It does not give you hives.”

“It’s hyperbole.” She rolls her eyes at me and sticks out her tongue. “But it does stress me out.”

“I just don’t want us to get to the hospital and not have it figured out. We’re going to have to fill out a birth certificate.”

She groans. “Ugh, don’t remind me.”

I close her door and go around to get in my side. “Do you want ice cream?” I ask her. There was cake at the shower, but she barely touched it. Lately, ice cream has been one of her pregnancy cravings.

“Yes!” She instantly perks up. “Cookies n’ Cream.”

I love how she reminds me, as if I don’t know what ice cream she wants.

I head to her favorite spot and leave her in the car while I run inside to order.

I can’t help but laugh when I exit the shop and she spots me, holding her hands up in a grabbing motion for her ice cream.

“Here you go.” I hand it to her through the open window.

She’s already on her second bite when I get I in. “You didn’t get any,” she says in an accusatory tone.

I sigh. “Yeah, well, did you not see that huge ass piece of cake I ate? I’m going to be riding that sugar high for days.”

“That’s true. I suppose I can forgive you.” She swirls her tongue around the spoon. “I bet this kid is going to love ice cream.”

I laugh, picturing a chubby cheeked face with smeared ice cream. “They might.”

I stay parked in the lot while she enjoys her sweet treat. When she’s done, I hop out and toss the cup in the trash.

“Spencer, feel.” She grabs my hand before my ass has even touched the seat. “The baby is moving like crazy.”

I’ve felt our child move plenty of times now, but there’s never not a time that it doesn’t leave me in awe. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt it move this much, though.

A surprised laugh flies out of my parted lips. “Wow.”

“I think the baby is agreeing that they like ice cream.”

“I can’t wait to hold them,” I whisper, moving my hand around to follow the kicks.

“I know this is real, I mean look at me.” She glances significantly at her rounded belly. “But I don’t think it’s truly going to hit me until I’m holding them.”

“It’s a bit surreal,” I agree.

Despite watching her grow, and baby items slowly invading her parents’ house, it’s strange to realize that a new human is going to be here soon.

She leans her head against the headrest and looks at me with a wistful smile. Her fingers gently caress the back of my neck. “You’re going to be an amazing dad. I hope you know that.”

I smile, appreciating her belief in me. “And you’re going to be the best mom. This baby is so lucky to have you.”

She smiles, leaning over to kiss me. “I love you,” she says, looking at me like I’m her whole world. In a few months I know she’s going to be giving our child that same look.

“I love you, too.”

It always seemed too good to be true to meet the love of your life in high school, but I know I did.


CHAPTER 49
SPENCER
SEVEN YEARS AGO


Putting together a crib is a lot harder than I thought it would be. Harlow rocks back and forth in the rocking chair Jasper’s parents got for us. I never would’ve expected them to gift us anything, even if they were like a second family to me growing up. Losing T.J. was hard on all of us and I haven’t visited them as much as I should’ve.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to get my dad to help? He offered.”

I set down the piece I’m working on. “I’m positive. I ought to be capable of putting my kid’s crib together. Let me have this.”

Even if I’ve already been working on it for two hours with little progress to show for my efforts.

“All right,” she sing-songs. “But the offer remains on the table.”

I know it does. He’s already checked on us three times and harrumphed every time. It’s not my fault these instructions are complete bullshit and the illustrations are garbage.

“There’s something I need to talk to you about,” I say softly, changing the subject.

“Oh?” I can tell from her tone that she’s worried.

I look up. “It’s nothing bad. I don’t think. But I ran into the mall the other day, remember when you wanted me to exchange those baby clothes for a new size?” After our baby shower we ended up with way too many items in newborn size and figured it made the most sense to exchange some to get us by longer without having to purchase clothes.

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Well, while I was there, I was stopped by a woman. She said she was a scout for this modeling agency and that she thought I would be a great fit if I was interested. I figured it wasn’t legit, but I looked into it, and it is.” I shrug it off. “I was thinking maybe I’d reach out and see what happens? It could be some easy money for us, and we need all we can get.”

She frowns. “Modeling? Is that really something you want to do?”

I shrug again. “I’ve never thought about it. I figure I could give it a try and if I hate it then I never have to do it again.”

She rubs at her eyes—lately she’s extra tired during the day, since she’s entering the stage of pregnancy where she’s not sleeping a full night.

“I guess giving it a try won’t hurt anything.”

“That’s my thought, too,” I agree.

Turning my attention back to the directions, I curse, “Fuck this. I’m getting your dad.”


CHAPTER 50
HARLOW


Spencer hasn’t let me sleep at all.

I think he’s making up for lost time, while also trying to make the most of it. He hasn’t asked me what’s going to happen when I leave here, and for that I’m grateful, because my brain is such a clustered knot of confusion, I wouldn’t even know what to tell him and I’m afraid I would unintentionally hurt him more than I already have.

He pushes into me from behind and I gasp, yanking at his sheets.

“Spencer.” His name is a cross between a gasp and a moan.

“Fuck, you feel so good.” His hand smacks down on my ass cheek. “You have no fucking idea, Harlow.” He bows over my body and presses a kiss to the back of my shoulder.

My pussy is sore and tender, but I don’t dare ask him to stop as he pounds into me. I think I’m as terrified as he is for this to end, and I don’t want to look too deep inside myself on why that is.

Even then, the thought still manages to worm its way into my head, and I can’t help wondering if the reason I ran all those years ago was fear of how intense things are with us. I love Jameson so much, but it’s not like this. Terrifying and all-consuming like we’re one entity instead of two separate people.

“Do you believe me yet?” he murmurs, body still over mine and his mouth near my ear. “I’m never, ever getting sick of you.”

I don’t say anything and his grip on my hips tightens.

“Answer me,” he demands.

“I believe you,” I cry out.

He kisses that spot on my shoulder again and slides one hand around until his fingers find my clit. He plays my body like it’s an instrument that was made for him and only him.

“Harlow, I…” He stops himself and my stomach clenches, because he doesn’t have to finish. I know exactly what he was going to say.

My orgasm is right there, and it only takes a few more expert strokes of his fingers for me to come. My vision goes hazy, exhaustion heavy in my limbs. I think it’s safe to say I don’t have another round left in me.

Spencer moans and his rhythm gets sloppy as he nears his own release.

When he comes, he pulls out of me and quickly gathers me into his arms, so I’m sprawled across his naked body. Both our chests rise and fall rapidly with our need to catch our breath. We’re both sweaty, but neither of us seem to care. His hand falls to the back of my head, cradling my skull.

“What time is it?” I ask.

With a groan, he musters the energy to lift his head slightly and glance at the clock. “Fuck. It’s almost four.”

“In the morning?”

“Yeah.”

“Shit.” I lay my hand on his chest. I don’t have the energy to move. “I have to be at work at eight.”

“I have to be on set at the same time.” He rubs his hand over his face, his days old stubble rasping against his palm. “Fuck. We’re going to be dead on our feet.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “And my pussy is sore.”

He grins at me with pure male satisfaction. “Good.”

“Good?” I taunt.

“Yeah.” He nods, stifling a yawn. “This way you can’t pretend I haven’t been inside you over and over again all night long.”

We lay there for several minutes, and I’ve nearly drifted off when he gives me a nudge. “Bathroom.”

“Ugh,” I groan. “I don’t want to.”

But as much as I don’t want to move, a UTI would be even worse, so I force myself out of his bed to go pee. When I’ve finished and washed up, we swap places.

I let out a quiet moan as I sink into his bed. It’s the plushest pillows and mattress I’ve ever had the pleasure of laying on.

Spencer returns to bed and swipes his phone off his nightstand. “Is 6:30 enough time for you to get up and shower? I know you’ve never liked mornings.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.” It’ll be cutting things tight, and I’ll have to skip breakfast, but worse things have happened.

He sets the alarm on his phone and puts it on a charging dock.

“Get over here. You’re too far away.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to protest before he’s tugging me over to the middle of the bed and wrapping his arms around me. My eyes are heavy, and fall closed instantly.
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I wake up to the alarm going off and groan when it won’t stop. Opening my eyes, I jolt awake at the unfamiliar space.

Oh, fuck.

That really happened.

Reaching over, I shut the alarm off. I don’t have time to dwell on where Spencer is. I head straight for his shower, because I need to wash the sweat off my skin. I would feel gross going to work like this and smelling of sex.

After the quickest shower of my life, I swipe some of his toothpaste onto my finger and do my best to brush my teeth that way. He has a hairbrush sitting out, and considering it has a Disney Princess on it, it must be Roe’s. I quickly brush out my strands and secure my hair in a low bun. I don’t usually put on much makeup, but I’ll have to forgo any today. As for clothes, I’ll need to wear what I had on yesterday. I have a spare Cool Beans shirt in my work locker that I can change into when I get there.

I search his room, making sure I’m not leaving anything behind and when I find nothing else of mine, I head downstairs. It’s only a few minutes before seven, so I’m doing okay on time. I might even be able to grab something from his fridge before I go.

I’m assuming he must’ve had to leave already for some reason, so I’m surprised when I find him in the kitchen plating up breakfast.

“I thought you’d be hungry,” he remarks, sliding a plate across the island in my direction. Eggs, toast with avocado and red pepper flakes, and two strips of bacon. It’s a relative feast compared to my usual breakfast.

“You didn’t have to do this.”

“I know,” he replies simply, washing his hands.

“Where’s your food?” I ask, looking around.

He points to a glass of green colored liquid. “Protein shake.”

I raise a brow as I sit down. He opens a drawer and passes me a fork. “You made me all this, and you’re not having it?”

“No, I’m on a strict diet for this movie, but you’re not so you might as well have something you can enjoy. Do you want lemon water? Orange juice?”

“Orange juice would be great.”

He fills a glass part way and sets it beside my plate.

“I would drive you to work if I had time, but I’d be cutting it too close to get to set.”

“My car’s here. You don’t need to worry about me.” I take a bite of toast.

“I know, but I…” He leans against the counter beside me and his fingers wrap loosely around his glass. “I’m scared of what happens when you walk out my door.”

“Oh.”

“I feel like we should talk about this, but I’m scared it’ll push you away and I don’t want that. Help me out here, Low. I don’t know what to do.”

I set my fork down. “I’m … I’m very confused right now,” I admit, forcing myself to hold his gaze. “This isn’t me. I’m not this girl who doesn’t know what she wants, and yet…” I trail off, shaking my head. “I love Jameson,” I tell him honestly. “I don’t want to hurt him. But I’m realizing I love you too, and even though I thought I moved on, I didn’t.”

He nods in understanding and flicks his head when his hair gets in his eye. “And what about me? Do you want to hurt me instead?”

“No.” I close my eyes. “God, no. I just…” I push my plate away. “I don’t know what to do right now. I don’t know what to think. And I … I’m sorry that I’m so confused and hurting you in the process.”

His Adam’s apple bobs with a swallow. “I’ve already waited this long for you, and I think even if I thought I had a chance fifty years from now I’d keep waiting.”

“Spencer.” I shake my head. “That’s a lot of pressure and I⁠—”

He places his hand over top of mine on the counter and gives it a gentle squeeze. When I glance at him, his smile is sad. “I’m not saying that to put pressure on you. I’m just being honest. You’re … well, you know how I feel about you.”

I nod. “I love you, Spencer, you know that, right?” I ask him.

His eyes are sad when he replies, “I know. But some loves are so damn painful they nearly kill you.”

With those words, we both get quiet. I stomach a few more bites of food but can’t clean my plate. He finishes his protein shake and cleans up.

In silence, we head out together and he follows me down the driveway in the car that’s there to take him to set.

We turn separate directions, and I wonder if that’s some sort of omen.


CHAPTER 51
HARLOW


“Did hot nerd fuck you so hard that you’ve lost all common sense?” Poppy asks after I’ve made yet another stupid blunder and have to toss a drink in the trash. “Because you have that just fucked look about you and you even came to work without a Cool Beans shirt.”

I turn around and make sure no customers can hear her. “No, not him.”

She laughs. “Not him. What does that…ohmygod,” she slurs the words together and grabs my wrist tightly. “Pablo, I love you, but I need you to handle things up here for like five-minutes by yourself. ‘Kay? Bye.”

She drags me through the swinging door into the back before he can protest.

“You slept with Spencer.” She points an accusing finger, but she’s grinning.

I can’t lie to her, so I say nothing instead.

She claps her hands together. “I knew this was going to happen one day.”

“It was an accident,” I groan, covering my face.

Poppy laughs. “Sex is never an accident. Especially not with your hot as sin baby daddy. So, tell me, how many times did you accidentally fall on his dick?”

“I lost count.”

Her mouth pops open. “Jesus. That much?”

I nod. “I dropped Roe off at my parents in the early afternoon and I don’t know what happened, but instead of doing my homework like I planned, I showed up at his house instead and⁠—”

“Let baby daddy fuck your brains out? Good for you.”

She holds her hand up for a high-five and I ignore it, so she gives herself one instead.

“You should not be cheering this on,” I hiss. “I have a boyfriend.”

She shrugs. “It’s a new era—fuck ‘em both at the same time.”

“Poppy,” I blurt in shock.

“What? They’re both hot as fuck. Maybe they wouldn’t be opposed to it. You never know unless you ask.” She holds her hand out, examining her neon orange nails. Lowering her hand, she says, “In all seriousness, I love Jameson. He’s a great guy and he’s good for you, but Spencer is … listen, anytime he’s around, you two are like magnets being drawn together. It’s incredible to watch, truly. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s kind of impossible not to cheer the guy on when he so openly pines for you”

“You’re not helping,” I gripe.

Letting out a sigh, she says, “If you want me to tell you that you’re a horrible person and how dare you do this, then I certainly can, but something tells me you’re already beating yourself up enough about this whole thing without me piling on top of you.”

She has a solid point.

I frown and toy with the straps of my apron wrapped around my waist. “I don’t know who I’ve become,” I confess.

Poppy yanks me into a bone-crushing hug. “You’re my friend, that’s who you are.”

“I’ve fucked up,” I tell her, exhaling a heavy breath. “I’m going to have to tell Jameson and that will be the end of us and I … I don’t know if I can truly say if Spencer is who I want either. Besides,” I groan, tugging my hair out of my low bun so I can redo it. “It’s not a competition.”

Poppy tsks in sympathy. “Here’s my advice—don’t make any rash decisions or run home and tattle on yourself to Jameson. Give yourself some space and time to think.”

“Yeah.” I nod. “That makes sense.”

At least I think it does.

She gives my elbows a squeeze. “We better get back to work. Poor Pablo can’t fare much longer on his own.”

I swipe a bottle of water and gulp down a few sips to coat my parched throat. “All right, let’s go.”
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Jameson: Hey, I’m working late again tonight so I’ll just crash at my place.

The text should come as a relief that I don’t have to face him tonight, but if anything it sends me into a larger spiral, questioning if perhaps somehow, he knows.

Closing my eyes, I lean my head back against the headrest. A tear leaks out of the corner of my eye. If you’d asked me even a year ago if I would ever cheat on my boyfriend I would’ve told you no with my whole chest and been offended at the very thought. Within just a few months I’ve completely obliterated who I thought I was.

Taking a few deep breaths, I open my eyes and reply.

Me: That’s okay! Miss you.

Jameson: I shouldn’t be as busy tomorrow.

I tuck my phone away and don’t reply. I need to pick up Roe from my parents’ house.

I park outside the familiar house and instead of texting my mom so she’ll send Monroe out, I decide to go in. I knock, despite having a key, so I don’t startle anyone.

My mom opens the door with a happy smile. Perry stands at her side, his tongue lolling. He’s gone white around his nose, but I think it makes him look like a distinguished gentleman. “You look tired.”

I groan. “Thanks, Mom. Just what every woman wants to hear.”

She laughs. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

“I didn’t sleep much last night,” I grumble.

“Let me make you some coffee,” she suggests.

“Mom.” I pause, seeing if the puzzle pieces click into place for her. When they don’t, I say, “I just came from a coffee shop. I think I’m good on caffeine.”

“Oh.” She laughs. “Right. Silly me. Are you hungry? I can make you a sandwich.”

“Where’s Roe?” I ask, looking around. The house is eerily quiet.

“She’s in your dad’s office. He’s decided to build her a dollhouse.”

“Like … a real dollhouse?”

“Yeah.” I follow her into the kitchen. “He’s gotten this wild idea that in his retirement he’s going to become a master dollhouse maker or something. Whatever keeps him occupied and out of my hair is fine with me,” she titters. “Are you hungry? You didn’t answer.”

“A little.”

“Turkey sandwich?”

“Yeah, that would be good. Thanks.” I slide onto a chair at the kitchen table and stifle a yawn. Spencer really did keep me up practically the whole night and he’s right, I’ve felt where he was between my legs with practically every movement I’ve made today.

“You seem like you have a lot on your mind,” she remarks, pulling all the ingredients out for my sandwich.

“When do I not?” I reason. “Between school, work, and Roe my brain is always like a hamster on a wheel constantly spinning and getting nowhere.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

There’s no way in hell that I’m telling my mother what I was up to last night.

“Not really.”

“If you change your mind, I’m here whenever.” She adds some chips to the plate before sliding it in front of me. “Oh, this reminds me. Your sister said her and Jasper are coming up this weekend. I thought we could all go out for dinner. Jameson, too.”

“He’s been busy with work, but I’ll ask him.”

She smiles, eyes twinkling like she knows something I don’t.

“Well, I hope he can make it.”

After downing my sandwich, I collect Roe from my dad’s office and say goodbye to my parents.

On the way home, Roe talks my ear off. Everything from, “Are you sure we can’t get a cat?” to “Well, what about a fish?” and “Can we go to the store to look at toys?”

The answer is no, no, and no.

She sulks inside when we get home, and I shut the door behind me with a sigh.

My apartment is the same as it’s always been, but for some reason, after last night I see it differently.

Instead of my own, special space it feels more like a box I put myself in like I could pack away my feelings for Spencer and pretend they don’t exist.

But fuck, they do. There’s no escaping them.

What do you do when you love one man, but you might be in love with another?


CHAPTER 52
HARLOW


My back might be turned from the door, but I know the moment Spencer walks into Cool Beans. The entire atmosphere changes. I turn around and Poppy sends a smirk my way, mouthing, “Magnets.”

I ignore it and smile at Roe as she runs up to the register. “Look, Mom! I got my arm back.” She twists her cast free arm this way and that. “I’m free!”

“How does it feel?” I ask her, taking her hand to inspect her arm.

“Weird.” She wrinkles her nose. “My arm feels naked even though it’s not. I mean, technically it is naked, but you don’t wear clothes on your arms unless it’s long-sleeve and then⁠—”

“Take a breath,” I remind her, and she immediately pulls in a lungful of air.

Luckily, it’s a pretty dead time at Cool Beans. Even still, some of the patrons are staring at Spencer in disbelief.

I point to his hoodie and baseball cap. “Your disguise isn’t working.”

He sighs and pulls the baseball hat even lower. “Would you prefer a fake mustache and wig?”

“It might throw people off more,” I joke.

He gives Roe’s shoulder a small squeeze. “Grab us a seat, sweetie.”

She scurries over to one of the empty tables.

“Thanks for picking her up and taking her. I know you’re busy.”

“I’m her dad. I won’t let my job get in the way of that.”

Even still, I’m sure he faced some sort of strife for not being on set today.

“You want coffee?” I ask.

Before he can reply, Poppy says, “Even if he says no, I’m already making it.”

He chuckles and pulls out his wallet to pay. “And a brownie for Roe. She deserves it. It freaked her out when they went to remove the cast, but she’s a trooper. Didn’t even cry.”

He taps his card to pay and then drops a fifty in the tip jar.

“How are you?” he asks me.

I know he’s not asking how my day is.

“I’m good,” I reply.

I suppose that’s true. I’m as good as I can be, considering the circumstances.

“Still got a boyfriend?” he asks curiously, voice low so he’s not overheard.

“Yes.”

He nods at this news and lifts his head, holding eye contact with me. “For how much longer?”

It’s perhaps the boldest he’s been with me when it comes to my relationship with Jameson.

I mean, except for fucking me while I have a boyfriend.

“I-I don’t⁠—”

Poppy leans between us. “Your usual, baby daddy. And a brownie for my fave kid.”

“Thanks,” he tells her. “Do you want me to take Roe home? I can hang out at your apartment with her until you get there. I didn’t think it made much sense to take her back to school since the day’s almost over.”

Eyeing the clock, I see that he’s right.

“Yeah, that’s fine. Let me get you my key.” To Poppy I call out, “I’ll be right back.”

I head into the back, and a small scream rips out of my throat when I get yanked into the storage closet. I hadn’t even realized that Spencer had followed behind me.

It’s dark, but I know it’s him from scent alone.

“Spen—”

He silences me with a kiss. He presses my back into the wall behind me and something, maybe a mop, falls over. His hands find the backs of my legs, and he lifts me until I wrap them securely around his waist. My arms fall around his neck, and I moan into the kiss.

“What are you doing?” I gasp out between kisses.

“I needed to kiss you.” He trails his mouth down my neck.

“You’re insane.”

“When it comes to you, absolutely.” He nips at my bottom lip.

There’s nothing logical about what’s happening here. We’re fed by pure desire and adrenaline.

When he lets me down, I’m breathing like I just ran a marathon, and I can’t remember why I came back here in the first place.

He opens the door, and I rear back from the harsh light. Without a word, he slips back to the front.

I rack my brain for what I was doing before he yanked me into the closet. After a moment, it finally comes to me, and I grab my apartment keys from my bag. I make a quick pit stop in the employee only bathroom—redoing my hair and making sure I don’t look too frazzled. Regardless, Poppy will know if she hasn’t already figured it out. There’s no hiding shit from her.

Spencer’s at the table with Roe so I ignore Poppy’s shit-eating grin and walk over to give him the key.

“I’ll be off in another hour and a half,” I tell him.

“Sooner, if I’m feeling generous,” Poppy calls out.

He looks between Poppy and me, and gives me a silent look that asks, “Does she know?”

I roll my eyes and huff. He laughs as I walk away.

Spencer and Roe head out about five-minutes later and I pray for a swarm of customers so I can avoid Poppy, but luck isn’t on my side.

“I can’t believe I had to keep an eye on your offspring while you made out with your baby daddy in the supply closet.”

I cover my face. “I didn’t know that was going to happen.”

“No, but baby daddy clearly had an agenda when he walked in. It was written all over his face.”

“This is a mess,” I tell Poppy.

“But a fun mess.”

“Trust me,” I sigh. “There’s nothing fun about any of this.”


