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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Some rules are meant to be broken…

      
        
        After my last breakup, all I wanted was a milkshake and a quiet place to fall apart. What I got was a run-in—literally—with a gorgeous stranger who ended up wearing my dessert. I figured that was the end of it. Until he walked into my workplace.

      

        

      
        Cole is charming, confident… and my boss’s son. And when a coworker mocks me at a company event, he steps in and calls me his girlfriend—without asking. The worst part? It works.

      

        

      
        Now we’re stuck keeping up the lie, just to save face. We set one rule: no falling in love.

      

        

      
        Simple enough… until he starts making it impossible to follow. No matter how tightly I guard my heart, he keeps finding his way in.

      

        

      
        Then I finally land the promotion I’ve worked so hard for… and find out Cole might’ve had a hand in it. I didn’t want help. I wanted to earn it on my own.

      

        

      
        Now I’m left to decide what matters more—how I got here, or who I found along the way?
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        Don’t miss the sneak peek of  The Terms of Us at the end of this book. An enemies-to-lovers romance set in Foggy Valley, where one house, two claims, and zero patience make for an unforgettable love story.

      

        

      
        For information about new releases, sales, and giveaways, join my newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A QUICK NOTE…

          

        

      

    

    
      This story takes place right after the final chapter of Not My Finest Hour and before its epilogue. While this book introduces a brand-new couple, they’re closely connected to the characters you already know and (hopefully) love. I wasn’t quite ready to leave this little world behind, and maybe you weren’t either. So here’s a chance to linger a little longer, tie up a few loose ends, and watch love bloom all over again.
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        jinx

        verb

        jinxed; jinxing; jinxes

        transitive verb

        : to foredoom to failure or misfortune : bring bad luck to

      

      

      

      I jinxed it.

      I fully admit that I’m the reason for the demise of my latest relationship.

      I should’ve known not to talk about it. I should’ve remembered my past experiences. It seems that whenever I talk about something I’m really excited about, something bad happens.

      Like the time I thought I nailed my audition for the lead in a high school play. I told all my classmates I got the part. I even reminded them that my favorite flowers are tulips, pink ones, so when they came to see me on opening night, they’d be prepared. But when the cast list went up, my name was all the way down at the bottom. You know what’s at the bottom of the list? Bit parts. The parts that don’t really matter. They’re the pity parts the director just needs to fill, and anyone, even someone pulled off the street, could do it.

      In the end, I had one line, and calling it that is generous. It was one word. All I had to do was stand on the side and, when it was my turn, say, “Winner!” I can’t even remember the context, only the taunting I endured afterward. My classmates would shout at random, “Winner!” just to get at me. And I had one asshole who even did it while I was giving a presentation in history class. He got detention for that.

      But that’s not the only time I jinxed myself.

      Once, in college, we were assigned to write a paper, one of many in my Business Writing class. Most of the time, I phoned it in at the last minute and was generally pleased with the grades I got. But on this paper, I actually tried. Really hard. We had two weeks to write it, and I spent the entire two weeks completing it. I poured my heart and soul into it. Really gave it my all. I knew I was going to get an A—just knew it. That A would’ve raised my grade from a B to an A. And since it was my last year in college, that A would’ve nudged my overall GPA high enough to graduate magna cum laude instead of cum laude. My parents were so proud. They even took me out to dinner once I told them my grade was all but a done deal.

      But then I got my paper back and couldn’t believe what I saw. C-fucking-plus. (Cue the sad trombone.) I was devastated. And imagine how embarrassed I was to tell my parents that I’d have to settle for cum laude. They tried to reassure me and told me they were still proud of me, but I couldn’t help but be pissed that my big mouth jinxed it.

      Recently, my big mouth got me into trouble again. I was sitting at a restaurant with my two girlfriends a while back, and they asked about my boyfriend. Until that point, I hadn’t even told them his name because I didn’t want to jinx things by talking about it too much. But then I thought, What’s the harm? Jinxes aren’t real, and there’s no way anything bad is going to happen. I’m just talking about it, like anyone would when they’re excited about a new relationship.

      So what if I told my friends I thought he was The One?

      So what if I told them I’d never felt so strongly about a relationship before?

      No big deal, right?

      How wrong I was.

      It wasn’t but six weeks later that Sam asked me to come over to his apartment one evening. I was thrilled. I was so sure about our relationship, I thought he was going to propose. And how perfect it would’ve been to do it on our nine-week anniversary. Proposing after nine weeks—what a perfectly normal thing to do, I told myself. Happens all the time.

      But when I walked into his apartment, there were no flowers for me, no trail of rose petals leading me somewhere. Hell, he hadn’t even lit a candle for the occasion. As far as proposals went, it was pretty lackluster.