CHAPTER 53
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“Fuck, this shit hurts,” Harlow cries, pacing her bedroom with a hand to her back. I sit helplessly on her bed, timing her contractions. “If these aren’t real contractions this time, I’m suing. Who I’m suing, I don’t know, but someone is getting sued.”

She breathes out and squats at the same time.

“All right, it’s over,” she tells me so I can track it.

“You’re averaging fifteen minutes between them.”

She drops her head back and lets out a groan. “That’s not good enough. If we go to the hospital they’re going to send me home again.”

We’ve already been three separate times over the past two weeks—all false labor.

“Get out.” She pokes her belly. “I officially evict you, tiny monster.”

“I know this isn’t the best time, but I’d like to point out that once again we don’t have a name picked out.”

She turns, glaring daggers at me. “Fuck. You. At this point I’m naming our offspring Ziploc Bag just to be done with it.”

I hold up a finger. “Let’s not do that, please.”

She sits down in the rocking chair we moved from the nursery into her room, since she said it would benefit her more in here.

No more than she’s sat down, she announces, “I want to shower.”

“Shower?” I repeat. “Now? What if your water breaks? How will you know?”

Again, with daggers glaring. “My back hurts and I want a hot shower. Are you going to deny the mother of your child her dying wish?”

“You’re not dying, you’re in labor,” I reason.

“It’s practically the same thing.” She looks out the window and the weather raging beyond. Tropical storms are rare, and this one, named Monroe, is the worst we’ve had in a century so if Harlow truly is in labor, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Her parents are currently stuck at her aunt’s up in the Napa area and can’t get back here until it passes. “Now, please, if you love me, you’ll help me shower.”

I get up and start the shower for her without another word.

I let the shower warm up and then time her next contraction. When it’s over, I help her out of her clothes and into the shower.

“Please, get in here,” she begs. “I would feel safer if you held me.”

I look around like her dad might climb out of the bathroom cabinet and surprise me. She notices and rolls her eyes. “They’re not here. They’re not even close to here.” She squishes her eyes shut. “How am I going to do this without my mom?”

I don’t have anything to say to that. I’m not in her position, but I can imagine if I was, I’d want my mom too.

I take my shirt and pants off but leave my underwear on when I climb into the shower behind her.

She rolls her eyes at me and huffs a laugh. “Are you scared I’m going to take advantage of you?”

“No, but I…”

“Think my dad might walk in?”

“Stop mocking my paranoia,” I laugh. “You have to admit he pops up at random times.”

“This is true,” she agrees, leaning her back against my front. “Can you hold my belly? It feels so heavy.” I wrap my arms around her and use my hands to lift the bottom of her stomach. She relaxes into me even more. “Oh, that feels good.”

“Turn around,” I tell her. “Let the water hit your back and I’ll hold your belly from the front.”

She listens and slides her hands up my torso until she twines her arms around my neck. “Hi.” She blinks up at me.

“Hi,” I chuckle, holding her stomach again.

“You have no idea how much relief that brings.”

I’m not sure how long we’re in the shower, but we don’t get out until the water begins to grow cold. I help her into a fresh pair of sweatpants and over-sized t-shirt.

Outside, the storm seems to have gotten impossibly worse.

“I think we better go,” I tell her. “I don’t want the weather to get worse than this, and I’m not equipped to deliver this baby.”

She bites her lip, eyeing her packed bag in the corner. “What if it’s a false alarm again?”

“The contractions are getting closer together.” I had continued to time them while we were in the shower and the time between has went from fifteen minutes to eleven. “And you’ve had them all day.”

She looks out the window and frowns. “You’re right.”

Thank God she agrees so easily.

Scooping up her bag, I swing it over my shoulder. There’s a change of clothes in there for me, and everything she needs, as well as the baby things, so there’s nothing else to grab since the car seat is already installed in my car.

“Should you call your mom?” I ask, holding her hand down the stairs since I’m worried she might get another contraction on the way down.

“I’ll call her once we get there and know more.” With a whimper, she says, “I don’t know if I can do this without my mom or Willa.”

“You have me,” I tell her, slipping on my shoes when we get to the bottom of the stairs. Then I help her into her pair of slip-on clogs. “I know how much you wanted your mom there and your sister if she could make it, but if the baby is coming now, then we’ve got to do what we can, okay?” She nods, but I still see the sadness in her eyes. I press a quick kiss to her lips. “You’re going to be amazing.”

Since her parents are gone, I had moved my car into the garage and with how badly it’s raining I’m glad I did. Otherwise, I’d be worried about her slipping and falling.

“If you want my mom to come, I’ll call her, but I know it’s not the same as having yours.”

She shakes her head, her cheeks pinkening. “No. Just you.”

Taking her hand, I lead her to the garage and open the passenger door for her.

“Hold on,” she grits out. “Another contraction.”

I fumble for my phone so I can pull up the app and time them.

“That one was nine minutes apart.”

Panic fills her eyes. “This is really happening this time, isn’t it?”

“I think so.”

Once she’s seated, I strap the seatbelt across her and toss the bag in the backseat. I’m panicking, but I don’t dare let her know that.

The drive to the hospital is terrifying to say the least—both due to the weather and the obvious pain Harlow is in. The hospital isn’t far, but I swear the twenty minutes feel more like an hour by the time we arrive. I pull up to the entrance and help Harlow out onto a bench just inside the door while I park the car.

I sling the bag over my shoulder and grab the car seat.

“Did you have to park a mile away?” Harlow gripes when I finally run inside. “That took you forever.”

“Pretty much.” I shrug. “Do you need a wheelchair?”

She glares at me. “I’ll walk.”

“Okay,” I say softly. “I was just trying to help.”

“I was just trying to help,” she mimics.

Wow, she really is in pain. She’s never this sassy with me.

We check in at the front and they call up to labor and delivery that we’re coming.

In the elevator, Harlow leans her forehead against the stainless-steel surface. “I better be dilated by a lot because it feels like a bowling ball is knocking at my vagina’s door and demanding exit. There’s so much pressure.”

I try to imagine what she’s describing and cringe. That doesn’t sound pleasant at all.

We check in at the intercom outside the unit before being buzzed in.

Upon entering, Harlow holds up a hand and waves at the nurse’s station. “This is not false labor this time, I swear.”

Someone laughs and I wonder if they’ve been here the other three times we showed up.

“This baby wants out,” Harlow tells them. “Like now.”

We’re led to a room and Harlow’s given a gown to change into.

“Well,” the nurse determines a little bit later. “You are in active labor this time. But the bad news is you’re only three centimeters dilated.”

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Harlow groans. “This baby is stubborn.”

“It’s your first,” the nurse explains. “That first one usually wants to stay in a while.”

“Well, I want them out,” Harlow declares. “Right now.”

The nurse gives her a reassuring pat on her hand. “Patience. This will all be over before you know it.”

As she exits the room, Harlow gives me a look that seems to say that’s unlikely.

Smoothing her hair back from her forehead, I say, “Don’t stress about the dilation. Try to relax and focus on breathing.”

She smacks my hand away. “Shut the fuck up and focus on your own breathing before I choke you.”

I lean back in the chair beside her bed and stay silent.

Well, then.


CHAPTER 54
HARLOW


“Harlow? Are you okay?”

I drop my bags and sprint for the bathroom, dropping to my knees and making it to the toilet just in time to empty the contents of my stomach.

I wasn’t expecting to walk into my apartment to Spencer and Jameson sitting on my couch chatting like old friends.

I didn’t lock the door behind me in my haste, and cool fingers brush the back of my neck, pulling my hair away.

“Are you sick again, baby?” Jameson asks.

Sick over my own actions? Yeah. Sick the way he means? No.

“Must be food poisoning,” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I flush the toilet, and he helps me up to wash my hands and brush my teeth.

When I turn, I nearly puke again because Spencer is in the doorway watching.

“Are you okay?”

If someone asks me that one more time I might walk outside in front of a car. A quick exit from this world is less than I deserve for what I’ve done.

“I didn’t know you were coming over tonight,” I tell Jameson. I hate that it sounds accusing.

His brows furrow. “I didn’t think I needed to? I usually only tell you if I can’t.”

“Right.” I press a hand to my forehead. “I need water.”

Spencer quickly turns and his long legs eat up the small hallway. Jameson holds onto me like he thinks I might faint as he guides me to the couch. I nearly burst into tears when he kneels in front of me and gently removes my shoes.

I don’t deserve him.

I don’t deserve Spencer.

They’re both far too good for me, that much is obvious.

I begin to hyperventilate, struggling to get air into my lungs. Is this what a panic attack feels like? Have I finally well and truly cracked?

“Babe.” Jameson cups my face between gentle hands. “Are you okay?”

“Water.” Spencer hands the glass to my boyfriend.

I feel like I’m going to throw up again.

Jameson holds the glass for me, encouraging me to take a few sips. I do and then manage to ask, “Where’s Roe?”

“Sleeping,” Spencer answers. “She went to play with her dolls and the next thing I knew, she was asleep. I think the stress of her appointment got to her. When they brought out the saw, I think she thought they were taking her whole arm.”

I give a small laugh.

Jameson presses his hand to my forehead, and I force myself to make eye contact with him.

“You don’t seem to have a fever.”

No, I just have the I’m-a-Cheater-flu.

“It’s just food poisoning.” I look toward Spencer, and he cocks his head to the side, clearly not believing me. “You should go.”

“I was going to wait until Roe woke up from her nap. I don’t want her to think I just left her.”

He has a valid point, but selfishly I can’t help but wonder if he just wants to hang around to see me crash out.

“Oh, okay,” I reply.

“Go lay down, babe,” Jameson says, entirely too sweetly. “Come on. I’ll help you.”

Oh, God—and leave them alone out here?

“No, I’m okay right here. The couch is great. Fantastic even.”

Out of the corner of my eye I catch Spencer sliding his arms across his chest and shaking his head. I’m aware I’m crashing out epically, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

They’re here.

Together.

In my apartment.

And Jameson doesn’t know.

He doesn’t know that I slept with my ex.

He doesn’t know that I’m not sure I regret it.

He doesn’t know I’m a cheater.

He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t fucking know.

Do I truly think Spencer would tell him just to spite me? No. But I also think if he’s still as in love with me as he claims, that desperate people do desperate things.

“Whoa, whoa. You’re hyperventilating again. I think this is more than food poisoning. Maybe I should take you to the hospital.”

“No,” I say forcefully. “I’m fine—or I will be. The hospital is drastic.”

Jameson looks over to Spencer like he’s silently asking his opinion. Spencer shakes his head no. With a shrug, Jameson stands.

“All right, no hospital. But I’m keeping an eye on you.”

At least him keeping an eye on me, means I can do the same to him.

“I’m going to check on Roe and see if she’s still sleeping,” Spencer says, already turning down the hall.

“Do you want a ginger ale?” Jameson asks. “A peppermint?”

“No,” I sigh. “I just need to sit here for a little while.”

“Okay,” he says, but it has a questioning tone to it. He has a right to be doubtful of me.

He barely forgave me for kissing Spencer. He’ll never forgive me for sleeping with him. And I can’t say I blame him, not at all, in fact. I wouldn’t be able to forgive him if he did the same thing.

I’m not sure how people who constantly cheat on various partners can handle this kind of feeling. Maybe serial cheaters are just built different. I feel like my insides are being split open and scraped against hot concrete. This is painful and I hate myself for being so confused that I would even do such a thing in the first place.

The clearing of a throat has me turning to find Spencer standing near the door. “She’s starting to wake up, so I went ahead and said goodbye. She’s a little groggy so she might not remember, but I do.” He runs his fingers through his hair, and the shaggy chestnut strands fall perfectly back into place. “I hope you feel better, Harlow.”

“Thanks,” I manage to squeak out and he dips his head in a nod.

He probably hasn’t even made it to his car when the text comes through on my phone. Luckily Jameson is occupied digging a ginger ale out of the fridge despite my protests, when it comes through.

I would never tell him, and I hate that you think I would. I’ll break my own heart a thousand times over before I ever break yours.


CHAPTER 55
SPENCER
SEVEN YEARS AGO


“Ilove the epidural. This shit is great. Whoever invented it, I want to marry them.”

I chuckle, brushing her sweaty hair off her forehead. I’m glad she’s getting some relief, especially as the contractions began to come more often. The good news is, the last they checked she’s dilated to a seven. It won’t be too much longer now.

“You want to marry them and not me?” I joke. We’ve talked about marriage in a roundabout way—agreeing one day it’ll happen but not going beyond that.

“You’re the reason I was in pain. They’re the reason I got out of it. Ergo, they win, and you lose my hand in marriage.”

“Ah.” I nod, trying to not to grin. “Makes sense.”

“I’m so glad you see my logic here.”

“Mhm,” I hum. “Do you want to call your mom now?”

She’s been putting it off, I think because she had herself fully convinced we’d be sent home again, but she’s dilating and now she’s had an epidural so we’re here until we go home with a baby.

Fuck, that’s terrifying to think about.

She places her hand over her belly. “I should, shouldn’t I? She’s going to be so sad.” Tears fill her eyes. “I’m sad, too.”

I reach for her hand that’s not on her stomach. “I’m sorry, baby.”

I know this isn’t how she pictured things, but I suppose these sorts of things don’t usually go according to plan.

She grabs her phone and rings her mom.

“Hey, Mom,” she greets when she answers. “Um … yeah, about that, surprise, I’m in labor for real this time.” She listens to something her mom says. “Seven centimeters. Yep. I just got my epidural.” She bites her bottom lip, listening to whatever she says next. “I know. No, no, don’t try to drive in this. It’s bad here and I don’t want you guys to hit weather.” Her mother says something rapidly and Harlow shakes her head. “I mean, I guess you could come that far. This baby wanted to make a grand entrance apparently and chose the worst timing.”

I turn to the muted TV that shows news coverage of the storm, and it hits me then, the name for our baby.

“All right. If you guys head out text me as you go, okay? I love you, too. Tell Dad I love him.”

She hangs up the phone and I give her hand a squeeze. “I know now isn’t the best time, but I think I know the name.”

“The name?”

“For the baby.”

“Oh, right.” She drops her head back against the pillows. “We still haven’t figured that out.”

“Whether it’s a boy or girl I think we should name it Monroe.”

“Monroe?” she repeats. “Like the storm?”

“Yeah.” I shrug. “This is a rare storm and we’ve had so many false alarms, but they decided to come today. It feels like a sign, don’t you think?”

She purses her lips. “Monroe.” She twists her head side to side thinking it over. “Monroe,” she repeats. “I like it. But what about a middle name.”

“If it’s a boy I’d like it to be Thomas for T.J.”

“Oh.” She squeezes my hand. “That’s a great idea. What about a girl?”

“I think you should pick that.”

“You know how I feel about this kind of pressure,” she jokes. She blows out a breath. “I suppose Willa’s an option.”

“Monroe Willa,” I muse.

She gags. “Never mind. I love my sister, but Monroe Willa sounds awful.”

“What about Monroe Clare?” I suggest.

“I like that, but where the heck did you come up with Clare?”

“It was our Family and Consumer Sciences teacher’s first name. I figure since that’s where we first met it has meaning behind it.”

“It’s perfect,” she says softly.

“We have a name.” I smile proudly.

“We have a name,” she echoes.
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“All right, Harlow, it’s almost time to push and meet your baby,” one of the nurses says as her and another scurry about the room to prepare it for delivery.

Harlow’s panicked eyes meet mine. “I’m scared. How am I going to push a baby out of me?”

“You’re going to do it because you’re strong and can do anything and you want to meet your baby.”

She nods at my words of encouragement.

The nurse goes over the basics of how to push and then has her do a few practice ones before calling for the doctor.

“Dad, you come over here and hold Mom’s leg,” the nurse directs.

Hearing myself called Dad is jarring to say the least. I do as I’m directed though, holding Harlow’s leg up.

“Contraction’s coming up,” the nurse warns. “Now, push.”

Harlow bears down, her face scrunched as she pushes.

When they tell her to lie back and take a breath, she says, “Did anything happen?”

“A little bit,” the nurse lies, because from my perspective a big fat nothing happened.

It goes like that for a while, Harlow pushing and not a lot happening from what I can see. But suddenly, things seem to shift, and I glimpse the head.

“You’re getting close,” the doctor encourages. “I can see your baby’s head.”

“You can?” Harlow gasps. She looks to me with tired eyes. Her hair is sweaty, and she looks exhausted, but I swear she’s never been more beautiful.

“I can see it,” I promise her. “We’re so close to meeting our baby.”

With renewed energy, Harlow pushes again and again until a tiny, squirming baby covered in blood and goo is placed on her chest.

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” she chants over and over again in shock. Her hands flutter around the baby, not seeming to know where to touch first.

The baby isn’t crying, though and that scares me, but then a nurse is suctioning stuff out of its mouth, and it finally gives that mighty cry I was waiting for.

“Is it a boy or girl?” Harlow asks me.

“Huh?” I’m too dumbfounded to process her words. That’s our baby there on her chest. It’s here and it’s real.

“Is it a boy or girl?” she asks again.

I lift the baby’s leg to check. “It’s a girl,” I cry, kissing Harlow. “We have a daughter.” I kiss her again.

Harlow sobs and we both look like complete blubbering messes, but I don’t care. I just witnessed the most incredible thing I know I’ll ever see in my life. There’s no way anything can compare to the birth of our child.

“Dad, do you want to cut the umbilical cord?”

I give a watery nod in the direction of the nurse asking. She hands me a pair of surgical scissors, and I cut where she tells me to.

“I’m going to take baby now, Mama, so I can weigh and measure her. But she’ll be right back, promise.”

I can tell Harlow doesn’t want to let go, but she also knows the nurse has to do her job.

“Keep an eye on the baby,” she tells me. “Please.” She gives my arm a shove, encouraging me to head over to where the nurse tends to the baby.

I want to be with the baby, but I also don’t want to leave Harlow.

“Go,” she says. “I’m okay.”

Since she insists, I quickly head over to where the nurse is measuring the baby.

“She’s so wrinkly,” I comment, taking in every detail of my child that I can. From her super long fingers to her scrunched nose and tiny feet.

The nurse laughs. “Most newborns are.”

After she’s cleaned up the baby, she swaddles her and sticks a hat on her head.

“Are you ready to hold your daughter?”

Fuck, that question slams into me like a ton of bricks.

“Yeah.” I wonder if I sound as choked up as I feel. “Yeah, I am.”

The nurse deposits my baby girl in my arms and in that moment, I know I’m changed forever. This little girl has my heart. She’s so tiny and perfect and even though I can’t really tell her features yet, I just know she’s going to be the perfect mixture of the two of us.

Carrying her over to Harlow, I pass the baby to her. As much as I want to hold this tiny bundle forever, Harlow deserves it after carrying her for nine months and enduring labor.

“Monroe,” she croons. “My perfect storm.”

“That’s her,” I say and kiss the side of Harlow’s forehead. “Our storm.”


CHAPTER 56
HARLOW


“No, not that dress,” Willa says, sticking her nose up at yet another option I’ve pulled from my closet for dinner on the pier this evening with the whole family.

“What’s wrong with this one?” I groan, looking at the pastel blue dress with flowers on it.

“It’s too busy,” she answers. “Don’t you have something simple that’s actually pretty.”

“Hey,” I groan. “Don’t diss my closet. I haven’t been shopping in a while.”

“Clearly,” she laughs, hopping off my bed. “Let me take a look.”

I sweep my hand to the side, letting her take the lead, since apparently my choices aren’t good enough. She tsks as she flicks through my meager options.

“Ooh,” she spots something in the back. “What about this?”

When she turns around, she’s holding a pastel pink dress.

“Isn’t that a bit much?” I remark. “I haven’t worn that since…”

The one and only Hollywood event I went to with Spencer. It was some sort of dinner gathering at the Waldorf Astoria in Beverly Hills and it ended in disaster.

Why I even kept the dress is beyond me. I suppose with the amount it cost it felt strange to part with it.

“It’ll be perfect for tonight,” she insists. “And let me do your hair and makeup. It’s been so long since I’ve had the chance.”

Even though it’s been years since her transplant, sometimes it’s still surprising to me how different she is. Her disease made her depressed a lot of the time, downright hopeless, but now that she doesn’t have to be on dialysis or anything like that, she’s returned to the bubbly and happy Willa I know from when we were young.

I change into the dress and sit on my bed for Willa to curl my hair. While it’s cooling on rollers she gets started on my makeup.

“I feel like I’m being spoiled,” I remark.

“We don’t get to spend much time together.” I close my eyes for her to blend shadow onto my lids. “It’s fun to do girly things with you.”

“It’ll all be worth it when you’re a surgeon.”

“This is true,” she agrees with a laugh. “But then it’ll be just as hard to spend time with you.”

She finishes my makeup and removes my hair from the rollers.

“Babe?” Jasper’s voice echoes on the other side of the closed door. “We’ve gotta go.”

“We’re almost done,” she calls back. To me, she asks, “Do you want your hair up or down?”

“Either is fine.”

She chooses to leave it down, probably because we have no time left if we want to make it in time for the reservation.

We grab our heels and slip them on. She passes me my purse I packed up earlier.

When we exit the room, we find the guys chatting in the kitchen and Roe watching a movie.

“Look at you in your pretty dress.” I bend and kiss the top of her head.

“Ew, Mom. You’re gonna get lipstick on my hair.” She wipes madly at the top of her head.

“Stop trying to wipe my love away,” I tease.

Turning to Jameson, my heart does a little jolt. He looks incredibly handsome in a pair of black slacks and a white button down. His dark hair is still slightly damp from his shower. Loose curls rest against his forehead.

“Hey, handsome,” I tease.

“You look beautiful.” He wraps an arm around my waist. “I’ve never seen this dress before.”

“It was buried deep in the closet. A relic Willa found when she looked.”

He chuckles, amusement twinkling in his eyes. There’s something else there, too, that I can’t seem to pinpoint.

“Is everyone ready?” Jae asks, looking around for affirmative nods.

Since Jameson has an SUV, we all go in that together, so we don’t have to split off. It’s a busy weekend, so by the time we make it to the pier, parking is a nightmare. After circling a few times, Jameson opts to park in one of the nearby garages. I’m not looking forward to the trek to the restaurant in heels, but I’ll survive.

Jameson and I end up walking behind my sister and Jasper. Monroe is between them, holding each of their hands. She loves when she gets to see her aunt and uncle.

“I feel like there’s some special occasion happening I don’t know about,” I muse as we go.

Jameson chuckles, his fingers flexing slightly against my waist. “Can’t your parents want to have a nice meal with everyone in town?”

“Yeah, of course, but…” I trail off, not sure how to complete my thought.

“Grandma! Grandpa!” Roe runs straight for my parents when she spots them waiting outside the restaurant on a bench.

The pier is busy but considering we’re a few weeks from true summer it could be worse.

My dad checks us in for our reservation and I look around, taking in the elegant coastal décor. I’ve never eaten here since it’s a bit pricey, so I figure I should take it all in and enjoy it since this is a treat that won’t be happening again anytime soon.

We’re led to an outdoor space that’s shockingly private, the deck is closed off on two sides, only open to the restaurant and the ocean.

“Oh, wow. Look at this view,” I gasp, heading to the railing. I’ve lived here all my life, and you’d think I’d be sick of this place, but I’m not. I love Santa Monica. “This is the most beautiful sunset I’ve ever seen.” The sky is alight with shades of pink, orange, and lavender.

“Harlow?”

I turn around at the sound of his voice. Soft, coaxing, nervous almost.

A gasp erupts from my throat the sight of him kneeling on one knee.

My hand flies up to cover my mouth as my eyes widen.

Shock.

I’m frozen. Suspended in this tiny space of time. One second feels like one minute.

“Jameson?” I mouth his name in question, barely breathing it into existence.

I look at the diamond. It’s large, beautiful, too extravagant. My hand trembles against my mouth, unsteady with nerves and surprise, and … fear too.

Because when my boyfriend proposes to me, my first thought shouldn’t be about the boy I loved—the man I can’t seem to resist no matter how far I try to push him away.

“Harlow, the last two years have been some of the best of my life,” he starts, a nervous smile on his lips. His nearly black hair curls against the collar of his shirt, his brown eyes are anxious but happy behind his glasses. “I love you. I love your daughter. I love our life together. Please, say you’ll be my wife?”

I close my eyes, guilt ridden and unable to look at him.

Spencer, my mind whispers to me. What about Spencer?

The man who took all my firsts.

My first kiss.

My first time.

My first love.

But first doesn’t always mean last.

I drop to my knees in front of Jameson, taking his face in my hands as tears course down my cheeks.

I open my mouth, and I answer him.


CHAPTER 57
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“Let me see my granddaughter,” Harlow’s dad demands, bursting into the hospital room.

“I’m holding her first,” her mom says coming in behind them.

Harlow laughs tiredly from the bed while I sway the baby gently in my arms. She’s so fucking tiny and perfect. I can’t stop looking at her. Her eyes dart around behind closed lids, and I wonder what a newborn possibly has to dream about.

After they’ve hugged Harlow and washed their hands, they play rock, paper, scissors to determine who gets to hold the baby first.

“Grandma wins!” Her mom cheers triumphantly.

After the storm let up, my parents came and visited this morning and Harlow’s just got back from their trip.

I don’t want to let go of my baby, but as supportive as our parents have been they deserve to love on their granddaughter.

“Oh, my goodness,” she croons, taking her granddaughter into her arms. “She’s precious.” With tears in her eyes, she says, “She’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

I agree whole-heartedly with that sentiment, but she’s my kid so I’m biased.

“You feel okay?” Her dad asks her.

Harlow gives him a tired smile. We didn’t get much sleep last night after Monroe was delivered. We can’t even blame it on the baby since she slept between feedings like a perfect angel. Both of us couldn’t stop looking at her.

“Yeah,” she answers with a yawn. “Just tired. But I’m so happy.” She sends a smile my way and fuck it feels good to know she feels that way. The past nine months have been scary and life changing and it’s only beginning. This baby girl is going to shake up our whole lives. “The doctor said I should be able to leave tomorrow, so that’ll be nice. I just want to get home and get used to…” She shakes her head and blows out a breath. “Get used to being a mom.”

“You’re going to do beautifully, Harlow,” her mom assures.

“All right. Now it’s my turn. Let grandpa hold his granddaughter already.”

“Did you guys have any guesses on what the gender was going to be?” Her mom asks, taking a seat on the couch by the window.

Harlow and I were always careful not to discuss that, because truly it didn’t matter to either of us.

“No,” she answers. “It didn’t matter. We just wanted a healthy baby.”

“She has the cutest cheeks,” her dad says. “Reminds me of you when you were a newborn. But at least we didn’t name you after a storm,” he jokes.

“Dad,” she groans.

“I’m sorry. I had to tease.” He chuckles. “It’s fitting, though.”

“It really is,” I agree.

Even though we didn’t really talk about names prior, I think it all worked out for the best. It feels like she was always meant to be Monroe.

Her parents leave after an hour and then it’s time for Harlow to try to feed the baby. Breast-feeding hasn’t been going well, and I feel awful since there isn’t much I can do to help.

“Shit, it hurts,” Harlow gasps once the baby latches.

The nurse nods in understanding. “It’s a learning curve to begin but give it time. Both you and baby need to learn.”

Harlow nods, cradling the baby’s head to her breast.

I’ve reminded her that formula is always an option and not a failure on her part, but I keep my mouth shut because the last time I brought it up, I could tell I pissed her off when that wasn’t intention. I just want her to know it’s there and it’ll be okay if that’s what she needs to do. But I also understand she’s freshly postpartum and her hormones have to be all over the place. This is a learning curve not just for her, but me as well. We’ll get there eventually.

“She seems latched well. I’ll leave you to it, but if you need help just hit the call button,” the nurse says in a gentle tone.

Harlow nods, her hand that’s not cradling the baby’s head rhythmically pats her bottom.

The nurse sends a kind smile in my direction before heading out of the room.

“I thought this would be easy,” Harlow confesses on a sigh. The pillow rustles beneath her when she looks at me to add, “Maybe I’m not a natural at this whole mother thing. Maybe something is wrong with me.”

“Baby,” I exhale the endearment. “There’s nothing wrong with you.” I stand and cup her cheek. She looks so fucking tired and I wish I could take some of that away from her, but her body has been through trauma delivering our daughter. “You heard the nurse. It’s a learning curve.”

She looks down at Monroe. “I knew it would be scary when she got here, but I didn’t realize how much so.”

“We’ve both got a lot to learn. We’ll figure it out together.”

“You think?”

I hate how much she doubts herself. She’s going to be an amazing mom. She already is in my book.

“Definitely,” I assure her. “We can do anything.”

She gives a small, tired smile. “I love you.”

Brushing her hair off her cheek, I lean in and kiss her before pressing my forehead to hers. “I love you, too.”

The baby was a curveball, there’s no denying that, but I have no doubts that we’re going to have a beautiful life.


CHAPTER 58
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It’s incredible how quickly the brain can process things in times of panic. In a span of just a few seconds I take in Jameson on his knees, pouring his heart out asking me to be his wife. My parents who are both smiling with pride and happiness. Monroe and her open-mouthed gasp. Jasper wearing a small smile with his arm draped over my sister. And finally, Willa, who looks excited for me but has worry in her eyes like she’s not sure how I’m going to react.

It's a shock, to the say the least, we’ve talked about getting married one day but in my mind an engagement wasn’t even close to happening, so to say I’m surprised is an understatement. I wasn’t expecting this at all. Especially not after confessing to him about kissing Spencer.

My breath leaves me in a shaky exhale.

“Yes,” I answer, because I can’t just leave him hanging and saying no feels cruel. But maybe yes is worse, especially when my brain keeps screaming, Spencer! What about Spencer?

With a beaming smile he slips the ring on my finger and stands. He pulls me up with him and into a hug, wrapping his arms fully around me as he spins me in a circle. When he puts me down, he cups my face between his hands.

He looks so fucking happy that yes must be the right answer. It means he has to be the right choice.

“I can’t wait to call you my wife,” he murmurs before his lips descend on mine.

I feel like I’m out of my body as we settle at the table. My parents tell me about Jameson calling them up and explaining his plan to get us all here, because he knew I’d want my family.

“This is why I said I was working late a few days this week,” he explains to me, draping his arm over the back of my chair. “I was finalizing everything for this.”

I want to simultaneously crawl under the table, puke, and throw myself off the pier into the tumultuous ocean abyss below us.

While he was planning our engagement, I was fucking my ex.

How messed up is that?

Willa eyes me from across the table. She knows something’s up with me, but she also knows better than to ask here and now. She might even suspect I’ve done something even worse than kissing Spencer.

“Do I get to be the flower girl?” Monroe asks. Before anyone can answer, she adds, “Can I toss confetti or glitter instead? That seems more fun.”

My mom quickly launches into explaining why glitter would be a bad idea.

“Do you like the ring?” Jameson asks. Finding my hand beneath the table, he rubs at the band around my finger.

“It’s beautiful.”

And it is. It’s shiny and big and everything a girl should want.

But it’s not me.

It’s not even overly flashy, but it’s just … too new. I would’ve preferred something that was either a true antique or inspired by a more vintage design. But whenever we did talk about marriage one day, we never got into the specifics of what type of ring I’d like, so it’s not like I can blame him for not knowing.

“Good.” He beams with pride. “I’m glad you like it.”

I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I can’t wait for the dinner to be over. And to take off these shoes and get out of this dress. This dress—this dress Spencer bought me, and I’ve been proposed to by another man in it. I want to rip it off. Shred it to pieces. Burn it. I don’t care, but I never want to see it again.

As dinner wraps up, I still haven’t come up from whatever fog I’m in. I wish I could say it’s a blissed out, and thrilled to be in love fog, but it’s not.

My parents head off with Monroe and Jasper and Willa hang back, though they’ll be riding back with them so that Jameson and I can have alone time.

Willa yanks me into a hug, and her mouth finds my ear in a frantic whisper, “Something’s wrong with you and I know we can’t talk about it now, but tomorrow, okay?” She pulls back and waits for me to nod.

The last thing I want to do is admit to my sister about sleeping with Spencer. I’m already judging myself. I don’t need her to do it too, but she’s too perceptive.

I nod in acceptance, though I’m already plotting ways to avoid her.

“Happy for you,” Jasper says, pulling me into a hug.

“Thanks.” I smile when he lets me go and takes my sister’s hand.

Jameson’s already said his goodbyes to them, so they head off in the direction my parents went with Monroe.

“So…” Jameson turns so he’s in front of me, grinning and clearly riding the high of our engagement. “What does my fiancée want to do next?”

“Go home,” I answer honestly.

He laughs. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” I sag. “I need to take these shoes off and the dress too.”

His eyes darken with lust. “Yes, you do.”

If I manage to make it through this night and not have a panic attack, it’ll be a miracle.

He reaches for my hand—my left one—and he plays with the ring around my finger the entire walk back to the parking garage. Every time I glance at him there’s a tiny, pleased smile on his lips.

I want to crawl in a hole and die.

I don’t deserve him.

And I certainly, don’t deserve Spencer either.
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“Uh … Spencer? You have to put your car in drive if we want to go home.”

“I know.” Fuck, my voice is high and squeaky with fear. “I’m working up to it.”

I glance in the rearview mirror again, trying to swallow down my panic over our newborn strapped in the back.

For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to me how panic inducing it would be to drive the baby home.

But I’m seriously contemplating rolling the window down and throwing up.

“I can do this.” I shift the gear from park into drive and ease forward.

A little old lady enters the crosswalk—which is at least twenty feet ahead of me—and I hit the brakes.

“Spencer.”

“Harlow.”

“We have to go sometime.”

I wait for the lady to cross onto the sidewalk and ease forward again.

“We should’ve practiced this,” I tell Harlow, following the signs for the exit. “This is scary. Do you know how many bad drivers there are? How many accidents a day happen in Santa Monica? Too many, Harlow. Too fucking many.”

She heaves a dramatic sigh from the back.

“I pushed a baby out of my vagina and my nipples feel like raw, chewed on sausage links. You can certainly manage to drive the damn car home.”

“Point taken,” I mutter.

I drive the speed limit all the way home, sometimes even running below it much to the displeasure of other drivers. Luckily, Harlow doesn’t make any comments about my driving.

Pulling into the driveway, I quickly hop out to help her out.

“Thanks,” she says, giving me a tired, but happy smile. “Can you get her out of the car seat and hand her to me?”

I stare at her, startled by this request. “You want me to get her out without protection? What if you fall? Drop her? Trip into a bush?”

She pats my cheek. “That’s not going to happen.”

“I still think I’d feel better taking her inside in the car seat.”

The look she gives me is pure exasperation. Sighing, she says, “If that makes you feel better, then sure.”

Grabbing the bag, I sling it over my shoulder and after struggling to free the car seat from the base for a minute, I finally get it free.

“It would’ve been quicker to hand her to me.” Harlow shakes her head, starting for the door.

“Give me your hand,” I demand. “You’re sore.”

“I’m fine.” She waves me off. “Besides, you have your hands full.”

Despite me wiggling my fingers at her, she ignores my empty hand. Between her and our daughter I’m going to worry myself into an early grave and to think, Monroe can’t do anything but eat, sleep, and poop currently. Inside, we discover the family room decorated with pink and purple balloons and a sign that says, Welcome home baby girl!

“Let me see my niece,” Willa demands, sprinting from the kitchen.

I’m happy to see her. I’ve missed my friend, but also, I know how much Harlow wanted her here.

I set the car seat down and unstrap the baby. She seems so fragile when she’s not all swaddled. Her legs are curled up, making her look even smaller. Handing the baby to Harlow I let her show off our baby before she passes her to Willa. Their parents enter the room, watching their girls with their granddaughter.

“Oh, you guys,” Willa croons. “She’s the most perfect baby I’ve ever seen.”

“Isn’t she?” Harlow beams with pride, gently gliding her fingers over Monroe’s sparse blond hair.

“Why don’t you sit down?” I suggest, taking Harlow’s elbow to help her.

She brushes off my hold. “I’m fine. All I’ve been doing is sitting or lying in a hospital bed. It feels good to be up.”

“Are you guys hungry?” Her mom asks. “I made lasagna.”

Harlow doesn’t take her eyes off Monroe when she answers. “Not yet, Mom, but thank you.”

“I’m good, too,” I reply, sliding my hands in my pockets. I feel a little useless, so I decide to move the car seat out into the foyer just for something to do.

“Hey.” I turn at the sound of Harlow’s dad’s voice.

“Yeah?” I look around curiously, wondering why he’s followed me out here.

“I just wanted to check in and see how you’re doing.” He shrugs. “Becoming a parent changes everything.”

“I’m good. Mostly just worried about Harlow. I want everything to go smoothly for her.”

He nods in understanding and reaches out, clapping his hand on my shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Spencer. Of the way you’ve stepped up and been there for my daughter and supported her all the way through this. A lot of boys your age wouldn’t have done that, and I’m grateful.”

“I love her, sir,” I reply softly. “I’d do anything for her.”

He pulls me into a surprising hug. “I’m glad to have you as part of our family.”

“Yeah.” I hug him back. “I’m happy to be here, too.”
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The apartment is pitch black when we stumble inside.

“Fuck,” Jae curses, his feet getting tangled up in mine.

Normally I leave a battery-operated light on in the corner of the kitchen if I know it’s going to be dark when I get back, but I forgot to turn it on.

“Just a second,” I say breathlessly, pulling away from him. I locate the light and tap the base. It gives enough of a glow that we can see the shape of things, but not so much to kill the mood.

“Turn around,” he commands. “And put your hands on the counter.”

With a whimper, I do as I’m told. He feels along the sides and back of my dress until he locates the zipper and slides it down gently. I can breathe easier once the dress slips off my body. Not because it was too tight, but because I was suffocating under the weight of it being something Spencer bought me.

I go to step out of my heels, but Jameson nips at my shoulder. “Leave them on.”

I shiver at the tone in his voice, the one that promises delicious torture.

He unsnaps my strapless bra and lets it fall to the ground. Dropping to his knees behind me, he loops his fingers in the side of my thong and drags it down.

“Spread your legs, baby.” He taps the inside of my left knee.

Heart racing, I do just that.

“Mm,” he hums, sliding his fingers against my slick core. “So wet for me already.”

Despite my internal panic, I can’t control the way my body always responds to him.

“Yes.”

“Keep your hands on the counter,” he commands.

I bite down on my lip. I desperately want to turn around and see him kneeling there, but I want to be good for him.

Spreading my fingers on the counter, I hold my breath and wait for what he’s going to do next.

He glides his fingers lightly up and down my inner thighs and I bite down on my lip to stifle a moan.

“Jae,” I gasp.

“Quiet.”

I fail epically on that when she spreads me wide and latches his mouth onto my pussy,

“Holy fuck,” I gasp, struggling for breath.

He slaps my ass. “I said, quiet. Now be a good girl and shut up.”

Biting down hard on my lip, I focus on my breaths so I don’t make any noise, but it’s easier said than done.

Sliding his fingers in, he curls them in the way he knows drives me insane.

I taste blood on my lip from biting so hard. I’m already so fucking close to coming. I don’t know how he manages to always play my body to the perfect tune.

My legs begin to shake, and I shatter apart with a cry I can’t silence. I feel the brush of his clothes as he rises behind me. He presses his long, lean body over mine and sprinkles kisses across my bare back.

“Please,” I beg.

“Please, what?” he demands.

“Fuck me,” I whimper.

My body is desperate for his even if I was in fight or flight mode during the entire dinner. There’s no denying the chemistry we have.

“Turn around.”

I face him and he eats me up with his eyes like I’m something to be both treasured and devoured.

He holds my eyes while he reaches up and unbuttons his shirt. When it hangs open, revealing his chest he pauses there, and I wonder what he’s waiting for.

“Take my clothes off and get on your knees and suck my cock.”

I almost clip out, “Yes, sir,” but I manage to swallow the words down.

I shove the fabric of his shirt off his wide shoulders, but before I can do more than that, he grabs me by the waist and pulls me in for a kiss.

“You’re mine,” he growls with pure possession.

It hits me then, that maybe part of his motivation for proposing to me now was the kiss with Spencer. He’s marking his territory, letting the world know that I’m his.

He lets me go and I stumble in my heels, but his hand is quick to latch onto my hip to steady me.

I undo his belt, then the button and zipper on his pants before I drop to my knees and yank them and his underwear down.

His cock springs free and I grip the base, giving him a solid stroke before I take him in my mouth.

“Fuck,” he drawls, head dropping back.

He reaches down, cupping the back of my head and uses it to guide my pace.

“Fuck, baby,” he croons. “You look so pretty on your knees for me.” I blush beneath his praise. “Fucking beautiful.”

Holding my head down, he waits until I gag before letting me go. His cock is wet with my saliva when I stroke him.

“Such a good girl,” he praises. “Get up.”

I must not do it fast enough for him, because the next thing I know I’m lifted onto the counter and he opens the junk drawer, fishing for a condom. He finds one and quickly rips it open and rolls it down his length.

Spreading me wide, he spears into me, and I cry out. My fingers grapple against his stomach for something to hold onto. The pace he sets is bruising, almost punishing. I take it and take it until I shatter apart around him.

“Look at you,” he croons. “You’re so fucking pretty when you come on my cock.”

He keeps up his punishing pace and comes quickly. Our bodies are slick with sweat, sticking together when he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the shower.

“This isn’t over,” he warns with delicious promise.”

I kiss him hard. Firm and possessive. “Good.”
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It’s late, almost one in the morning, and the apartment glows from the infomercial playing in the background. Sitting on the countertop, I watch Jameson make us each a bowl of ice cream. I take my cookies ‘n cream from him and swirl my tongue around the spoon. His eyes dilate watching my tongue, even though he’s had me every which way over the last few hours. His gray sweatpants hang low on his hips, and I have to say I can’t blame him, because I’m not sure my appetite for him is quite satiated.

“I love ice cream.”

He chuckles, leaning in to brush his lips against my cheek. “I know.” His eyes drop to the swells of my breasts. The camisole top I wear is practically see-through. “You’re going to be my wife.” He smiles, his eyes crinkling behind his glasses.

My stomach drops, my happy and light mood swirling down the drain.

I should be thrilled. And I think I’m happy? But I also know that this marriage isn’t going to work if I’m not honest with him and I … I can’t tell him yet. I need to sort things through in my own head first. Prepare myself for the inevitable fall out. I’m certain he won’t be calling me his wife after I tell him.

I suppose I should’ve never said yes to the proposal, but I didn’t expect it, and with everyone there … I didn’t feel like I could say no.

“Hey, where’d you go?” He teases, his smile growing.

I don’t think he’d be smiling like that if he knew what I was thinking.

“Sorry, just a lot on my mind.”

He sets his bowl down by my hip and stands between my spread legs. “I know this probably seems sudden and we haven’t properly talked about it, but I … after everything I just … I want you to know I’m serious about this. About us. We can have a long engagement if that’s what you want. But this”—he toys with the ring on my finger— “it’s my commitment to you. That I want you forever.”

Talk about a stab to the heart.

My head feels light, like I might truly pass out.

I open and close my mouth, willing the words to come out, to just tell him.

But it’s silence instead.

I don’t know what he’s thinking or what he reads on my face, but he leans in and kisses me. “I love you,” he murmurs.

I can barely swallow past the lump in my throat. “I love you, too,” I breathe.

But I don’t think I love you enough. At least not the way you deserve.
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“Idon’t think she’s getting enough milk,” Harlow says the moment I see her after coming in from a photoshoot. “What if she’s starving to death and I don’t even know it?” She follows me around as I take my shoes off and head for the kitchen so I can warm a plate of leftovers.

“Babe, she just went to the doctor and she’s gaining weight so she’s definitely eating.”

“But how can we be sure?” she asks, parking her butt in one of the kitchen chairs.

I worked all day and then went straight to the photoshoot after. It’s late, her parents must already be in bed, and here she is pacing when she should be resting if the baby is sleeping. I’m worried about her, but I’m stretched thin with trying to save up as much money as I can. Hopefully we can get our own place in the next few months.

“The fact her weight is increasing is how we’re sure.” I’ve learned to be patient with her over this past month. Her anxiety has been through the roof. The first week we were home she was fine, but it’s like a switch got flipped and she’s been panicked ever since. There were many nights I couldn’t get her to sleep at all, because she was convinced if she closed her eyes the baby would stop breathing. Those are the days I’ve begged her mom to take over with Monroe and let Harlow rest.

“But they’re not weighing her every day,” she rattles on. “What if she was fine at her appointment but suddenly, she’s stopped eating?”

I know, I just fucking know I’m about to get chewed out for my question, but when I pop my plate in the microwave, I turn around to her and say, “Let’s switch to formula. That way you can track how many ounces she’s getting each meal.”

Her mouth pops open, eyes instantly feeling with tears. I feel like a dick, but it needed to be said again.

“You think I can’t feed our daughter? You think I’m starving her, don’t you?”