      Sam motioned for me to sit down on his couch and took my hands in his. This is it, I thought. He’s going to ask me to marry him.

      But then he proceeded to tell me that, while he enjoyed our time together, he just didn’t think we were a good match. In fact, he told me he felt I was coming on too strong.

      “Too strong?” I asked. And then he showed me a text I’d sent him a week earlier—a message suggesting where we should have our wedding.

      I was mortified and felt like an idiot for sending such an overconfident message. I walked out of there feeling so low, and on the drive back to my apartment, I replayed everything. Did I miss something on one of our dates? Were there signs all along we weren’t a good match? Sometimes he’d take forever to respond to texts, but I thought that was normal. Maybe he was just busy.

      But there was the time I asked him to have dinner at my parents’ house so he could meet them. He politely declined, saying he had a previous engagement.

      And then there was that time we were supposed to go out to a sports bar so he could meet my friends. Dahlia was bringing her boyfriend for all of us to meet, and I was bringing mine. It would’ve been fun. Justin and Sam are friends, so it’s not like he wouldn’t have had anyone to talk to. But then he texted to say he couldn’t make it because he wasn’t feeling well. I didn’t think anything of it then, but in the spirit of overthinking things after a breakup, I wondered if he didn’t want to meet my friends because he knew he was going to break up with me.

      Now here I am, standing in line at an ice cream shop on a Saturday evening—by myself. My two friends are busy this evening, otherwise they’d probably be here commiserating with me.

      As I watch the people around me, with their timid single-scoop ice cream bowls with absolutely zero toppings, I can’t help but chuckle. All these options on the menu and that’s what they pick? Why bother coming in here?

      Not me. I’m not messing around with a piddly single scoop of ice cream. I’m going to do this drowning-my-sorrows thing right with a milkshake. Not just any milkshake, either. An embarrassingly large mint chocolate chip milkshake. I don’t even flinch at the ten-dollar price tag. And when they ask if I want whipped cream on top, I say, “Absolutely. Give me a double helping, please.”

      Go big or go home.

      Tonight, I’m wearing the post-breakup, sad-girl-who’s-going-to-eat-her-feelings badge with pride.

      I draw stares from the surrounding patrons when I go to collect my milkshake. They’re sizing me up, probably thinking I came here with someone else or someone dared me to do this, because there’s no way that someone of my stature would order a milkshake of this magnitude. My five-foot-two petite frame should not be able to handle this much deliciousness. And if I’m being honest, this diet-busting gut bomb shouldn’t even exist with how massive it is. I wouldn’t be surprised if, down at the bottom of the menu, there’s some kind of warning label for it. (Warning: Might cause a permanent food coma.) But the option is there, and since this is a free country, I’m going to do as I please.

      Proudly, I walk away from the counter, needing two hands just to carry this thing. I consider staying in the shop to consume it, just to prove to the employees and everyone else in the store that I can handle it, then decide against it. I’ve had enough stares for the evening. I’m going to take this home, sit on the couch with my dog, and veg out completely, lounge pants, oversized sweatshirt, and all.

      On my way out of the shop, my phone buzzes with an incoming text. The urge to check it is strong. So strong that even though my phone is buried in my back pocket and it would take some effort to get, I still find myself juggling this giant milkshake in one hand to reach for it. My hand doesn’t even come close to fitting all the way around the girth of the cup, so my grip is precarious at best.

      I manage to pull my phone out of my back pocket and check the screen. It’s a text from Chelsea, one of my friends. She’s on another date from one of the many dating apps she has on her phone. Apparently, it’s not going well considering she just sent me a GIF of a train wreck. I’m replying with a laughing face emoji at the same time I’m using my shoulder to push open the glass door to the shop.

      Just then the door swings open fully, throwing off the delicate balance I had going. My body lurches forward, propelling me right into the person in the doorway. My phone flies out of my hand. The embarrassingly large mint chocolate chip milkshake I was so excited about smashes between my body and the statuesque figure in front of me.

      A chorus of gasps from the employees and patrons fills the silence. I right myself and assess the carnage around me. My cheeks burn with embarrassment as I stare at my precious milkshake in a pastel green puddle at my feet. I don’t know what I’m more upset about: losing my milkshake, or my pride being wounded. I really wanted to prove to myself and all the naysayers in here that I could consume the entire thing.

      My phone is in the middle of the puddle, and instinctively, I rescue it from a sure and sudden death by milkshake. I look down at my sweatshirt, which now has a splotch of green on it, and some of the shake even splashed onto my cute, retro-style purple sneakers.