“Harlow.” I scrub a hand down my face. “That’s not what I’m saying at all.”

“Well, it sure sounds like it,” she sasses.

I try not to let my frustration show. I’m not even feeling that way with her, but I’m tired and therefore more irritable than normal.

“I want you to be okay and clearly, you’re struggling. If formula would make it easier for you, that’s what I want, okay? Your mental health means everything to me.”

“But evidence shows breast milk is better for the baby and⁠—”

“I don’t care.” I pull out my plate of food and sit down beside her. “A fed baby is best, and happy mom is best and you’re clearly not happy.”

I hate seeing her like this. I know she loves Monroe. It’s clear our daughter has instantly become her entire world. But I don’t like the paranoia that’s set in. It’s only been a few weeks, and she’s deteriorated a lot.

“You think I’m not happy?”

I close my eyes and blow out a breath. Fuck my choice of words. I know how she’s going to interpret that.

“You think I don’t want to be a mom,” she goes on. “This wasn’t planned, but I love being her mom and⁠—”

“That wasn’t what I was implying at all. I just mean you’re so stressed and running yourself ragged. You have to take care of yourself so you can be the best version for her.”

“This is so hard,” she says with a frown. “I worry about everything.”

“I know.” I place my hand over hers. “But remember, it won’t be like this forever.”

She sighs and wrinkles her nose. “You smell like a perfume shop.”

I groan. “I got handled by so many people today at the shoot that I’m not surprised. They also put a shit ton of product in my hair.” I tip my head in her direction. “Do I smell like a flower?”

She laughs and I’m relieved to hear the sound. I don’t want to fight with her. “Yeah, you do. How was the shoot?” I can tell it pains her to ask me.

She might’ve initially been okay with me checking out the modeling scene but now that I’m getting booked more, she’s not so sure about it. I can’t say I blame her for being cautious. It’s a strange world and it’s unusual I’ve been booked so much already, but a casting agent for commercial products saw my digitals and liked my look and has been recommending me left and right. The pay isn’t great, I’m too new, but it’s extra money so I can’t complain.

“It went well.”

She nods. “That’s good.”

I shovel a bite of food in my mouth. At the same moment the baby starts crying.

Harlow gives a tired sigh and goes to stand, but I grab her wrist and urge her to stay sitting.

“Let me get her,” I offer.

“But your food.” She eyes my plate guiltily.

“Will still be there when I get back.”

“What if it gets cold?”

“Then it’s a good thing we have microwaves.”

Leaving Harlow downstairs, I head up to her room and pluck Monroe out of her basinet. Her face is scrunched up in annoyance and she gives a gummy wail.

“Shh,” I croon, bouncing her in my arm. “You’re okay, sweet girl. Daddy’s here.” I rock back and forth. “You heard Daddy, didn’t you? Hmm? You wanted to say hi. I missed you today.” I brush my lips over her wrinkled forehead. “I love you so much.”

She settles somewhat, so I carry her downstairs. Harlow’s tired eyes meet mine. “Do you think she’s hungry?”

“When did you feed her?”

“An hour ago.”

Shaking my head, I sit down with Monroe cradled in one arm so I can eat with the other. “No. She just wanted her Daddy. Didn’t you, sweet girl?” I croon, making sure to keep her bouncing.

“You’re so good with her,” Harlow muses. “Better than me.”

I gape at her. “That’s not true.”

“She cries so much for me.” Her bottom lip wobbles with the threat of tears.

“That’s only because you’re with her more than I am,” I reason.

“I guess,” she says, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me.

“Have you talked to your doctor about how you’re feeling?” I probe.

Her spine stiffens. “Do you think something’s wrong with me?”

“No, I just think you should be honest that you’re struggling.”

“And have her think I’m crazy and take my baby from me? I don’t think so.”

I press my lips into a flat line and make a mental note to talk to her mom since she’s the one taking her and the baby to appointments when I can’t.

“I’m just tired,” she reasons. “I wouldn’t be so … paranoid if I was getting a full night of sleep.”

I’m surprised to hear her admit she’s paranoid, but I hate she thinks sleep is the issue. Sure, it’s probably part of it, but I don’t think it’s the whole issue.

“I’ll stay up with the baby tonight.”

She quickly shakes her head. “No, you have work tomorrow.”

“I don’t go in until twelve. I’ll be fine.” Tired, but fine. She frowns and I can tell she wants to take me up on my offer, but she also feels like she shouldn’t. “I promise to make sure she’s breathing the whole night,” I add.

Already Monroe has fallen back asleep in my arms.

I hate that I’m missing out on so much time with her, but I couldn’t afford to take paternity leave. We need as much money as we can get. Our parents can’t help us forever.

“Okay,” she agrees. “But only because I’m exhausted.”

I give her a quick kiss and say, “You’re doing an amazing job, Harlow. Don’t forget that. Monroe is so lucky to have you.”

“Yeah?” She gives me a watery smile. “You think so.”

“I know so.”

I hate that she’s feeling like this, so doubtful of her mothering capabilities, and I can’t help but feel like that’s my fault with her getting pregnant so young.

“I’m going to head up to bed then. I’ll move the basinet to your room.”

“All right. Goodnight.”

She gives me another kiss and pads quietly up the stairs.

Looking down at my sweet, sleeping little girl I can’t help but smile. Things are tough right now, but one thing is for certain, this season of life will pass all too quickly, and I want to remember these little moments as much as I can.
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I’ve been engaged a week and somehow, I’ve successfully dodged Spencer until now. It’s helped he’s busy with whatever movie he’s filming and hasn’t been able to pick Monroe up for school.

“Shit,” I curse under my breath when I find him on the other side of the door.

I war with myself on whether or not to answer the door. It’s my day off and I had decided to hole up in the apartment to catch up on my schoolwork. It’s evening now, nearing dark, and Monroe is at my parents and staying the night. Jameson is away for work. He left yesterday. It makes me wonder if he somehow knows my boyfriend—fiancé—isn’t here, but that doesn’t make any sense.

As I’m standing there running through a million thoughts in my mind, I realize he more than likely already spotted my car in the lot outside and knows I’m here.

Pasting on a smile, I swing the door open. “Hey,” I greet.

“Hey,” he echoes.

There’s something hollow about him. There are dark circles beneath his eyes, and I wonder if he got verbally reprimanded about them from whatever makeup artist he works with. Hopefully not.

“Can we talk?” he asks in such a desperate way that I can’t help but say yes.

“Yeah.”

I step aside to let him in, but he shakes his head. “Can we go for a drive while we talk?”

I look around like I’m searching for an excuse to say no, but I find none.

“Sure.”

He knows about the engagement. I have no doubts even though I haven’t told him.

I grab my keys and follow him out to his Range Rover. He opens the passenger door for me and waits for me to hop in and buckle before he closes it. That’s Spencer—always the gentleman, even when he’s hurt.

I tuck my hair behind my ear, my eyes tracking his movements as he comes around the front of the car. He’s dressed simply in a pair of light washed jeans, heather gray t-shirt, and black baseball cap.

“Did you come here straight from set?” I ask as when he gets in.

He gives me a furrowed brow expression like he can’t possibly figure out why I’m asking that.

“Yes. It’s the only short day we’ve had this week. I’ve been getting off at like two in the morning because of night shooting or I would’ve talked to you sooner.”

“You could’ve called me or texted,” I say softly.

He glowers at me. I don’t think Spencer has ever looked at me with such barely contained rage and torment. The pain that inhabits his eyes is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before, and I know that I’m the reason for it.

“I wasn’t doing that for this. You should know that. Especially not after you let me find out from a photo Willa posted.”

He throws the car in reverse and looks around before backing out despite the vehicle’s camera.

We drive in silence along the coast for a while. I don’t know what to say, so I wait for him to speak first. Even though nothing is said, it’s as if I can feel the words between us.

How could you?

We were just together.

Did it mean nothing?

Why are you so heartless?

I wonder how long he’ll drive like this, in the silence, letting the unspoken truths fill the car until they overflow like a bathtub.

I watch the clock. Thirty minutes pass. Forty-five. An hour.

It’s at the hour and twelve-minute mark that he says, “Do you hate me?”

I wish he asked it maliciously, accusingly, but that’s not how it comes out. The four words are pain-filled and etched in terror like he’s afraid I’ll say yes, I hate him and slept with him just to torment him. He knows me better than that, but he’s hurting.

“I could never hate you.” My words are heavy with my own pain.

Sometimes, in my darkest moments, I’ve wished I could. It would be so much easier if I felt that way. If Spencer was like a lot of young fathers that didn’t want to be there. But he’s always been unfailingly the best. I’m the one in the wrong. I’m the one who doesn’t deserve him. I’m the one who let my fears and insecurities get to me back then and I’m the one who’s fucked everything up now. I don’t put any of the blame on him. This is my fault.

“It feels like you do.”

“I’m sorry.” I look down at my lap, wringing my fingers together.

“You’re engaged,” he says, the word laced with so much pain. “You’re going to marry him.”

It’s a statement, not a question.

“I don’t know,” I confess in a whisper. “I…”

“You said yes to him in a dress I bought you—in the dress I proposed to you in. You said no, but you told him yes. Fuck you, Harlow.”

I slam my eyes shut. I deserve that.

I’ve blocked out most of that night from my memory.

Of the Hollywood elite party. Of Lydia pulling me aside and telling me I was making an embarrassment of myself hanging onto Spencer. That I needed to let him go so he could flourish. It was the wrong thing to say to me when I was already struggling so much with him being part of that world and being a young mom and being normal when he was surrounded by the most beautiful people in the world. Though, I suppose, in her eyes it was the right thing to say to me, because when he proposed to me later that night when it was just the two of us in our apartment kitchen and the glow of candles, I said no. It was the end of us, even if we did hook up again later.

I never told him what Lydia said to me, because frankly it doesn’t change anything. With as messed up in the head as I was at the time, I would’ve said no regardless.

He exits the highway and when I look over at him there are silent tears tracking down his cheeks. My throat feels tight.

How do I keep doing this? How do I keep fucking up over and over again? Is there something wrong with me—like some disease running rampant in my bloodstream but instead of making me sick it just has me making every wrong choice possible.

It’s silent again and I look around and realize we’re driving through the streets of L.A. At one intersection a billboard with Spencer’s profile kissing his co-star stares down at us.

It’s as if the billboard opens the dam to his words again.

“What happened to us? Where did it go wrong? Was it when you got pregnant? Or when I was scouted? Or when we moved out of your parents? Or maybe when I moved from modeling to acting? Was it when I proposed? I … I need to know, Harlow. What was the moment when I lost you?”

I press my lips together in an effort to keep my sob inside. “I … I don’t know.”

Back then, my reasons seemed valid. We were so young I didn’t know anyone but him, and with him entering the Hollywood scene I felt like I didn’t want to be part of that world.

“I was scared,” I finally say, and it’s the truth. “We were…”

I guess the truth of the matter is that while Spencer reveled in the intensity of our relationship, embraced that feeling of me being his forever person, I was terrified of it.

“We were what?” he prompts. “I thought you loved me, Harlow, but there must have been something I did.”

“I did,” I say softly. “But I was young and scared and stupid. And the worst part is I was confused then and somehow, I’m even more confused now.” A tear escapes and I hastily wipe it away. “And I—” I slam my mouth closed.

“And you what?” he asks it with such raw desperation that I think I’d almost certainly rather have him punch me in the face than to deal with his pain.

I force myself to swallow past my fear. “I still love you.”

Spencer turns off the road into a dark, mostly empty parking lot between buildings.

“What are you⁠—”

My question is cut off when he parks and promptly undoes his seatbelt. Reaching over, he clicks the button on mine.

“Get over here,” he growls in a possessive command.

He practically lifts me from the passenger seat so that I’m straddling him in his.

His fingers delve in my hair, and he captures my mouth in a kiss that I feel through not just my entire body, but my entire soul. He pours everything into the kiss. Our past, present, and a future it feels like he’s begging me to give him.

He pulls back, hand cupping my neck. His chest rises and falls rapidly, and I lay my palm over his heart.

“Don’t marry him.” He doesn’t give me a chance to respond, kissing me again instead. “Don’t marry him,” he says again in pleading tone, biting at my neck. “Please. I’m begging you.”

Tears fall and I’m helpless to stop them. I never knew it was possible to be this confused over two men. Why do they have to be so good? I don’t deserve either of them.

“I’ll do anything,” he goes on. “But, please, don’t marry him.”

He kisses away my salty tears and I let him, because I’m selfish. I don’t know what this is—if it’s goodbye or something else.

Leaning his seat back to give us more room, we both work frantically at each other’s clothes. He rises slightly so I can yank down his athletic shorts. He shoves my cotton shorts to the side and cry out when he fills me a moment later. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I hold on as he fucks me hard and fast. It’s downright punishing, but I don’t ask him to stop. Instead, I beg, “Harder. More. Give me more.”

His tears soon mingle with my own and I wonder how we got here—how I let things get so fucked up.

My hand slaps against the window and I bite down on my lip.

“Spencer,” I whimper.

“It’s okay, baby.” He kisses my neck. “Come on my cock. You know you want to.”

I lean back and bump into the horn, the loud sound ringing out into the night, but it doesn’t slow us down.

“Right there,” I whimper when his thumb finds my clit. It doesn’t take long for me to come, and he holds my hips, pumping into me with that same relentless pace until he comes too.

“Yes,” he growls into my neck, filling me up with his cum. He stills, holding me to him. Despite the darkness, I see him clearly from the light casting over the car from the streetlight across the way. His eyes are darkly shadowed as they track over my face. “Look at you,” he croons. “You’re going to go home to your fiancé with my cum dripping out of your sweet cunt. He might’ve put his ring on your finger, but you’re mine.”

I don’t correct him that Jameson isn’t there, because it doesn’t matter when he’s right about one thing—I’m his and I never stood a chance of outrunning him.


CHAPTER 63
HARLOW


Waking up, I find that my body is feeling the effects of sex in Spencer’s car. After we cleaned ourselves up the best we could, he drove me home in silence and dropped me off. I suppose he figured he’d said and done everything he could.

I press my hand to my forehead.

I have to talk to Jameson.

I’m not ready to be with Spencer, but Jameson is a good man, and he doesn’t deserve this. I’m not good enough for him. Nor am I good enough for Spencer, but I need to tackle one thing at a time and that means being honest with Jameson even if it’s going to rip me apart to do so.

Rolling over, I check the clock and find that it’s a little past six-thirty.

I scoop up my phone to see if I have a text from my mom on how Monroe is doing, but there’s nothing as of yet.

There is, however, a cryptic message from Spencer that shows it came in around five this morning. Probably when he was heading to set.

I squint at the screen, trying to understand what the message means.

Spencer: I’m so fucking sorry.

He’s sorry? About last night? Or something else?

I quickly type back.

Me: What do you mean?

My phone begins to ring, but it’s not Spencer calling me. It’s my sister.

“Willa?” I answer.

“I guess I know why you avoided me, and we didn’t chat again after the engagement.” There’s a tone of incredulity in her voice. “Harlow, I … you’re my sister, I love you, nothing can change that, but what the hell were you thinking?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She sighs. “Let me text it to you.”

A second later the phone chirps with the incoming text and I switch her to speaker.

I don’t even have to click on the link from one of Hollywood’s leading gossip websites, because the photo attached to the article is damning enough.

“Oh my god.”

I drop my phone on the floor with a thump and have to scurry to get pick it up.

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” I chant. “No. No. No. This can’t be happening.”

I pace the length of the room.

How did paparazzi find us?

Even though you can’t see much, it’s obvious we’re having sex in his car, and while to the casual observer you wouldn’t be able to place the woman in the photo—anyone who knows me is going to have no doubts on the identity.

My parents are going to see this. Spencer’s parents. My sister obviously already has. Jameson. And worst of all, this is going to be out there forever for Monroe to find one day.

I stumble across the hall to the bathroom and my knees slam into the tile. Emptying the meager contents of my stomach, I hear Willa asking if I’m okay from where I dropped my phone on my way into the bathroom.

I heave until there’s nothing left in me.

Tears burn my eyes as I climb to a standing position and wash my hands and brush my teeth. All the while, Willa asks if I’m okay. I finally scoop my phone up.

“I was going to talk to Jameson today. I was going to call of the engagement. I was. I swear,” I cry. “I panicked when he proposed so I said yes and I … I never meant to hurt him.”

“It doesn’t matter what you meant,” she says softly. “This is going to devastate him.”

“I know,” I cry.

“And you’ve already hurt Spencer so much.”

“I know,” I say again.

I’ve made foolish, in the moment, selfish decisions and now I’m going to have to face the fall out. There’s no one else to blame here other than me and I know that.

“But as your sister, I have to ask, are you okay?”

I cry harder. “No.”

If I thought I was confused years ago when I broke up with Spencer, it has nothing on how I feel now.

“Oh, Harlow,” she says softly. “I’m coming to stay with you.”

“What? You don’t have time for that. Don’t be silly.”

“You’re my sister. I’d do anything for you,” she reasons.

“I’ll be okay,” I assure her. I don’t know how true that statement is, but I don’t want my sister abandoning her studies.

I can tell I’m not doing much to assuage her, but she finally relents with, “If you change your mind, tell me, and I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

There’s a harsh knock on the door and it feels like all my blood drains from my body at the sound.

“I’ve gotta go,” I tell Willa quickly. “Love you, bye.”

The banging intensifies and I hurry to the door and swing it open. I figure it can only be one person, and my suspicions are proven correct when I find a red-eyed Jameson on the other side of the door. I’m surprised he didn’t use his key. He shocks me when he slams the open door out of my hand and shouts, “Where the fuck is he?”

He pushes past me, making for the bedroom. I quickly shut the door and run after him.

“He’s not here.”

He whips around and I jump back from the sudden movement.

“I’m going to fucking kill him,” he curses. “I knew it, I always fucking knew he was trying to get you back. Imagine my surprise when I wake up to a news alert on my phone and it’s a picture of your ex having sex in his car with you.” I flinch. He laughs harshly, pain and panic warring in his eyes. “You’re not going to deny it?” He says it in a way that I think he wants me to deny it.

I shake my head and whisper, “No, it was me.”

His face contorts with pain, and I hate myself for being the one who put it there. I feel like all I do anymore is hate myself.

“I’m so sorry. I’m so fucking sorry, Jae.”

He shakes his head, looking away from me. The muscle in his jaw twitches, bottom lip wobbling, and I know he’s barely holding it together.

“Was this the first time?” he asks. “The only time?”

I close my eyes, because I don’t want to see that hope in his eyes dim. “No.”

A small whimper escapes me at my admission, and he holds back a cry of his own. “When? When did it start?”

“Last Monday.”

“Fuck!” He slams the side of his fist into the wall. “Fuck!” he screams again. “Why did you say yes?” He looks down at my hand. “Do you even want to marry me?”

My eyes burn with unshed tears. “I was taken by surprise. I was still wrapping my head around what happened with Spencer and how to tell you about it. I wasn’t expecting you to propose. After last night…” I shake my head. “I knew I couldn’t go through with this. I love you too much for that.”

A humorless laugh escapes him. “This is what you call love?”

I flinch. “I deserve that.”

“Yeah, you do, because clearly how much you love me didn’t factor in one time while you were fucking your ex.”

“I didn’t plan for this to happen.”

“Oh, Harlow,” he drawls sarcastically. “I’m ecstatic to hear that. That makes it all better.”

I scrub my hands over my face. “I’m not trying to make excuses. I’m owning what I’ve done, but I’m just saying that it wasn’t like I’d been plotting to do this or something.”

“I forgave you,” he says brokenly. “I forgave you for the kiss and then you do this.”

“I know and I’m so sorry.”

His chest shakes with uneven breaths. “I love you, but I can’t … I can’t do this. I can’t get past this.”

I nod in understanding. I didn’t expect him to. Frankly, I don’t want him to, because I don’t deserve his forgiveness. Even if he wanted to forgive, forget, and move on I can’t do that. Every time I would look at him, I would know what I’ve done.

I tug the diamond ring off my finger and hold it out to him.

He looks at it with such crippling pain, like with me handing it back every hope and dream he had for our future is disappearing right before his eyes.

“Keep it,” he says.

I shake my head and grab his hand, depositing the ring on his palm. “No. It wouldn’t be right. See if you can return it.”

He slides the ring in his pocket. Wiping a tear from his cheek, he asks me, “How did it end up like this? Things were so good.”

“I don’t know. I know that’s a horrible answer, but I don’t.”

“Is there something I could’ve done?”

It’s a stab to the heart to hear him ask that. “No. You were … you are an amazing man, Jameson. And I … you deserve better than me.”

“This is it, then?” he asks softly. “We’re just over?”

“Yeah.” I can barely swallow. “I guess so.”

We stand there in the hallway, and even though there’s not much space between us it feels like miles.

“I’ll …uh… grab my things.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I whisper. “You can get them any time.”

“No.” He rubs a hand over his jaw. “I’d rather just be done with it.”

I flinch again.

Done with it.

Done with me.

Can’t say I blame him.

“I’ll wait out here.” I point to the living room.

It doesn’t take him long to pack up his stuff in a backpack he keeps here, and I stand from the couch when he heads for the door after putting his key on the counter.

“I’m really sorry. I mean it.”

He looks back over his shoulder at me. “I’m sorry, too,” he sighs.

And then I watch my present, the man I believed was my future, become my past.


CHAPTER 64
HARLOW


Icall in sick to work and since the last place I want to be is my apartment, I find myself at my parents’ house.

My mom opens the door and I’m not sure if she knows yet.

I instantly burst into tears. “Mommy.”

I haven’t called her that since I was small, but in this moment I’m just a child who needs her mom. She pulls me into her arms.

“Oh, honey, what is it?”

I can’t find the words between my sobs. Somehow, she manages to guide me upstairs and into my old room.

“Shh, my sweet girl. I’m here.”

My mom holds me, letting me cry until there’s no moisture left for my eyes to get rid of.

When I can finally speak, I tell her all of it. About spending more time with Spencer, the kiss and sleeping with him, being surprised by the proposal, going out with Spencer last night and what happened with Jameson this morning.

“Oh, Harlow,” she sighs when I’m done. “This is quite a mess.”

“I know,” I sniffle. My eyes are sore from all the tears I’ve cried.

“I don’t have any advice for you, other than, right now I don’t believe you need to think about Jameson or Spencer. You need to focus on you and Monroe. That’s it.”

She’s right, I know she’s right, but I can’t help but feel so incredibly guilty for the two men I’ve destroyed.

“Rest up.” She pats my knee. “I’m going to bring you some tea.”

She eases out of the bed, and I roll over, grabbing one of Monroe’s stuffed animals and clutching it to my chest.

My life has imploded in the past few hours, but the truth is, it did that the moment I kissed Spencer all those weeks ago. Nothing was ever going to go back to normal after that.

My mom returns with the tea a little bit later.

“Stay here as long as you need to. Rest. I’ll pick up Monroe like usual and if you want to stay all night you can do that too.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I take a sip of the tea.

She pats my shoulder. “You’ll get through this.”

I know I will, but at this moment, it feels like it’s going to be a long time before I feel normal again.
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It’s well after dinner, and I’m curled in my bed with a sleeping Roe when the door to my childhood bedroom eases open and my dad pokes his head inside. I told my mom it was okay for her to tell him. It’s not like he wouldn’t recognize me in the photos if he comes across them.

I’m never going to recover from the embarrassment of those being out in the world.

“Spencer’s here.” He stares intently, like he’s trying to see how that statement hits me. “Do you want to talk to him? I’ll send him away if you want, but I wouldn’t put it past the kid to sleep in his car in the driveway, so I’m not sure you can avoid him.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

My dad’s right, I can’t avoid him, not with Monroe involved, and I’d rather get this out in the open.

Extracting myself from Monroe’s grip, I follow my dad downstairs.

“He’s out back.” He points to the doors the lead to our outdoor space and the beach beyond. “Good luck, kid.” He claps me on the shoulder.

I take a deep breath and count to five before I open the door. Spencer paces back and forth but freezes when he sees me. He looks rough—exhausted and edged in panic. His hair is a mess.

“I had to be on set early and then I was working late and when I went to your apartment your car wasn’t there, so I came here and…” He trails off with a shrug. “Are you okay? Does Jameson know?”

“I’m as okay as I can be,” I reply on a sigh, wrapping my arms around myself. The warm summer breeze stirs my hair around my shoulders. “And yes, he knows.”

“Did he … what happened?”

I shrug as we fall into step side by side. By unspoken agreement we head toward the ocean. I think the beach and water has always felt like our place, like a source of comfort amidst the chaos of our lives.

“He showed up this morning,” I answer. “I saw your text when I woke up and Willa immediately called. I … I think the worst part is, I was going to break it off with him, confess what happened and apologize, and just … let him know I couldn’t go through with it. I hate that he had to find out like that.”

Warm fingers brush my wrist and urge me to stop. “I’m so fucking sorry those photos are out there. I didn’t know we’d been followed, but I should’ve known better regardless. I seem to lose my mind around you.” He gives a humorless laugh, dragging the fingers of his other hand through his hair. “But I know that just confirmed one of your fears with my lifestyle. I’m having my team attempt to scrub them, but⁠—”

“They’re already out there,” I finish for him, and we continue walking until we’re near the water and sit down in the sand.

“Exactly,” he sighs. Picking up a handful of sand, he watches it sift through his fingers. “Are you sad? About Jameson? I never…” He rubs his jaw. “Look, you know how I feel about you, so sure, I wasn’t thrilled about you having a guy in your life that you were serious about, but he’s not a bad guy, and I feel like shit that my choices hurt him.”

“They weren’t just your choices. They were mine, too.” I grow quiet for several minutes and finally say, “Yeah, I’m a little sad, but mostly I’m angry at myself for fucking everything up so royally. I let my confusion hurt a good person. What if a great girl comes along for him and he can’t trust her because of what I did? That’s…” I shake my head. “That would be terrible, because he’s great and has so much love to give, and I’m just sorry he chose wrong with me.”

“He didn’t choose wrong, Harlow.”

“No, he did.” Tears burn my eyes. “Because deep down I think I always knew that I can’t be whole without you, but I was selfish enough to try.”

His head whips in my direction and I can tell I’ve taken him by surprise.

“Don’t … don’t read too much into that.” I wave a hand in his direction like I can Etch-A-Sketch erase his thoughts. “I’m not ready to be in a relationship after everything. I … I need time. I don’t expect you to wait for me.”

He gives me an incredulous look. “I’ve waited this long. You think I won’t wait for you now?”

I shrug. “I just want you to know that I’m not putting that pressure on you.”

He reaches for me, pulling me in by the back of my neck. I think he’s going to kiss me, but instead he presses our foreheads together.

“I’m not going anywhere, Low.”

I close my eyes, relief shuddering through me. I needed to hear that.

“I love you,” he murmurs. “Always.”


CHAPTER 65
SPENCER
SIX YEARS AGO


Iset the last box down, grinning in triumphant happiness as I look around.

“Come here, baby girl,” I croon, unstrapping Monroe from her car seat and lifting her into my arms. “You wanna see your new home?”

Harlow shakes her head, watching me carry our daughter around and introduce her to our tiny apartment. Though it’s small, it’s ours, and that’s all that matters.

Monroe babbles happily in my arms while Harlow trails after us. She’s still not sleeping much, and I hate that I can’t seem to get anywhere with her. She insists nothing’s wrong when it’s obvious to anyone who knows her that she’s struggling. I think she assumes it’s a failure on her part to not be happy all the time. She’s not giving herself enough credit that she carried a baby for nine months and has been taking care of her day in and day out for the past six months. She’s super woman in my eyes, but I think she beats herself up and expects more of herself.

“Are you sure this place isn’t too pricey?” Harlow asks after I’ve put Monroe in her playpen.

“It’s fine,” I promise. Things will be tight, but we’re closer to L.A. which makes things easier for me since most of the photoshoots I’m in are around there and the few background roles I’ve gotten have also been in L.A. Considering how horrific the traffic is in the city, it’ll be nice to not have to commute.

Harlow looks doubtful, but doesn’t say anything, just picks up a box labeled dishes to unbox. I begin sorting the boxes between our room—that we’ll have to share with Monroe—the bathroom and living area. You can hardly turn around in this place, but it’s ours.

We might not have much, but two hours later we haven’t made much of a dent in putting things away. Our parents were generous in gifting us old furniture and knick-knacks they no longer need, or else this place would be bare.

Monroe naps in her playpen with a full belly. Perfectly at peace in her dream state.

Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I turn music on at a soft volume and come up behind Harlow in the kitchen where she works on sorting the cutlery.

Wrapping my arms around her, I rest my chin on her shoulder.

“Dance with me.”

“Right now?”

“There’s never a bad time to dance with the girl I love.”

She turns around, twining her arms around my neck. “Is that so?”

“Mhm,” I hum, settling my hands on her hips. “My dad always told me that dancing in the kitchen was essential for making his marriage with my mom work.”

“Oh?” She arches a brow. “Did he say why?”

“He didn’t explain his reasoning, but I always interpreted as remembering that it’s the small moments that matter. Life is going to be hard at times, but if he has my mom that’s all he needs. And I feel the same about you. As long as I have my girls, I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

She flinches slightly. “Lucky? You’re stuck with an eighteen-year-old girlfriend and a baby.”

“Stuck with?” I laugh, thinking she’s joking, but when she doesn’t join me, I realize she’s very serious. I stop dancing and cup her cheeks in my hands. “I pick you ever day, Harlow. It has nothing to do with you getting pregnant. You’re who I want. Then, now, and forever. You hear me? Having a kid doesn’t change that.” I press my forehead to hers. “I love you.”

“Always?” she asks softly.

I rub my thumb against her bottom lip and lean down and kiss her. “I’ll never stop,” I vow.


CHAPTER 66
HARLOW


Poppy grabs my wrist when she comes in for her shift, which happens to begin in the middle of my own, and drags me to the back with no explanation to Pablo or Sarah who’s due to get off with Poppy coming on shift.

“Girl,” she drawls. “That’s you in those photos, isn’t it?”

I drop my head.

“I knew it!” She swats my arm. “You’ve been ignoring me.”

Her fifty-plus text messages were more than a little overwhelming. “My life just imploded,” I explain. “I’m not quite ready to talk about it.”

“You and Jameson?” she prompts.

“Broke up, obviously.”

She frowns. “I’m so sorry, hon.”

“We weren’t going to last, not after what I did, I just hate he found out like that.” That’s the part that has me the most torn up. I wish I could’ve just told him without him ever having to see those photos.

“So, you and Spencer?” she prompts.

“Are very much not together,” I clarify, knowing where she’s headed with this. “I think after the clusterfuck I’ve turned my life into its better if I’m on my own for a while.”

“Understandable,” she agrees. “Do you need a hug?”

I want to say no, act like none of this is getting to me, but instead, I say, “A hug would be great.”

She pulls me into her tight embrace, and I close my eyes, soaking in the comfort. A part of me feels like I don’t deserve the comfort after what I’ve done. I never wanted to hurt Jameson and I hate that I did. He doesn’t deserve that.

Letting me go, she says, “We better get back out there before Sarah kills me, but we’ll talk more later, okay?”

“Talking is the last thing I want to do,” I mutter.

“Too bad.” She adjusts the straps on her apron. “Because I love talking.”

Lucky for me we stay busy, so we don’t have a chance to chat while we’re working. I’m due to get off at four, but when I glance out the window my jaw drops at the surge of people headed for the shop.

“Incoming. We’ve got a rush,” I warn the others. Just as quickly, I mutter, “What the fuck?” When my brain processes what I’m seeing.

Paparazzi and celebrity news journalists set up outside my place of employment, while one particularly bold one heads straight inside and right up to the counter.

“We’re looking for Harlow Hansen for an interview. Apparently, she works here.”

Pablo glances my way. “Sorry, she quit.”

The journalist curses and heads out to tell the others.

“Go,” Pablo hisses. Nodding his head toward our backroom, he adds, “Get out of here.”

I don’t have to be told twice. I make quick work of tugging my apron off and hanging it up. Scooping up my stuff, I push open the back door and nearly curse when I see even more people in our back lot. I keep my head down, grateful I kept my hat on, and my hair tucked in a bun.

“Are you Harlow Hansen?” someone asks. I don’t know who since I keep my eyes on the ground.

“No, I’m Poppy,” I blurt. “I’m trying to leave.”

By some blessing, I manage to make it to my car and get in. They’re reluctant to move out of my way but finally give in to my persistence.

When I’m out of the lot, I breathe a sigh of relief. That was a massive bullet I dodged. The last thing I need is my face sprayed across more gossip sites and social media.

I’m a few blocks away when a familiar Range Rover races toward me going way above the speed limit. I turn my head spotting Spencer’s profile, and he makes an incredibly illegal U-Turn to get behind me. My phone rings a moment later, his name filling the screen.

I answer and put it on speaker.

“What’s going on?” I ask, hating that the question comes out laced in panic. Normally I’m better at keeping a closer leash on my emotions, or so I’d like to think.

“Someone leaked your information.”

“What?” I blurt. “Who?”

“I don’t know,” he growls across the line. “But whoever it was, I’m going to kill them once I get my hands on them. If it was Jameson, so help me God⁠—”

“He wouldn’t do this,” I defend, and I truly believe that. “It’s more likely to be Lydia,” I spit out in anger.

“Lydia? Why would she do something like this?”

“Because she hates me,” I practically cry. “She never liked me, said I wasn’t good for your image, she knew shit like this bothered me about you working in Hollywood. Do you really think she wouldn’t recognize me in those photos? Heck, you probably told her it was me.”

He’s silent on the other end and then he curses out, “Fuck!” and hangs up.

I drive with shaky breaths and a clinched fist all the way to my apartment. I text my mom to ask her to keep Roe for the night. If they have my job’s address, it’s only a matter of time before they show up here.

Spencer jogs to catch up with me. “I’m so fucking sorry this got out, Low.”

I might be more annoyed if I didn’t hear the true remorse in his voice.

“Did you talk to Lydia?” I ask, fumbling with my keys when we reach my door. He puts his hand over mine, carefully unfolding my fingers from the metal so he can take them from me and unlock the door himself.

“Yes.”

“And what did she say?”

He sighs and locks up behind us. Yanking off his baseball cap, he runs his fingers through his hair before slamming it back down on his head but backwards this time. “She denied it, of course, but I kept pressing and she admitted to leaking it.”

“Fuck her,” I snap, slamming my phone down on the counter.

“I fired her.”

I swing around in surprise. “Just like that?”

“She messed with you. That’s all I needed to know.”

I frown. Realization hits me that I’ve harbored resentment toward him for not firing her in the past, but truth be told, I don’t think I ever told him the things she said to me. I told him I got weird vibes from her, hoping he’d take it from there, but I didn’t want to sound like a whiny girlfriend who couldn’t handle her boyfriend’s growing fame.

“Thank you,” I say softly.

“You’re welcome.” He leans his back against the door and my phone buzzes.

I pick it up, relieved when my mom says they’ll keep Roe.

“Roe will stay with my parents tonight. I won’t be surprised if the paparazzi don’t end up here soon.”

Especially with him firing Lydia. She’s the vindictive type.

His jaw twitches in barely concealed anger. “This is what you were always afraid of,” he chokes out. “And I’ve brought it right to your doorstep.”

“Yeah, well…” I trail off and shrug. “I don’t think you’re solely to blame this time.” I give him a small smile.

He takes his cap off again, holding it in his hands. He squeezes the brim, obviously nervous. Staring down at the floor for a long moment, I’m about to ask him what he’s thinking when he lifts his head and tear-filled eyes meet mine.

“I’ve ruined your life, haven’t I?” he asks with a brokenness I’ve never seen or heard from him before. I open my mouth tell him no, that’s not the case, but he keeps going. “I got you pregnant. I should’ve pushed you more to get help for your post-partum depression. And now I’ve pulled you into the spotlight in one of the worst ways when you wanted nothing to do with this world.”

“You haven’t ruined my life, Spencer.”

I hate that he can even possibly think that.

“It sure feels like it,” he sighs, dropping his head back so it knocks against the door. “Every time I’ve tried to do the right thing, I inadvertently do the wrong thing instead. I was selfish in wanting you, willing to have you any way I could, and now those pictures are out there.”

“All of the blame doesn’t belong to you, so stop trying to shoulder it.”

“I should go,” he says. “I just … when I learned your information was leaked, I needed to get to you, make sure you were safe.”

“You can stay, it’s okay with me.”

“Nah.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want to be in your way.”

He lets himself out and I drop down on the couch with a heavy exhale of breath.

Every time I think things can’t get worse, somehow, they do.

I jolt in surprise when the door opens again less than a minute later.

“Never mind.” He shuts the door. “They’re here.”

I don’t have to ask who they are.

He drops onto the couch and takes his cap off, tossing it on the coffee table. “Guess you’re stuck with me for now.”


CHAPTER 67
SPENCER
SIX YEARS AGO


Ihang up the phone in a state of disbelief. I’ve just booked my first speaking role. It’s a small one, but I get to play one of the main character’s best friends in a movie adaption of one of the hottest books on the market right now. This is the kind of opportunity I’ve needed, one I’ve been hoping for.

I sit in my car for another minute, reveling in this news. This will give me a bigger paycheck than I’ve been getting, and the added money will help us out a lot.

Taking the stairs up to our third-floor apartment, I hear the crying before I even get to our door.

When I unlock it, I find Harlow rocking an inconsolable Monroe in her arms. Tears wet both of their faces.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” I ask, quickly taking the baby. Harlow looks overwhelmed and beaten down.

“I think she’s getting her first tooth and she’s cried all day, Spencer. I gave her medicine. I put numbing stuff on her gums. I gave her stuff to suck on. None of it has helped. All she’s done is scream and now I have a headache and⁠—”

I squeeze her shoulder. “Go do whatever you need to for yourself. I can handle her.”

“Thank you,” she says, visibly deflating with relief.

The bathroom door clicks shut, and I look down at my flailing daughter.

“You gave mommy a hard time today, huh?”

Monroe looks up at me with big, watery eyes.

“Is your mouth hurting, sweet girl?” I pull back her lips, searching for a sign of a tooh breaking through. She cries, wiggling to try to get out of my arms. “I don’t think so, squirmy wormy.” I tighten my hold on her, so I don’t drop her. The shower squeaks on in the bathroom. “Come on, let’s try to get you calmed down so mommy can rest when she gets out of the shower.”

Monroe gives a shrill cry like she very much disagrees with this statement.

I have no doubts that Harlow has tried anything and everything to calm our infant, so instead of trying to feed her or get her to suck on something cold, I decide to sit down on the couch and lay her against my chest. She cries, but I talk softly to her, rubbing her back and head to relax her.

She begins to quiet somewhat, so I reach over and grab a pacifier off the table. There’s usually a stray pacifier on some nearby surface because you never know when you’ll need one. I press it to her lips, and she opens greedily for it. Her eyes are getting heavy, and I think I got here just in time for her to give in to exhaustion from wearing herself out.

Monroe is well and truly asleep when the bathroom door opens and Harlow steps out with wet hair and a towel held against her. Her mouth drops open in surprise.

“She’s quiet,” she gasps. “How did you do that?”

“I didn’t do anything special.”

She frowns, hurt scattering across her face. “I couldn’t get her to settle at all. Not even for a nap.”

Fuck. I know what she’s thinking.

“I didn’t do anything special. She was just worn out, is all.”

Tears fill her eyes. “All day I’ve held her, and rocked her, and tried to make her feel better and nothing has worked. Then you get here and suddenly she’s fine.” She gestures at me with our sleeping baby on my chest. “It’s not fair. What am I doing wrong?”

“You’re not doing anything wrong,” I assure her. “Like I said, I think she’s exhausted from being up all day.”

She shakes her head, obviously both hurt and annoyed. She pads across the hall to our room, presumably to change. I ease up and transfer Monroe to her playpen. She doesn’t do well with transfers, but she’s out enough that she doesn’t stir.

I raid the kitchen for something I can throw together for dinner. There’s not much, so it looks like we’ll be having Kraft macaroni and cheese and hot dogs for dinner.

When the food is ready, Harlow still hasn’t emerged from our room.

I do a quick check on Monroe and she’s still sleeping peacefully. The door to our room isn’t shut all the way, so I give it a gentle shove. I find her laying on top of the covers and I almost ease back out, thinking she’s asleep, but I realize her body is shaking.

Fuck. She’s crying.

I ease over to her side and touch her shoulder gently. “What’s wrong, baby?”

She jerks away from my touch and the rejection stings.

“I can’t do this,” she says through trembling lips. “I suck at being a mom. I can’t even comfort her like you can.”

I go around to the other side of the bed, laying on my side so I can face her.

She looks so broken and I feel like nothing I’m doing or saying is helping her. I wonder if moving into our own place was the wrong move. I thought it would be good for us to be on our own and I’d be able to see them more often since I work late a lot. But I’m wondering if I was being selfish with that decision. She seemed excited at the prospect of having our own place at the time, but things can change, and not having her parents to help might be having a negative effect on her, among other things.

“What can I do to help?”

“I don’t know,” she answers brokenly.

When her tear-filled eyes meet mine, it hits me like a ton of bricks—just how badly she’s hurting.

I don’t want to lose her, but I fear I already have.


CHAPTER 68
HARLOW


“I’ll call my security to come and get me,” Spencer says on a sigh, pulling his phone out of his pocket. He’s already been here two hours, and we’ve checked twice, the last being five-minutes ago, and the paparazzi and celebrity journalists are still outside.

I shake my head. “All that does is confirm they’re in the right place.”

He turns to me with an incredulous expression. “They know my car.”

“Right,” I sigh, sliding my hands into the back pockets of my jean shorts I put on shortly after we got here. “If you want to leave, you can, but you can always stay here.”

He grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Do you want me to stay?”

“I don’t know what I want,” I answer honestly. That’s been my issue for a long time. “But if you’d rather not deal with them, then just stay. You can sleep in Roe’s bed.”

He presses a hand to his chest in mock offense. “You wouldn’t share your bed with me? You’d let me suffocate beneath our daughter’s plethora of stuffed animals?”

“Yeah.”

Chuckling, he shakes his head. “At least you’re honest. You got anything in here we can eat for dinner?” He opens my fridge, poking his head inside.

It’s weird seeing him here, so casual in my space after everything. My thoughts drift to Jameson and I wonder what he’s doing, how he’s feeling, but I don’t feel like I have the right to reach out and ask him.

“Frozen pizza,” I reply.

“Red Baron?” he asks eagerly, referring to his favorite brand.

“Always.”

“Sweet.” He opens the freezer and procures the pizza. He puts the oven on to preheat and gets the pizza prepped to go inside.

“What do you really think of all this?” I ask him, settling on one of my barstools to watch him.

“All of this what? Our affair?” he asks in a teasing tone, though there’s a seriousness in his eyes. He knows just as much as I do that what we did was fucked up. But sometimes, if you don’t try to joke, you’ll completely fall apart.

“I mean the being followed by paparazzi part.”

“Oh.” The oven beeps and he slides our pizza inside. “It’s certainly not my favorite, but it’s part of the job, especially when…” He trails off, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, when you’re the center of gossip. I don’t understand the people who call paparazzi on themselves, though. That’s always baffled me.”

“You might not be allowed to tell me, but did you get that part you mentioned a few months ago. The superhero one?”

He cocks his head to the side. “Why? Are you looking forward to seeing me in what’s practically latex?”

“I’ve seen you naked, so it’s no difference to me.”

He throws his head back and laughs. “Yes, I got the part,” he says when he sobers.

“And you’re glad you got it?”

“Yeah,” he answers. “I know it sounds crazy, since it’s not like I ever did any of this before, but I love acting. It’s fun and I’m good at it.”

“You are,” I admit reluctantly.

Even though I avoid any show or movie with him in it like the plague—because it’s weird seeing someone you know in real life act like an entirely different person—I’ve seen enough clips to know that he exudes raw talent and magnetism on the screen. I’m certain he could have chemistry with an apple if he needed to.

“I like that,” he admits. “You thinking I’m good.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Never,” he teases. “Now my dick? I’ll let it go there.”

“Spencer,” I laugh, shaking my head.

“Sorry,” he chuckles. “It just slipped out. I’ve missed this,” he says in a serious tone. “Just laughing and joking with you.”

“Me too,” I admit.

Things were rough for so long with my struggles adjusting to motherhood that sometimes I forget how good we were together prior to all of that.

He plants his hands on the counter and leans close to me. “I know you need time, and I’m going to respect that, but all I ask is when you’re ready to put yourself out there again, that you give me a chance. A real one.”

“What if I have nothing to give?” I ask softly. “What if I’m too broken?”

He looks me over with an intensity that makes me want to squirm. “There’s no such thing as too broken. Not to me. I’ll take whatever pieces you can give me and fill in the rest so you’re whole again.”

“I don’t deserve you.”

He cocks his head to the side. “Why don’t you let me decide that?”

“It’s just the truth.”

“Just because you’ve struggled with your mental health, and made mistakes, doesn’t make you undeserving of love.”

“I cheated on Jameson. That’s horrible. I never thought I’d be that kind of person. And I’m pretty sure you’re biased in this whole thing.”

“Perhaps,” he agrees. “But I’d argue I’ve known you long enough to truly know who you are at your core. Bad choices don’t change who you really are.”

“I hate myself right now,” I confess.

He gives me a sad, soft smile. “It’s okay. I’ll love you enough for the both of us until you’re ready.”

And somehow, I know he’ll do just that, even if I don’t deserve it despite what he says.


CHAPTER 69
HARLOW


It’s been a month since everything blew up in my face, and though the gossip has died down somewhat, it’s not gone entirely, so it’s no surprise when I get off work to find three paparazzi loitering in the parking lot.

“Harlow?” One of them calls out. “Are you in a relationship with Spencer Shaw?”

“Come on,” says another. “Just answer the question and we’ll leave you alone.”

“Rumors are you were engaged when you were caught in the car with him. Is this true?”

I ignore them and climb in my car. They surround me, determined to keep me trapped, but I’m sick of their games so I keep backing up until they’re forced to move. I’m glad that I haven’t been fired for their presence, but I guess it would be pretty shitty if I was, since Cool Beans is owned by Jasper’s parents.

I turn the radio up on the drive to my parents’ house and try to drown out my thoughts as I go. It’s June now, summer’s in full force, and that means it takes longer than usual to get to their house. Roe is loving her summer off and all her time spent with her grandparents, so at least there’s that. I guilted myself for a long time for having to work and not being able to be there for her all the time, but as far as things go, I think my kid is well adjusted.

When I pull up to their house I’m surprised to see Jasper’s car in the driveway.

Grabbing my bag, I head inside. “Willa?” I call out. “Are you here?”

She pokes her head out of the kitchen, and I nearly break down in tears at the sight of my older sister. Thankfully, she listened when I told her not to come for a visit before, but man have I needed her. I haven’t wanted to bother her, though. Not when her studies are so important. I don’t want to do anything to prevent her from being a kick ass surgeon.

She closes the distance between us and throws her arms around me in the tightest bear hug. She smells like home—sugar cookies, fresh flowers, and the salt of the ocean.

“Hey,” she says softly when she realizes I’m crying. She pulls back, hands on my cheeks. “Low.”

“I’m happy to see you.”

She yanks me back into her arms in a bone-crushing hug. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner.”

I shake my head against her shoulder. “No. You’re busy being a bad ass.”

She laughs, still holding me tight. “You’re a bad ass too.”

“Everyone’s outside. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you we were coming. I wasn’t sure it would work out, but I got a last-minute summer internship at St. Joseph’s.

“What?” I squeal in excitement. “That’s incredible, Willa.”

“My professor recommended me for it, and I didn’t think I’d get it, but here we are. They need me to start immediately, so we’ll be here all summer.”

I start crying again, because this is the best news I could possibly hear.

She throws her arm around my shoulders, pulling me against her side. “Don’t tell Mom and Dad yet, but we’re thinking of having a small wedding here before the summer is over.”

“Seriously?” I ask.

I haven’t asked her about wedding plans in a while, because I know she has enough on her plate with her studies.

“Yeah. I think a small wedding here at the house would be nice, don’t you?”

“I think it would be perfect.”

“You’re going to help me plan it, right?”

I squeeze her hand. “Absolutely,” I reply. “Anything you want.”

“I’ll talk to Jasper about it more tonight and we’ll go from there.”

“I’m excited for you,” I tell her. “It’s about time you made Jasper a permanent part of the family.”

She laughs, poking my side before she pulls away from me. “Did he pay you to say that?”

“No, it’s just the truth.”

“Come on.” She grabs my hand, dragging me toward the doors that lead to the outdoors from the kitchen. “Let’s go eat.”


CHAPTER 70
HARLOW


Nerves have me feeling like I’m going to throw up as I pull up to Spencer’s house for a Fourth of July get together with his parents, mine, and my sister and Jasper.

“Wow, this place is incredible,” Willa gasps, taking in the Spanish style home on the beach. I have to say I prefer it to many of the modern, clean-line monstrosities that surround him. I might not have had any part in choosing it when he bought it for us, but he knew me well enough to know I would love it.

Knew, I scoff at my own thought. He still knows me that well.

“It’s nice,” Jasper comments too. “If he has extra boards I need to get out in the water.”

“He has plenty.” A whole collection lines one wall of his garage.

“Auntie Willa, you’ve never been to my daddy’s house before?”

“No,” she replies a little sadly.

Even though I know she still talks to Spencer, my relationship and break up with him did have an impact on their friendship.

I park outside the open garage, and my parents pull in beside me. The other vehicle in the driveway must be Spencer’s parents.

I haven’t seen them in several years and I wonder what they think of me now. I won’t blame them if they hate me. I broke their son’s heart.

Before I can get out of the car, Monroe is already hopping out of her booster seat and running into the house.

“She’s going to be a sprinter one day,” Willa jokes, undoing her seat belt. “She’s fast.”

The three of us get out, and I let them take a moment to appreciate the view.

As we head inside, they continue to look around in awe. We follow the noise to the kitchen where Spencer is with his parents and Roe. She dips a carrot in ranch and eyes our little group.

“You guys are so slow. I’m glad I didn’t wait for you.”

I notice there are a few other people gathered around and Spencer points them out. “This is Liam.” He points to the extremely good-looking man with dark wavy hair and intense eyes. “And his wife Ari.” She’s striking with olive-skin, nearly black hair, and bright blue eyes. “And over here we have Ollie and Talia. They’re married too.”

It hits me then that Liam isn’t just someone random. He’s Liam Wade—son of the lead singer of Willow Creek—and famous surfer. Even though I’ve heard his name numerous times from Spencer, it took a moment for the details to click into place.

As for the other couple, I don’t recognize them at all, and something tells me they’re not famous. I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that Spencer has normal friends, but I think because he’s constantly surrounded by insanely popular celebrities, I thought he’d fall easily into that lifestyle and what seems like shallow so-called friendships. I guess, in a way, I’ve never given him enough credit.

With the introductions out of the way, people chat and get to know each other while snacking on some of the spread Spencer has laid out. I stay on the recesses of the group, just watching. I’m not sure I have it in me to participate, but at least I’m here, so that has to count for something, right?

I’m not surprised when Spencer’s mom extracts herself from the group after saying hello to everyone and comes over to my side.

“Hi, Harlow.” She smiles kindly, opening her arms for a hug. “How are you?”

I hug her, though it feels awkward and I don’t quite know what to do with my hands. She squeezes me tight like she’s missed me. I can’t fathom her being happy to see me. It makes no sense.

“I’m good,” I reply, probably a few seconds too late, yet again making it awkward. “You?”

“Good, I’m good. I’ve been volunteering some, so that’s keeping me busy.”

“Oh, that sounds wonderful. I’m happy to hear that.” I paste on a smile, nodding in what’s probably a robotic way, but I can’t seem to control my neck.

“I truly am happy to see you here.” She reaches out, rubbing my arm in what I assume is supposed to be a comforting gesture.

“I’m glad I … we could come.”

“Monroe talks about you all the time,” she says.

I burst into laughter. “Is that so? I swear she can’t wait to get away from me and to her dad.”

She gives me a sympathetic smile. “She loves you both so much.”

“She’s a good kid. The best.”

And I guess that’s what I need to focus on. Even though I’ve wanted to dwell on my mountain of bad decisions, the truth is, the thing that matters most is Monroe and she’s a fucking awesome kid.

“I just want to say to you”—oh, God. I swallow down my fear over whatever she might say next— “my son loves you very much. He’s never stopped. But I know you’ve been through a lot, getting pregnant and having a baby young, Spencer’s career, and what’s happened recently.” I squish my eyes shut. God, it’s incredibly embarrassing that those photos are out there and everyone I know, not only knows I cheated on my boyfriend—fiancé—but they’ve seen us in such a vulnerable position. “And I just want to say, that despite how much he loves you, you have to do what’s best for you. He told me you were taking time to figure things out on your own and I think that’s great.”

“Um … thanks?” It comes out as a question, and she laughs.

“No, I mean it. You started dating my son so young and after you guy broke up it wasn’t too long before you found Jameson. It sounds like it’ll be good for you to be single for a while. Find yourself. Something I believe, is we can’t truly love another person until we’ve found ourselves.”

“That’s an excellent point.”

She grabs my hand and gives the top of it a gentle pat. “I know it might be awkward to talk to me, but I just want you to know I’m here if you need it. Okay?”

“Thanks.”

Fuck. I’m going to cry.

She gives me another quick hug before going back to join the others.

No one’s paying any attention to me, so I quickly slip away and find the nearest room to duck into. It’s what can only be considered a library. It’s small with dark shelves filled with books, a warm rust colored rug covering the light floors, and two large leather chairs.

I ease the door shut behind me and let the tears fall.

It was kind of her to say those things. Too kind. I don’t deserve that, not from her.

The door opens behind me, and I whip around.

“Hey,” Spencer says, concern draped over his features. “Are you okay? I saw my mom talk to you. She didn’t say anything to upset you, did she?”

“No.” I wipe at my cheeks as he enters the room and closes the door again. “She was nice. Promise.”

He cocks his head to the side. “Why is it you have trouble with kindness? Why do you think you don’t deserve it?”

Of course, he sees my thoughts and feelings written plainly on my face. He’s always seen too much of me.

“I don’t know,” I answer with a watery laugh. “I truly don’t know.”

He slides his hands into the pockets of his board shorts. His sheer, white beach top stretches over his wide shoulders. “Please, don’t take offense to what I’m about to say, but I’d really like you to talk to someone. A therapist. You can see mine if you want.” He shrugs. “He’s pretty good.”

My brows furrow. “You have a therapist?”

“Yeah.” He leans his back against the door. “It turns out having the love of your life break your heart over and over does some damage.” He gives me a closed-mouth smile. “I don’t say that to try to make you feel guilty, but I just needed some help coping with our breakup, and being a single dad, and the work I do. Turns out I like therapy, so I still talk to him once a month.”

I’ve always been opposed to the idea of a therapist, but because I’m not coping well—really, I’m not coping at all—it might be worth trying.

“I’d be willing to see him,” I say softly. “If you’re okay with that.”

“I’ll schedule the appointment for you, but Harlow?”

“Yeah?” I ask hesitantly.

“I want you to go a minimum of five times. Every other week. Not for me, not for anything or anyone else, but you. You need someone to talk to.”

“I think I can do that,” I agree.

“Good.” He reaches out and squeezes my shoulder. “Now let’s get out of here before everyone thinks we snuck away to fuck.”

“Spencer!”

He grins. “I knew that would get you to smile.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders and kisses my temple.
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Fireworks light up the sky and Roe runs around with a sparkler in each hand. I laugh as I watch her. Her joy is infectious. No matter how bad things get, or how much I fuck things up, Monroe will always be the best part of my life. Getting pregnant as a teen wasn’t part of the plan, but truthfully, I’d choose it every time because there’s not a single life I want to live where I’m not that girl’s mom.

I feel Spencer before I see him.

He sinks down into the sand beside me. He spent most of his day out on his board with Liam, Ollie, and Jasper. It was nice to have the reprieve from his presence, because when he’s near I seem to have trouble thinking.

“So, Willa and Jasper are getting married next month?”

“Yeah,” I reply, searching for them on the beach and spotting them by the bonfire. Monroe runs up to them and asks for another sparkler. “It surprised me. I expected a big wedding for some reason.”

“I kind of did, too.” He grows quiet. “Jasper asked me to be his best man.”

“You sound sad about it.”

He shrugs, drawing his legs up and draping his arms over his knees. “It should’ve been T.J. beside him. I know it’s been almost ten years, but I still miss him.”

“He was your best friend.” I rest my hand on his shoulder, rubbing my thumb in gentle comfort. “You’ll always miss him.”

“I guess so,” he sighs. “I really am happy for Willa and Jasper, though, but I…”

He shakes his head and presses his lips into a thin line.

“But what?” I prompt.

He looks at me and sighs. “I thought it would be us first, you know.”

“Spencer—”

“I’m not saying that to guilt you or anything. It’s just the truth.” He drops a hand to the sand and fists the grains before letting them sift through his fingers. “I heard back from my therapist. He said he can fit you in on Monday.”

“That soon?” I blurt in surprise. “And he replied back to you on a holiday?”

“I’m his favorite,” he jokes.

“I’m not looking forward to it,” I admit. “But I know I need to do this.”

“I think it’ll make you feel better.”

“I hope so,” I sigh.

The fireworks become more frequent, making conversation difficult as it reaches its crescendo. When they’re over, Spencer stands and offers me his hand.

“Just remember,” he says softly. “You’re not doing this for me or Monroe or anyone else but you. It’s okay to take care of yourself and prioritize your own feelings. It doesn’t make you selfish.”

It’s what I needed to hear.

Sometimes it’s hard to realize that I need to take care of myself to be there for others. As women and mothers, it’s become a little too natural to always put ourselves last. He’s right, it’s time I started taking care of my own feelings and therapy is probably the best place to start.


CHAPTER 71
SPENCER
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“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, dear Monroe. Happy birthday to you,” everyone sings.

“Blow out your candle, sweetie.” Harlow points to the number one shaped candle sticking out of the tiny cake we got just for the baby.

Monroe giggles and babbles, swatting at the cake, and Harlow blows the candle out for her. Monroe claps her hands in excitement.

I can’t believe a year has already passed since our daughter was born. It’s been both the best, and most stressful year of my life. Harlow swipes her finger through the pink frosting on Roe’s cake and smears it on my nose, laughing.

It’s good to see her doing better.

In the past two months, she’s become more confident in motherhood and I’m so happy to finally see her blossoming in it. I believe she’s been killing the mom thing the whole time, but she didn’t feel that way.

Monroe smashes her hand into the cake, and we all dissolve into laughter.

It’s safe to say that as the only grandchild on both sides, and Willa’s only niece, she’s a very spoiled baby.

I wipe the frosting from my nose and lick my finger clean. Harlow watches me with heat in her eyes. It’s not that things were rocky between us after Monroe came, it just became harder to find time for just the two of us, but I feel like we’re beginning to come out of that fog.

When the cake is gone, we let Monroe attempt to open her presents which mostly involves the two of us starting it for her and her playing with the paper until one of us inevitably takes over to get it all off.

It’s a nice day, though, being with everyone and celebrating our little girl. It’s a beautiful, sunny day—a stark contrast to the storm that was hitting Santa Monica a year ago.

“I’m going to put her down for a nap,” Harlow says, scooping up Monroe from my arms. “Mom said she’d keep an ear out for her if we wanted to surf.”

“I’ll grab the boards.”

Her dad has several surfboards in the garage that are always up for grabs for anyone to use.

I carry two out near the edge of the water and wait for Harlow to join me.

“She went down easy,” she says, clearly pleased by this news. “I think she’s finally stopped fighting nap time.”

“Does this mean you’re ready for baby number two?” I joke.

She bursts into laughter. “Absolutely not.”

“Do you want another one day?” I ask. It doesn’t matter to me either way. I always saw myself with two or three kids, but I’d be happy if it was only ever Monroe too.

She purses her lips in thought and fixes the leash to her ankle before she yanks the board out of the sand. I do the same and we head into the water.

“Not any time soon, but yeah, maybe one day I could see that. But right now, I just want to make it through the toddler stage and get her into school before I even think about another.”

“You gonna marry me before the next one?” I tease.

I keep dropping marriage hints, trying to feel her out on the subject matter. I don’t want to push her to get married too soon if that’s not what she wants, even if I would’ve married her yesterday.

“Maybe.” She shrugs. “Does that mean you’re going to ask?”

“Maybe,” I mimic. “You gonna say yes?”

She laughs. “I might.”

“Good.” I grin at her, and we run through the water and hop onto our boards.

This is what I want—her, Monroe, and a house on the beach one day so I can surf any time I want.


CHAPTER 72
HARLOW


Therapy is a bitch.

I equal parts hate and love it.

I hate it because it exposes my deepest insecurities and the fears I’ve buried way down, and I love it for those same reasons, because it makes me confront the things I’ve been avoiding head on.

Drying my tears with a tissue, I lean my car seat back. I need a moment to gather myself before I pull away.

Today was particularly draining. I talked about how much I struggled after Roe was born. I didn’t feel like being a mother came natural to me, and it was incredibly frustrating.

But Dr. Michaels, Spencer’s therapist, is helping me see things in a new light. Reminding me that I was young and postpartum depression is not the fault of anyone who deals with it. Still, I’ve always blamed myself for it. Worried that part of the reason Roe cried so much as a baby is because she subconsciously felt that I wasn’t good enough.

A knock on my window startles me and I let out a yelp. I peek to my left and find Spencer outside my window.

“What the fuck?” I mutter, bringing my seat up again and roll down the window. “What are you doing here?”

“Dr. Michaels was my therapist first,” he reminds me. “I was about to go in and saw your car.” His eyes narrow on me and I’m sure my face is pink and blotchy from crying. “Are you okay?”

“Just dandy,” I reply with a thumb’s up. “It was a rough session.” It’s only my third time seeing the doctor, but it’s been surprisingly easy to open up to him.

“I’m sorry.” His lips turn down in a frown. “Is it helping?”

I appreciate the fact that he hasn’t bugged me about therapy beyond setting up my first appointment.

“I think so,” I reply, cranking my AC up. “I still feel like a worthless piece of shit, but we’re getting there.”

He cocks his head to the side. “I hate that you think that way about yourself.”

“It’s the truth,” I say. “Someone halfway decent wouldn’t have cheated on their fiancé a day after he proposed.”

He flinches. “There’s a lot that’s complicated about our relationship.”

“That’s true,” I agree.

“I better head in, but I just wanted to say hi since I saw you.”

I look at the clock and groan. “I have to get to work.”

He nods in understanding. “I’ll see you tomorrow to pick up Roe.”

“Yep. See you then.”

He walks away and I roll up the window. After laying all my emotions out there with Dr. Michaels, work is the last place I want to be, but I need money, so I have to suck it up.

Luckily for me, my shift goes by quickly and after picking up Monroe we stop off at the grocery store to pick up supplies for a movie night.

I let Monroe pick things out which means we end up with dinosaur chicken nuggets, barbeque chips, and cupcakes for our snacks.

“What movie are we going to watch?” she asks, bursting inside the apartment when I’ve barely unlocked the door. “I was thinking Coco.”

“Sounds like an excellent choice to me.”

I set the groceries down on the counter and go to work unpacking everything.

“We both need to shower first,” I tell her. “And get in our pajamas.”

“I hate showers,” she whines, letting out a dramatic groan.

“A bath then,” I reason, sticking the milk in the fridge.

“I hate that more.”

“Shower it is. Hop in and get it done. And I will check your hair so don’t even think about only getting it wet and calling it a day. Shampoo and then conditioner. You hear me?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she sasses, holding one hand up and flapping it like a mouth. “I hear you.”

I should probably scold her for being sassy, but I like her to feel safe to say how she’s feeling—even if she’s being a bit naughty. I don’t want her to grow up and think she has to censor certain thoughts and feelings from me.

The shower turns on just as I’m pulling out the pan for the dinosaur nuggets.

Popping them in the oven, I finish putting the rest of the groceries away before I go to check on Roe and make sure she washes her hair like she’s supposed to and gets all the shampoo and conditioner rinsed out.

When she finishes, I help her brush out her hair and then she runs off to pick out her pajamas.

After my own quick shower, I take the dinosaur nuggets out of the oven and plate some up for each of us with the barbeque chips. Is it the healthiest dinner? No. But this is a movie night treat, and these are the things she wanted to eat.

We settle on the couch with our food and drinks, and I start the movie.

The opening credits are almost done when she asks, “Does Jameson not like me anymore?”

That question absolutely guts me. I explained to her after it happened that Jameson and I had decided not to be together anymore and that meant she wouldn’t see him, but she’s young and I didn’t expect her to fully understand. As curious as she is, I’m a little surprised it’s taken her this long to ask.

“Of course, he still likes you.”

She dips a nugget in ketchup. “I didn’t break up with him. I still want to be friends with him. I miss him.”

Fuck.

How do kids always know the exact thing to say to stab you in the heart?

“I’m sorry, sweetie, but when people end relationships, you don’t usually see them after that.”

“I understand,” she says in a huff. “But I didn’t ask him to stop being my friend like you did.”

Explaining this in a way for her to understand is harder than I thought. “Yeah, but Jameson was my boyfriend and not just my friend. That complicates things.”

“Whatever,” she says in a huff. “I don’t think it’s fair.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie.” I brush her damp hair off her shoulder. “I really am.”

She turns watery eyes to me. “He doesn’t hate me, does he? Is it because I didn’t say goodbye?”

“Aw, Roe.”

I’m suddenly wishing this is something I’d brought up in therapy, but since she hadn’t questioned things up until now, it hasn’t been something I’ve dwelled on.

Taking her chin in my hands, I tell her, “There’s no world in which Jae would ever hate you. Do you hear me? You are a wonderful, kind, smart, and amazing girl.”

“Will you text him and tell him I miss him and I’m sorry I didn’t say bye?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I haven’t had any conversations with him since he packed up his stuff and left and certainly didn’t plan on it. I feel guilty enough over how things ended as it is without talking to him and dredging everything up. But I can’t deny Monroe this request. Frankly, it was wrong of me to assume she’d be okay with him being cut so wholly from her life when he’s been such a huge part of it for the last two years.

“I’ll text him for you.”

Her eyes widen with excitement. “Right now?”

The lone dinosaur chicken nugget I ate sits heavy in my stomach. “Yeah, sure.”

Monroe grabs my phone off the couch cushions and hands it to me. “Here you go. Do it now.”

I set my plate down and type out a message, reading over it five or more times before I’m brave enough to click send.

Me: I know this message is coming out of the blue and I’m not expecting you to reply, but Monroe was telling me how much she misses you and she’s worried you hate her because she didn’t get to say goodbye. I told her there’s no way you could ever hate her, but I think she’d feel better hearing it from you.

I truly expect no response for him, figuring he has my number blocked, but a few minutes later my phone rings and a selfie of the two of us together in his car fills the screen.

I hate that I debate on answering it, but I do, because I’m terrified what hearing his voice might do to my well-being. But I can’t do that to Roe.

“Hello?” I answer.

“Can I talk to her?”

He doesn’t sound angry, he sounds … normal. Like himself. And somehow, I think that’s worse, because he sounds so familiar. Like my favorite blanket I like to cozy up with.

“Roe, it’s for you.” I hold the phone out for her.

She takes it from me, pressing to her ear. “Jae?” she asks, her eyes widening when he speaks. “You’re not mad at me, are you? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you bye. I didn’t know I wouldn’t see you again.”

The deep rumble of his voice reaches my ears, but I can’t make out the words.

“I miss you, too,” she says. “Can we hang out?” She listens to whatever he’s saying. “That’s what my mom said, but that doesn’t make any sense to me, because I didn’t tell you I wanted to stop being friends.” She pauses, listening again. “Oh. But you’re not mad at me, right?” He says something else to her. “Okay. I love you, too, Jae. Bye.”

She hangs up the phone and puts it back on the couch.

“Are you glad you got to talk to him?” I ask her.

“Yeah. I feel better now.”

I laugh softly. I love how simple and easy things are for kids. I’m glad she could get some clarity, though, since I hadn’t realized how bothered she was by the whole thing.

I find myself having trouble watching the movie as our evening goes on. My eyes continue to drift to my phone, and I know, I fucking know, that I don’t deserve to talk to Jameson. I know I’ve received the only closure I deserve. But man, do I wish I could hear his voice one last time and tell him again how sorry I am.


CHAPTER 73
SPENCER
SIX YEARS AGO


“Cut!” The director calls and I head straight for the shaded tent.

Filming a Christmas romance movie in California in full winter gear is more than a little uncomfortable. I shrug out of the coat and scoop up a bottle of water.

“You’re doing great out there,” my co-star, Ashley, says coming up behind me and giving my arm a squeeze. “Are you doing anything tonight? Me and some of the rest of the cast are going out if you’d like to join.”

“Oh, no. I’m good, but thanks.”

I drink some more water, thinking that’s the last of it, but she pouts and reaches out to grab my forearm. “Come on, Spencer, you never go out with us. I promise it’s fun.”

“No, really, I’m good. I have a girlfriend and daughter at home, and I like to spend as much time as I can with them.”

“Oh.” Her hand falls away from my arm like she’s been burned. “Okay. I didn’t know that.”

It surprises me that she doesn’t, because I feel like I talk about Harlow and Monroe incessantly. They’re my favorite topic of conversation and I can’t help but show off pictures of Monroe with her chubby pink cheeks and baby teeth any chance I get. At fifteen months her hair has gotten long enough to put into pigtails.

“You want to see her?” I ask. “My daughter?”

“Um…” Her smile falls. “Yeah, sure. I guess.”

I pull out my phone and bring up some of my favorite photos of Monroe.

“She’s adorable,” she says, but her voice lacks interest. I put my phone away and she drifts over to some of the other cast members.

Lydia, who I recently signed with to handle my PR, warned me that having a significant other and a child wouldn’t win me any points. That being “young and good-looking” is only part of how she can sell me, but that being “attainable” would help immensely. She’s mentioned more than once that it would be better for my image if I were single, but there’s no chance in hell that’s happening. I love Harlow more than I love acting, and if I ever have to choose one over the other, I’m always going to pick Harlow. I don’t think Lydia liked that answer very much, but there’s nothing she can do about it.

I finish my water and when everything is reset, we film the scene over again.

Acting has never been something I ever thought about trying, I didn’t even participate in theatre in school. I was more interested in surfing and skateboarding. But there’s something I love about taking on a character’s persona and bringing them to life.

When the day is over, I wave goodbye to the rest of the cast and head home.

They can enjoy the Hollywood nightlife, but I only want to be with my girls. It’s where I belong.


CHAPTER 74
HARLOW


Iloop my arm through Spencer’s, and he escorts me down the aisle—which is just a light dusting of flower petals in the sand outside my parents’ house. Jasper stands at the end waiting for my sister. He inhales a shaky breath, searching behind us, but I know he won’t get a glimpse of my sister just yet.

Even though the wedding is a small, intimate affair, Willa did splurge on having her hair and makeup done as well as a photographer. I offered to do it, but she refused, saying that I’m her sister and she wants me to enjoy the day and not be working.

I let go of Spencer and go to stand in my spot while he stands beside Jasper.

When Willa steps out of the house with our dad, I have trouble deciding who to look at the most—her or Jasper. She smiles at him with so much love that it makes my own heart hurt. My sister deserves the world, and he gives her that. He raises a fist to his mouth, his eyes filling with tears. He looks at her like she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen and when she reaches the end of the aisle and my dad gives her hand to Jasper, he lowers his head and presses a kiss to her knuckles.

Jasper’s dad is officiating, and he begins to speak, stealing my attention for the moment.

“It’s been the greatest pleasure to witness all the joy Willa has brought my son these years. I’m incredibly honored to be the one they asked to marry them. A love like theirs is a rare find and I truly believe fate, and T.J., brought them together.” He glances toward the empty seat beside his wife with a framed photo of T.J.

It was important that Jasper’s brother be included today.

Jasper’s dad launches into the vows, and I look across, accidentally making eye contact with Spencer.

The intense look he gives me nearly drops me to my knees.

It’s impossible for me not to see the pain behind his eyes and his expression seems to say it should have been us.

I hate that he’s hurting.

I hate that it’s my fault.

I hate that I’ve fucked everything up.

I drop my eyes, focusing on the words Jasper and Willa are saying.

When they exchange rings, I feel my eyes fill with tears, and it’s not because I’m dwelling on the past. It’s because I’m so happy for my sister and that she gets to call the man of her dreams her husband. I know what this means to her. When she was at her worst point with her disease, she believed no one would ever love her. I wonder what that version of her would think of who she is now. I’d like to think teen Willa would be proud of adult Willa. I can’t say teen Harlow would be proud of adult Harlow, though.

“You may now kiss your bride.”

The words break me out of my thoughts and I smile when Jasper grins and grabs Willa’s face, kissing her like he’ll never get enough of her.

Despite what a wreck my life currently is, it’s impossible not to feel anything other than happiness today.

Jasper and Willa head back up the aisle and then Spencer and I follow.

While Jasper and Willa go to take more photos, Spencer and I help with transforming the backyard from the ceremony into a reception area. Just because it’s a small gathering doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be everything my sister wants.

Despite Spencer and I helping with completely opposite tasks—I’m helping my mom and Jasper’s mom set up the tables and Spencer and guys are erecting a tent to help shield from the sun—I keep catching his eyes every so often. I’m not sure which one of us is to blame for it.

Therapy is helping a lot, even with only a few sessions under my belt, but I still have a long way to go.

One thing I’ve come to realize is I need to learn to love myself before I can love someone else again. Spencer’s mom wasn’t wrong when she told me that. But it’s going to take time, reflection, and healing.

With so many of us working, it doesn’t take too long to change the backyard into an oasis.

Jasper and Willa join us again, taking the seats at their designated table in the middle.

A hand tugs on my dress, and I look down at Monroe. “Are they going to give us chicken tenders? I’m hungry.”

Spencer scoops her up in his arms and answers before I can, “They’re serving dinner in a few.”

“But will there be chicken tenders?” she reiterates, staring at him in a way that says this is serious business dad.

“There’s going to be chicken tenders just for you.”

“Good. That’s all I wanted to know.” She wiggles against his hold, and he sets her down. She runs over to my sister and for perhaps the hundredth time today, she says, “You look like a princess.”

“You want some chicken tenders too?” Spencer asks in a joking tone.

“I think I’m good.”

He nods, sliding his hands into his pockets. “I … uh … I’m going to be leaving for a few months.”

“What?” My head whips in his direction.

He nods. “I’ll leave at the end of this month. I just found out, because they moved things up which practically never happens.” He gives a humorless laugh. “It’s for the superhero movie. I need to be in Iceland for most of the shooting.”

“For how long?”

It’s not the first time he’s left the country for a role, but he’s never said months before.

He wets his lips with his tongue and a muscle in his jaw twitches. “Four months.”

“Four months?” I blurt out.

He rubs his jaw. “I know. It’s not ideal.”

“You’ve never been gone that long from Monroe before.”

“Don’t you think I fucking know that?” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just … I worry about being away from her that long. It’s not forever, but it feels like it.”

“You’d miss her birthday,” I say softly.

He shakes his head, steadfast. “Absolutely not. I’ll make sure I fly back for that even if I have to turn right around and leave the same day.”

“It’s worth it to you? How much you love acting?”

He winces. “I don’t know,” he answers honestly. “I’ve been lucky enough to never be gone more than a couple of weeks at a time before. This is different.”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t go.” The last thing I want to do is make him feel selfish, or guilty. God knows I’ve made enough selfish decisions in the past few months that I have no right to judge anyone. Besides, it’s his job, not his personal life. “I just was curious is all, if you really love it like that.”

“I know it sounds insane, but I really do love it. I don’t like what comes with it—the dressing up and events and parties or the paparazzi, but as much as I don’t like those things it’s worth it for how much I love bringing different characters to life. But I … I never wanted this to interfere with my relationship with Monroe.”

“It’s only a few months, Spencer. She’ll be fine. I’ll make sure she calls you every day.”

“Yeah?”

“Of course.” I bump his arm lightly. “Facetime exists for a reason.”

“Are you going to talk to me too while I’m gone?” he teases.

“I guess that depends. Do you want to talk to me?”

He looks me over in a way that makes me feel extremely exposed. “I always want to talk to you.”

“You know, when you say stuff like that, you’re what Poppy would call down bad.”

“I am,” he says without hesitation.

I lower my head. “But why?” I ask. “I’m nothing special.”

Warm fingers caress my chin, lifting my head. “That’s where you’re wrong. You’ve always been special to me.”

I can’t wrap my head around why he feels that way. From where I’m standing and looking at myself, I’m just … normal, average, maybe even less than average when you consider my fuck ups. The fact this man still manages to look at me like I’m his entire world is hard for me to wrap my head around.

I don’t want to dwell on this topic for too long. This is Willa and Jasper’s special day, after all.

Spencer seems to sense I don’t have it in me to keep chatting about this, so he gives my wrist a squeeze.

“Save a dance for me later, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.” I watch him as he goes over to chat with Jasper’s family at their table and I go to find my own seat.

“What was that about?” My mom asks in a hushed voice.

Monroe is occupied with my dad, so I answer, “He’s leaving for Iceland for four months.”

She gasps. “When?”

“He said the end of the month.”

“Oh, wow.” She looks toward him as he heads our way to join us at the table. It wouldn’t have been right to seat him separate from us. “How do you feel about that?” she asks quickly.

“It is what it is,” I reply. “The space might be good for me. Give me time to figure things out”

She frowns in sympathy.

“I feel like I’m interrupting something,” Spencer says, pulling out his chair. There’s an empty chair between us that belongs to Monroe.

“I was telling my mom you’re leaving for a while,” I whisper so Monroe won’t hear. I know he needs to be the one to tell her.

“Ah.” He nods, leaning around me to see my mom. “Was she telling you she’s excited to be rid of me for a while?”

My mom laughs. “I doubt that would excite her.”

He arches a brow in my direction, sporting a grin and daring me to refute it. “I could never be happy for you to be gone that long,” I admit reluctantly.

His smile grows. “You like having me around, Low?”

I roll my eyes.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”


CHAPTER 75
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“You really don’t have to do this,” Spencer says, sliding into the passenger seat of my car. “I could’ve gotten a car to take me.”

“I’m aware, but Monroe wanted to take you to the airport.”

He glances in the backseat at her. “Is that so?”

“Yeah,” she says in a ‘duh’ tone. “You’re going to be gone forever so we have to have a long goodbye.”

Spencer frowns. “It’s not forever, sweetie. Just four months and I’ll be back for your birthday.”

“Are you sure? Google told me you’re going to be four-thousand miles away and that seems like a lot of miles.”

“It is,” he replies as I put the car in drive. “But I won’t let miles keep me away from my girl on her birthday.”

I glance in the rearview mirror and find Monroe’s happy smile.

She’s not happy her dad is leaving for so long. In the big scheme of things, four months isn’t terribly long, but for a little girl that feels like forever.

I hadn’t planned on taking Spencer to the airport, but when Monroe asked yesterday if we could, there was no way I could say no her. School starts for her next week, and she’s already voiced her displeasure that Spencer won’t be able to come with us on her first day like he has every year in the past.

“What’s it like on a plane?” she asks him.

“Crowded,” he replies. “But I think you’d love takeoff and landing.”

“What does that mean?”

He launches into an explanation and answers her follow up questions.

I white knuckle my steering wheel getting to the LAX drop-off. I’m not a fan of driving around the airport. I pull up to the departures and Spencer slaps a pair of sunglasses on his face, his trusty baseball cap, and yanks his hoodie up over that. He might be famous, but he hasn’t reached the level of flying private just yet. Considering what I suspect he’s filming, that could very well change once that movie releases.

I hop out of the car, following him to the trunk.

“Sorry,” I say about my ancient car. “You have to jiggle it a bit.”

He shoulders his backpack once it’s open and grabs his checked luggage. Opening the backseat door, I hear him tell Monroe he loves her. When she begins to cry, he does his best to comfort her, but there’s only so much he can do, because no matter what, he’s leaving.

“She’ll be okay,” I assure him, when he finishes hugging her.

“I know,” he sighs, staring at me.

We need to go our separate ways. I have no doubt we’re seconds away from being reprimanded, but it’s like neither of us can move.

Finally, he says, “I know Monroe is going to call me, but maybe you could call me some, too?”

“Maybe.” I’m not trying to be a tease, but I don’t know what’s going to be best for me.

“Maybe,” he repeats. “All right.” He nods. “I’ll take what I can get.”

He goes to walk away, but I grab his arm. “You’re not going to hug me goodbye?”

He cocks his head to the side. “I wasn’t sure you wanted that.”

“A hug would be okay.”

He lets go of his suitcase and wraps me into the tightest, warmest hug of my life. My body practically melts into him, sighing in relief because he feels like home.

When he lets me go, he’s grinning, and I’m glad at least we’re parting ways on a positive note.

“I’ll check in with you on my layover.”

“Okay. You better go.”

“Yeah,” he sighs, rubbing his jaw. He seems to be warring with something and yet it still takes me by surprise when he kisses my cheek.

With that, he wheels his suitcase behind him and heads for the entrance.

I’m sliding into the car when he looks back over his shoulder.

I lift my hand in a wave, and he does the same.

Then, he’s gone.
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The ice cream shop is mostly empty when I park. When Monroe asked if we could stop for ice cream, there was no way I could tell her no. Not today.

There’s an excited skip in her step as we head inside. “Can I send a picture of my ice cream to my daddy?” she asks, eyeing up all the flavors behind the glass case.

“We can, but he might not get it until later.”

“I want that one.” She points to the pink and blue cotton candy flavor.

It’s finally our turn to order, so I let her tell them what she wants before I get my own. Sitting down at one of the bistro tables by the window, we dig into our ice cream. I think I needed this treat, too.

I’m halfway through my two-scoop order—it’s a multiple scoop kind of day—when Monroe lights up in front of me. “Jae!” she cries, hopping up from her chair and taking off in a sprint.

My head whips around to look behind me and sure enough, there he is, looking just as surprised as I do.

Monroe all but tackles him and he rocks back a step in surprise.

Neither one of us look away. There’s shock in his eyes, as I’m sure there is in mine, but there’s also unmistakable pain there. Pain I know I’m responsible for, so as much as I want to drop my gaze, I don’t, because I deserve to face his hurt head on.

“Are you going to get ice cream and sit with us?” Monroe asks eagerly.

“Oh, um…”

“I’m sure Jae has to grab his ice cream and leave,” I tell her. Forcing my eyes back to his, I add, “But you’re welcome to sit with us if you want.”

I haven’t laid eyes on him in months, and he looks rough. Slimmer, with tired eyes, and his hair shaggier than normal. He pushes his glasses up and nods.

“It’s good to see you,” he says to Monroe. He crouches down to be on her level. “Can I have a hug?”

She doesn’t hesitate to wrap her arms around his neck, and he closes his eyes, a look that’s almost like relief on his face.

When he straightens, Roe takes his hand and tugs him over to the glass case. “Pick your flavor, Jae.”

He glances at me again, a hint of amusement on his lips.

After he’s ordered and paid, Roe drags him over to our table.

“Roe,” I scold lightly. “Let him go. He might need to leave.”

She releases his hand with a huff. “Is that true? Do you need to leave?” she asks him accusingly.

“No, I … uh … I can stay. If it’s cool with your mom.” He cocks his head to the side, gauging my reaction.

“I already said you could sit with us.”

He shrugs. “I thought you were only being cordial.”

“No.” I tuck my hair behind my ears. “Sit with us.”

It’s awkward, there’s no denying that, but it’s also good to see him.

“How have you been?” I ask. It feels weird making small talk with someone I once knew so intimately.

He laughs, the sound not quite humorous, but not hollow either. “I’ve been better.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “I should’ve guessed that.”

“How are you and Spencer?” he asks, and I know what he’s getting at.

“I’m fine, but we’re not together.”

He frowns. “You’re not?”

“No.” I lick my spoon clean. “I don’t think jumping into a relationship right now is in my best interest. I’m going to therapy and trying to fix me.”

Surprise fills his eyes. “Good for you.”

“My aunt Willa got married,” Roe interrupts. “I got to be the flower girl.”

“Oh?” he asks surprised. “When did that happen?”

“About three weeks ago now,” I answer.

“I didn’t know they were planning to get married this summer?” There’s an accusation in his tone, like maybe I purposely kept this information from him.

“It was a surprise to all of us. She was able to secure an internship at St. Joseph’s, so they were in the area all summer and I think with everyone being so close they thought it made the most sense.”

“Yeah, I suppose that does. And good for her on the internship.”

Grabbing my wallet, I dump out a few quarters for the toy capsule machine. “Do you want to go get anything?” I ask Roe, sliding the quarters across to her.

She licks her lips free of the last of her ice cream.

“Yes!” She takes the coins without a second thought and darts off to the other end of the shop. I rarely let her get anything from those machines so she’s not going to turn it down.

With her gone for the moment, I turn my chair to face Jameson more fully.

“I want you to know, for whatever it’s worth, that I’m sorry. Truly. What I did was abhorrent and you didn’t deserve it. It was never about you and everything to do with me. I want you to know that. I’m working on things. But yeah … I’ve wanted to tell you that, because I hate to think you’ve wondered what you did wrong or what you could’ve done better, when there’s nothing.”

He nods, his fingers tapping against his cup. “Thanks. I didn’t know I needed to hear that, but I did.” He wets his lips with his tongue and leans toward me. In a hushed whisper, he says, “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too,” I admit.

He slides his glasses up his nose when they slip. “Do you think … do you think there’s a chance of us getting back together?”

“Jameson,” I sigh. His shoulders sag immediately at my tone “No. I don’t see that and I’m sorry. Again, it’s nothing to do with you. Even if you could forgive me for what I did, I would always think about it when I’m looking at you, and I’d hate myself for it. I don’t want to live my life like that.” He nods in understanding. I place my hand over his. “Hear me when I say I know the perfect woman is out there for you. I wanted to be her so bad, but I’m just not, and I hope when the time comes, you’ll be willing to open your heart.”

He doesn’t look convinced by my words, and I’m not quite sure I can blame him. Releasing his hand, I stand, and he does too.

We toss our trash, and I grab Roe from the front. He walks with us out to the parking lot, and he hesitates by my car.

“Bye, Roe,” he says, bending to give her another hug before she hops in the car.

When he straightens, he faces me with a sad, but resigned expression.

“I guess this is it, then.”

“I guess so,” I agree.

He nods and slides his hands in his pockets.

“Bye, Harlow.”

I smile softly, fondly. A small piece of my heart will always belong to him, I think.

“Bye, Jameson,” I echo.

He dips his head in acknowledgment and heads to his car across the street. I watch him go and find that I feel lighter than I have in months.

Closure isn’t always easy, but it is needed.


CHAPTER 76
HARLOW


Time passes in a blur of school drop offs, spilled coffee, and phone conversations with Spencer.

It’s a few days before he’s supposed to leave to come back for Roe’s birthday and I find myself up at one in the morning talking to him since it’s eight in Iceland. I don’t know what’s happening to me, but I’ve come to look forward to our conversations. I think I finally understand just what Spencer meant when he said he missed our friendship.

We might’ve fallen in love young, but we always felt like friends first.

“You’d love it here,” he says for what must be the thousandth time since he left. “It’s so beautiful. I can see Roe running through the lavender fields and having the best time.”

“The pictures you’ve sent have been stunning.”

I lay on my stomach, with my feet kicked up behind me as I talk to him.

“Maybe you and Roe should come visit for Christmas?” he suggests. We haven’t spoken about that holiday. I know he’ll be in Iceland until the second week of January, so it doesn’t make much sense for him to fly home and back for it.

“Maybe,” I muse. “Flights would be expensive, though.”

“I would pay for your flights.” He no doubt knows I’m about to protest, because he says, “It can be your Christmas present.”

“I’ll think about it,” I reply, rolling over onto my back. “Roe is so excited to see you for her birthday.”

“I’ve missed her so much,” he says, and there’s no mistaking the sadness in his tone. “This has been hard.”

Despite FaceTiming as much as possible, I know it’s not the same for him or her.

“It’s already November. It won’t be much longer.”

And even though he can only be here for a few days, I know it’ll help both of them.

“I need to get to set,” he says. “And you probably need your sleep.”

“I do,” I reply, but neither of us makes any move to hang up. I find myself smiling. It reminds me of our early days of dating and staying up late to text or talk on the phone and how giddy I felt.

“Are you going to hang up?”

“No,” I tease.

“Don’t make me be the one to hang up first,” he groans.

“Are we really doing this right now?” I laugh.

“Yeah, I guess we are,” he chuckles. “I’ll be the bad guy and hang up. Sleep tight, Low.”

“Night,” I reply. “Or I guess good morning.”

He chuckles. “Talk to you later.”

And then the line clicks off.

I’m exhausted enough that I should fall right to sleep, but instead I find myself thinking about what it’s going to be like to see him again, and I can’t seem to get rid of my giddy smile.
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My heartbeat picks up when I spot Spencer standing outside of Arrivals. He’s decked out the same way as he left—sunglasses, baseball cap, and hoodie pulled up.

I pull over in front of him and he quickly hops in, sliding the belt across his body.

“Sorry. I’m pretty sure those girls suspected who I am.” He nods to a group of teenagers waiting for a car. “I didn’t want it to turn into chaos out there.”

“That’s fine,” I say, pulling away from the curb and following the signs out of LAX. “How was your trip?”

“Shockingly, incident free. Usually, I have some sort of hiccup, but everything went smooth. You must be my good luck charm.” He gives me wry smile.

“Me? Good luck? Doubtful.”

“We’ll agree to disagree on that one,” he says, tossing his backpack into the backseat so he has more leg room. “I was hoping Monroe would be with you.”

“She’s at school,” I remind him.

“But can’t she play hooky?”

“Nice try.” I side eye him. “You’re as bad as her.”

We ride in silence for a few minutes.

“You haven’t said it yet, you know,” he muses as I drive down the highway.

I send him a confused look. “Said what?”

He grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “That you missed me.” I purse my lips, and he laughs. “It’s okay. Don’t say it. But I know you have.”

With a sigh, I admit, “I’ve missed you. A lot.”

“Good, because I’ve missed you.”

There’s something deeper in those words, something I don’t dare delve too far into.

“Monroe wants to stay with you tonight, so I have her stuff with me. I figure we can pick her up from school together and then I’ll take you home.”

He exhales a weighted breath. “I know it’s only been a few months, but I’m scared there’s going to be something different about her that I missed by being gone.”

I shoot him an understanding smile. “She’s the same. I promise. She does have a loose tooth, though, so you might be playing tooth fairy before you leave.”

I jolt when his hand lands on my knee and gives a gentle squeeze.

“I missed you,” he murmurs.

I glance at him in confusion. “You already said that.”

“I know, but I want you to know that I mean it.”

He pulls his hand away and I suddenly feel several degrees colder.

We make it to the school in time to get in the pickup line and not be too far back. I swear the people who are always first in line get there three hours early, which baffles me. What’s the point in waiting that long to get out of line quick when if you just waited in the regular line, you’d certainly be through it quicker than three hours? To each their own, I guess.

I spot Monroe running toward the car, her backpack slamming up and down as she sprints.

I told her that Spencer would be with me. She doesn’t show this much enthusiasm on a normal day I pick her up.

Spencer opens the car door and steps out, crouching down so she can crash into his arms.

“Daddy! You’re home!” she cries, wrapping her arms tight around his neck. “You smell funny.”

He laughs as he sets her down and opens the back door for her. “I’m sure I smell like an airport.”

“So, airports smell bad?” she muses.

“A little,” he replies, getting back in the car. “Mom said you want to stay with me tonight.”

She nods vigorously. “Yeah. You have to leave again soon, so I want to be with you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I don’t miss Spencer’s frown.

“She’s been fine,” I whisper under my breath. “She just misses you is all.”

Monroe talks our ears off on the drive up to Malibu, but I can tell Spencer doesn’t mind one bit. He’s just happy to be with her.

He gives me his gate code, and I pull up to his house. He hops out and so does Monroe.

“Don’t forget your stuff,” I call after her. “Backpack and your other bag. And do your homework.”

Spencer pokes his head back in the open passenger door. “You’re not coming?”

“Coming where?” I ask dumbly.

He shrugs. “I don’t know. I thought you might want to stay for dinner or something.

Biting my bottom lip, I think about it. “You want me to? I figured you wanted to spend as much time with her as possible.”

He smiles. “I like spending time with both my girls.”

“All right,” I concede, turning the ignition off. “I’ll stay.”

Spencer’s smile is triumphant. “I don’t have any food, so we’ll have to order pizza.”

With a sigh, I reply, “I’ll never say no to pizza.”
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Hours later, Monroe is in bed, it’s dark out, and Spencer is rewarming us each a slice of pizza while I sip at a glass of red wine. I should’ve gone home a while ago, but for some reason, I don’t want to.

He slides me a warmed slice across the counter and joins me on the stool beside me.

“Don’t tell anyone I’m indulging in pizza,” he jokes.

“Who would I tell?” I volley.

He bites into his slice. “How’s the wine?”

“Delicious. Do I want to know how much you paid for it?” I arch a brow in question.

His hair flops as he shakes his head. “No, not at all.”

“Well, whatever you paid for it”—I take another sip— “was worth it.

He laughs. “I’m glad you like it.” Sobering, he asks, “I know we haven’t talked much about us, but I want to be upfront with you that I still want there to be an us one day, when you’re ready. I don’t want you to think that because I’m staying quiet that I’ve changed my mind.”

I set my glass down. I’m not ready to have this conversation, but I know it’s one we need to have.

“Spencer, I … why?”

“Why what?” he questions.

“Why do you love me?”

His face falls. “You still don’t get it, do you?” His warm hand caresses my cheek in a barely-there touch. “I think I fell for you that very first day we made cookies in our home economics class, and you gave me hell for burning the cookies. You didn’t hold any punches, and I love that about you.” His hand falls from my face, but before I can miss his touch, he takes my hand instead. “I love you for being the one to keep me sane during my grief with T.J. I wasn’t the easiest person to be around during that, but you made me feel understood. I love you for the way you love your sister so unconditionally. I love you for always being my cheerleader. And I love you for carrying and growing our child. I love you for your dislike of raw eggs but the fact you cook them for Monroe anyway.” I laugh at that comment. “I love you for handling motherhood far better than you give yourself credit for. You’re the best mom, Harlow. I mean that. I love you for the time and care you give everyone around you. But, and probably most importantly, I love you—who you are at your core.” He reaches up and presses a palm over my heart. “I hate that you can’t see all the reasons you’re worth loving, but I do, and when you’re ready I would be honored if you let me be the person to show you those reasons every day of the rest of our lives.”

Tears burn my eyes, and I blurt out an, “Oh, fuck,” before pulling my hands from his remaining one. “That wasn’t what I was expecting.” He slides the hand resting against my heart up and around to cup my neck. He pulls me in until we’re forehead to forehead. “I don’t deserve you,” I whisper the confession.

“You do. I promise, you do.”

He lets me go and quickly changes the subject, asking me about Monroe’s teacher, and how she’s been doing in her classes. It’s not like we haven’t talked about this stuff before, but I appreciate the reprieve from heavy conversation.

By the time we finish our pizza and wine, it’s too late for me to drive home.

“I have plenty of rooms,” he insists. “You can stay in any of them.”

“I don’t have any pajamas,” I protest.

He shrugs. “You can sleep in my shirt. That’s what you used to do anyway.”

The reminder sends a shiver down my spine. It doesn’t go unnoticed by him, but he doesn’t tease me about it.

“I guess I’ll stay then,” I finally answer.

“Good.” He ducks his head like he doesn’t want me to see him smile.

I help him straighten up and then follow him upstairs. He pushes open a door and heads in first, flicking on the bedside light.

“Is this room good?”

“It’s great.” I appreciate him not teasing me to sleep in his bed.

He rubs his hands together a bit awkwardly, and I have to admit it’s nice to see him like this. A little nervous and unsure of himself. It makes me feel not so alone. “Let me grab you a shirt.”

While he’s gone, I look around the room and take in the soft, blue-toned palette. Whatever designer he hired to decorate this place did an excellent job on every room.

I open a door and find an attached bathroom done in various tiles all in the same color palette.

“Hey, here’s the shirt and I brought you one of Roe’s brushes.”

I startle, not having heard him come back in.

“Thanks.” I take the soft, heather gray shirt and brush from him.

“You’re welcome.” He looks at me in a way that makes me feel far too exposed. Clearing his throat, he backs a few steps away. “I’ll let you shower. I hope you sleep well.”

“Thanks. Goodnight.”

He closes the bedroom door softly behind him.

Laying the shirt on the counter in the bathroom, I start the shower. It’s late, and I’m tired, but the rain shower is everything dreams are made of, and I find myself staying in the shower longer than I should.

Drying off, I brush out my wet hair and wring out as much of the excess water as I can before I brush it free of any tangles and knots.

Padding across the plush rug in the bedroom, I pull back the thick covers and groan as I slip beneath. I don’t know what kind of mattresses he’s put in this house, but they’re divine.

As tired as I am, I expect to fall asleep straight away, but suddenly it doesn’t seem to matter which way I lay, I can’t get settled.

With a groan, I shove the covers off and eye the clock.

I shouldn’t do this, but I can’t seem to stop myself as I pad out of the bedroom and down the hall to Spencer’s room.

Easing the door open, I peek inside to see if he’s asleep or awake. He sits up and reaches over, turning on the light.

“Can’t sleep?” he asks.

I shake my head and close the door behind me, leaning against it.

“Is it okay if I maybe sleep in here?” I ask nervously. “Just sleep.”

He reaches over and pulls the blankets back on the opposite side of the bed. A silent invitation.

I quickly cross the length of the room and climb into his bed.

“Thank you.”

“Mhm,” he hums, reaching over to turn the light off. “Night, Low.”

“Goodnight,” I yawn.

Even though the bed is miles big, in the morning, I wake up draped over his body like I subconsciously sought him out in my sleep.

And maybe that’s the thing—time, distance, none of it matters, because we’re always going to be drawn together.


CHAPTER 77
HARLOW


Iclear the plates off the outdoor table, smiling as Roe runs in the sand with a few of her school friends playing soccer. Every year her birthday has me feeling nostalgic. I always thought my parents were crazy when they said it goes by in a blink, but they weren’t kidding.

Spencer’s warm presence shadows over me, his hand pressed against my back as he reaches for what’s left of the cake.

“I swear I was just holding her as a newborn and now we’re here.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” I sigh.

“She’s turned into a great kid, though, hasn’t she?” He straightens and steps away from me.

“The best.” The walls of my throat constrict.

“It’s because of you,” he murmurs gently. “You’re a great mom.”

I toss the paper plates in the trash bag my mom brought out for clean-up.

“Thank you, but it’s not just me. It’s you and my parents and your parents. She’s surrounded by the best.”

“I’m going to go wrap this up,” he says about the leftover cake.

“I’ll help,” I volunteer, following him inside. Both of our dads have an eye on the kids, so I know they’re in safe hands.

He’s as familiar with my parents’ kitchen as I am, so we work diligently side by side. Somewhere along the way I made myself forget how easy things are with Spencer. I think it must be rare to have a connection like that, and I was too young to realize just how special it really is.

My relationship with Spencer is something I’ve been talking about more in therapy, trying to get to the bottom of my insecurities. I’ve realized that while I placed so much blame on him getting into the Hollywood scene, that wasn’t the whole picture. It was my own insecurities and fears of what that world might do to him, to us, and I became paranoid he might leave me because of it. So, I broke his heart before he could mine, and in the process, I sent us both on a trajectory we couldn’t have predicted. Plus, my fear of settling because of Spencer being the only guy I’d been with didn’t help with the thoughts I was already having. Dr. Michaels tells me it’s normal that I had those thoughts, and even if I was proven wrong by the fact that Spencer never moved on, it doesn’t mean I need to punish myself.

I deserve to move on.

But I don’t think I’m quite there yet, so I don’t want to tell Spencer those things. I want to be one-hundred percent certain, because I don’t want to complicate what might happen if I’m not. I think I’m almost there, though.

“You seem like you’re in deep thought,” he comments.

I tuck my hair behind my ears. “I suppose I am. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately."

"About Iceland?” he teases.

I laugh as I scoot past him to the sink. “Honestly, I thought you were kidding about that.”

“You wash and I’ll dry,” he proposes, joining me at the sink. “And I would never kid about having both my girls with me for Christmas.”

“That’s a long way from here and I’ve never flown,” I hedge. I have a passport and so does Monroe, because I’m the kind of person who likes to be prepared, but considering the pitiful amount in my bank account I’ve never used them.

“It is,” he agrees. “But I’d make sure you got there safe.”

“And how would you do that?” I pass him the clean forks.

“I don’t know, but I would figure it out.”

“It does look incredibly beautiful there,” I muse.

“I think you’d love it, but no pressure. I don’t want you to do anything that’s going to stress you out.”

“It might be nice, though,” I whisper. “Just the three of us for the holidays.”

He glances down at me and steals the breath from my lungs with how pure the look of longing is in his eyes. “It really would be,” he says, sounding a bit choked up.

Hoping I don’t regret it, I reply, “All right. We’ll go.”

His smile is nearly blinding. It has my stomach doing backflips. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah,” I say, hoping I don’t pass out from flight anxiety when the time comes, because that would be embarrassing.

He sets down the dry utensils and pulls me in for a bone crushing hug that has the air leaving my lungs in a rush.

“You have no idea what this means to me,” he whispers in my ear. “No idea.”

Since we haven’t been together, we’ve split the holidays however suited us best at the time. Whether that was one of us getting half the day and other getting the rest of the day. Or one person getting an entire holiday and the other getting the next. But it’s just occurring to me how lonely he might have felt on the times he didn’t have Roe. Sure, I always missed her when I didn’t have her for those things, but I did have Jameson.

“Best early Christmas present ever,” he says before he lets me go. “It’s going to be worth it. Just trust me.”


CHAPTER 78
HARLOW


Ihold tight to Monroe’s hand as we walk through LAX. If I thought the traffic around LAX was bad, it’s got nothing on the amount of people inside the airport.

“This way, sweetie.” I direct her to an escalator.

I find the airport overwhelming, but I’m getting around better than I expected. After locating our gate, I let Roe pick out some snacks and a drink while I get a much-needed coffee.

It’s going to be strange not spending the holiday with my parents and sister, because we always get together for Christmas, but Monroe is excited for her first flight and to be with her dad.

Back at the gate, we settle in to wait. I hand Roe her iPad and headphones. I purposely don’t give her a lot of time with electronics, but I’d prefer to keep her distracted, so she doesn’t pick up on my stress. Kids are intuitive, and if she notices I’m freaking out about the flight it might lead her to feel similarly.

I take a sip of my coffee and look around, taking in as much as I can. One thing is for certain; the airport is fantastic for people watching.

My eyes narrow on a familiar figure.

No. He wouldn’t…

The person continues in this direction and looks up, confirming the gate, and my mouth gapes open.

“Spencer?” I mouth.

I blink my eyes rapidly, expecting the man to disappear like a mirage, but no, he’s still there.

He scans the people waiting at the gate and his eyes light up when he spots me. He heads straight for where we sit and yet I’m still expecting him to vanish.

“Can I take this seat?” He points to the empty seat to my right, since I stuck Roe on the end where no one could sit by her.

Monroe gasps and looks up. “Daddy!” She throws her tablet and headphones in my lap and jumps up, wrapping her arms around his legs.

“Hey, sweetie.” He hugs her back.

“What are you doing?” she asks. “We’re on our way to see you.”

He chuckles. “I know.” To me, he says, “I knew you were nervous, and I didn’t want you to have to do your first flight alone. I moved some things around so I could at least fly here and turn around and come back.”

“Spencer,” I breathe, tears filling my eyes.

“Oh, baby.” He crouches down, gentle fingers taking my own. “Please, don’t cry.”

Every time I turn around this man is constantly showing me the ways in which he cares and loves me. I’ve spent years convincing myself I didn’t deserve him. My postpartum depression really did a number on my self-esteem and thought process. Dr. Michaels has opened my eyes to how badly I let my own inner thoughts affect me. Even though things got better for me after my postpartum depression went away, and Spencer and I were together for a while after, it didn’t matter because the damage to my mind had already been done. I convinced myself I was undeserving of his love.

My voice is watery when I ask, “Why?”

I already know what he’s going to say before he answers. “Because I love you.”

I take his face between my hands. “I love you, too.”

His eyes widen and I think he understand what else I’m saying.

I choose you.

I’d already decided to ask him if he would give me another chance at some point during this trip. I’m finally at a point where I’ve forgiven myself for the mistakes I made in the past.

He doesn’t push me with follow up questions which I appreciate. He just settles in beside me and holds my hand.

While we wait at the gate for our flight, a few people who recognize Spencer ask for photos and he politely takes them and speaks kindly to every person who braves to say something to him.

I’m sure photos of us will end up online somewhere, but I truly don’t care.

I swear I owe Dr. Michaels my life for helping me work through so many things. I don’t think I’ll ever stop therapy. It’s truly changed my life for the better.

When it’s time to board the plane, I don’t even give Spencer hell for the first-class tickets, because frankly, I’m thankful for it. Having more space will help ease my anxiety.

Our first flight goes smoother than I expect and after a layover we’re on our way to our actual destination.

It’s dark out when we arrive, and from my research, this time of year Iceland only has about four to five hours of daylight. I’m sure that’s made filming slow.

Monroe is fast asleep, so Spencer carries her into the hotel and up to his room. He unlocks the door and steps inside, holding it open for me so I can wheel our bags in. I smile when I see that he already has a bed set up for Monroe. There’s even a Christmas tree in the corner of the room. He lays her down gently and removes her shoes before covering her with the blanket. He presses a kiss to her forehead before he straightens and turns to me.

Warmth fills his eyes as he gazes at me.

“I’m so happy you’re here.”

“Yeah?”

“You have no idea how much.” His voice cracks.

“Spencer,” I breathe, crossing the few feet between us. I wrap my arms around his neck and his wind around my waist.

“You have no idea how much I’ve dreamed of this.” His lips graze my hair. “No idea.”

I frown. I’ve broken this man’s heart a thousand different times and yet he’s still here, still loving me. “I’m sorry.”

His thumbs caress my back in gentle, slow circles. “Don’t be sorry, baby. You found your way back to me. That’s what matters.” He lowers his forehead to mine.

“I want to take things slow,” I warn him. “I want to date you again.”

He smiles down at me, his hands finding my cheeks. “If you wanted to date me again, you didn’t have to break up with me and get with another guy,” he teases.

“Shut up,” I laugh.

“Things are going to be different this time, though,” he says. One hand slides around to the back of my neck. “We’re going to communicate. If you’re feeling insecure about anything you’re going to talk to me and vice versa. I don’t want anything left unsaid between us.”

“I can do that. Dr. Michaels⁠—”

He closes his eyes, and groans. “Baby, please don’t talk about our therapist when all I want to do is be inside you.”

“Sorry, it’s a bit of a vibe killer, isn’t it?” I laugh.

“A bit, but not enough.”

I slam my hand against my mouth to stifle a small scream when he scoops me up and carries me into the private bedroom and closes the door behind us. He drops me on the bed and closes the door.

Stalking back toward me, he lowers down to be at my level. A hand rests on each side of my hips and my core clenches.

“You’re really giving me a second chance, baby?”

“I think I should be the one asking that question,” I tease. “But yes.”

My heart races as I seek his mouth, desperate for a kiss, but he pulls back. “Ms. Hansen, I don’t kiss before the first date.”

“Oh, shut up.” I grasp his shirt in my fist and pull him in.

He smiles against my mouth before obliging me with a kiss. He deepens it until I’m achy and needy and then his lips find the shell of my ear.

“You were always meant to be mine.”


EPILOGUE
SPENCER - THREE YEARS LATER


December has quickly become my favorite month of the year.

Three years ago, Harlow became mine again.

Two years ago, I proposed.

A year ago, we got married.

And this year, we’re celebrating our first Christmas as a family of four.

“I think you’re feeding him too much,” Monroe says of her baby brother. “His cheeks are getting chubby.”

Harlow laughs. “But his chubby cheeks are adorable.”

Wyatt joined our family eight weeks ago and it’s been pure bliss. Harlow was nervous about being pregnant again and what she might deal with after, but she’s under excellent care with her doctors and so far, everything is being managed. Despite how difficult a new baby can be, we’ve all adjusted well. Monroe is obsessed with her brother and is already the best big sister. We were both worried that with her being an only child for so long that she might not handle it well, but that kid is always taking us by surprise.

I pull the car up to Harlow’s parents’ house. Jasper and Willa’s car is already parked in the driveway. A year ago, they moved to the L.A. area, and I know Harlow has loved having them close. Especially when they announced they were having a baby shortly after we announced our own pregnancy. Harlow’s niece, Lucy, was born three weeks after Wyatt. It was special for the sisters to be able to share their pregnancies together.

“All right, kids, we’re here.” I grin over at Harlow, and she shakes her head at me. I love being able to say kids.

As much as I love my career in Hollywood—which is still thriving despite me taking on less so I can be with my family—this is what I’ve always wanted. Harlow and a bunch of kids. There were some rough years there for me, but I would go through them over and over if it meant getting to her on the other side.

I hop out of the car and open the door to where Wyatt sits in his car seat. He gives me a gummy smile, his feet kicking excitedly. Not to toot my own horn, but he’s a total daddy’s boy. Unstrapping him from his seat, I scoop him into my arms and meet my girls on the other side of the car.

Letting ourselves inside, the smell of freshly baked cookies hits my nose and Christmas music plays in the background of the conversations being had. As we move further into the house to the kitchen I find we’re the last to arrive. Not only are Willa and Jasper here, but so are Jasper’s parents and my parents as well.

All of us together, as it always should’ve been.

“Look at my niece,” Harlow croons. She swipes a snickerdoodle cookie off a plate and takes a bite. She tickles Lucy’s bare foot where she lays snuggled in Jasper’s arms. Willa looks exhausted, but blissful where she sits at the table watching.

I’ve waited so long to live these days and they’re even better than I dreamed.

Harlow turns to me with so much love in her eyes that it nearly knocks me backwards. I’m the luckiest man alive.

She walks over to me with a smile. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

She rubs the top of Wyatt’s head, but her eyes are on me. “Like I’m yours,” she teases.

Lowering my head, I find her lips in a sweet kiss. “Because you are.”

In truth, though, it’s me that’s always been hers.
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AUTHOR’S END NOTE


It’s hard for me to put into words what this story means to me.

I first started this book back in 2019, I believe, and I wrote a large chunk and had to set it aside, because I knew at the time I couldn’t do this story justice. Plus, I was steadfastly Team Jameson. My plan for the longest time was for Harlow and Jameson to end up together. Spencer’s past POV chapters were included even then, so I don’t view his chapters being there as spoilery to who she ends up with because of that. No matter who she ended up with, I think it was important to see where her and Spencer began.

There were times over the years where I reread what I had written, but I just couldn’t seem to get back to writing anything new on it. I even bought a photo for a cover for Spencer, because again, I was convinced she would end up with Jameson.

Finally, this past spring, it clicked with me what my issue was.

In my head, I was wanting Harlow and Jameson to be together so bad that I was stuck and wasn’t seeing the true story because of it.

This was always meant to be Harlow and Spencer’s story—their journey to finding their way back to each other.

Once that clicked into place for me, this book flowed effortlessly.

It’s a story that tested my thought process and morals, but I find that I write my most favorite books when I step outside my comfort zone and this story is no different.

I know Harlow will be a hard character for some people to like and that’s okay. She’s flawed in a lot of ways, but I think she’s very real considering her circumstances. There was a lot she needed to work through. While this book contains romance, in my mind it’s Harlow’s story. What I mean by that is, her journey is more important than the romance.

I want to thank you for taking your time to read this book and I hope, like they will for me, that these characters stick with you for a long time.

-Micalea
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