      But if I thought I had it bad, the guy in front of me has it so much worse. My gaze travels the length of his body. Everywhere I look, there’s green. Dots of green on his shoes. A few splatters on his jeans. His sweatshirt fared the worst. I can’t find a single spot on the front that’s not green. Even his face wasn’t spared. Flecks of green on his cheeks almost look like they could be freckles.

      “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry,” I say to the man in front of me. He’s tall, probably six-two, with wavy blond hair, a stark contrast to my jet-black locks. His emerald-colored eyes show a hint of amusement.

      “It’s okay. I didn’t like this sweatshirt that much anyway,” he says with a grin.

      Around us, employees gather with napkins, towels, and a bucket and mop to clean up my mess. The man and I are both handed a pile of napkins to wipe ourselves off, as if it’ll do much good. Wanting to spare myself any further embarrassment, I step out of the shop, thanking the employees for their trouble. The guy steps out with me.

      “Again, I’m so sorry,” I say, both of us continuing to wipe ourselves off in vain.

      “It’s really no trouble. I was just about to grab myself a milkshake, but you saved me from the calories.” He looks me over, then looks through the glass at the mess. Inside, an employee grabs the empty cup off the floor and throws it in the trash can nearest to him. “Tell me, though, were you planning on drinking the entire thing by yourself, or were you going to share it with someone?”

      I let out a laugh. “It would probably sound better if I said I was going to share it, but it was all for me. It’s been a rough week.”

      He nods. “I can relate. I’ve had one of those weeks myself.”

      I rack my brain for some way to remedy this situation. “It’s not too late. I can go inside and grab you one. My treat.”

      “Nah. I’m fine without. Thanks though.”

      “Okay, but at least let me wash your sweatshirt at the laundromat down the street. That green food dye might stain if it doesn’t get washed soon.”

      He pulls at his sweatshirt, staring at the green puddle slowly soaking into the gray fabric. “Okay, deal.”

      It doesn’t take much time for us to get to the laundromat, but it does give us time to find out a bit about each other. His name is Cole, and he’s originally from Seattle, but hasn’t been in town since Christmas. Currently, he’s living in California and getting his MBA from UC Davis. He graduates this summer. Our business degrees are something we have in common, although I haven’t sprung for my master’s yet. I also find out that he turns twenty-nine next month.

      At the laundromat, he gets the door for me. A few dryers are running, filling the air with a soft whirring sound. We find an empty washing machine and strip our sweatshirts off, then toss them into the drum.

      Damn. Cole makes a skin-tight, basic white tee look like a piece of designer clothing with how good he looks in it. And his shirt is leaving nothing to the imagination. To say he works out is an understatement. It’s like his muscles have muscles. I’ve never seen arms, a chest, and even abs so toned. It’s making me self-conscious about my own body, even though I don’t have much of a gut to speak of, just a little fluff around the edges.

      “Hockey fan, huh?” he says, noticing my shirt.

      I smooth my hand over the front of my shirt and tug at the hem, straightening it. “Yeah, my dad bought this for me a while back. He’s the big hockey fan in our household. I’ve never really been able to follow it.”

      He nods in understanding. “It’s a bit fast-paced for me too, but I still want to go to a game sometime.”

      “You’ve never been?”

      He shakes his head. “I can never seem to time up my visits with a home game.”

      My eyes dart around the laundromat, searching for the soap machine. “I’ll be right back. I need to grab some soap.”

      I leave him by the washing machine and pay for a packet of soap, just enough for one load. When I return, I add the soap and select the shortest cycle, which is twenty-two minutes. Sets of interconnected chairs line the perimeter of the laundromat, and Cole and I each take a seat while we wait, not even bothering to leave any space between us. We’re close, so close that if I shift a certain way, our shoulders touch. Cole is a complete stranger, yet I don’t mind the closeness.

      “Back at the shop, you said you were having a rough week. Anything you want to talk about?” he asks, his gaze meeting mine.

      I hesitate, deciding how much of my personal life I want to divulge. What the hell? It’s not like I’m ever going to see him again. Might as well unload. “My boyfriend broke up with me earlier this week.”

      “Sorry to hear that. How long had you been dating?”

      “Just over two months.”

      “That’s not that long.”

      “But I thought he was The One,” I say, shaking my head at my foolishness. “I even sent him a text with the location where I thought we should have our wedding.” I glance over at him. “Do you think it was too soon?”

      A smile creeps up his lips, and he places a hand on mine. I don’t even know this guy, but the touch comforts me, probably because my emotional state is fragile at the moment. “I guess if you felt the connection, why wait to say anything? I’ve never felt strongly enough about someone to consider them The One, but it’s not hard to imagine what that breakup would feel like.”

      “What about you? What happened in your life to make it so rough?”

      He removes his hand from mine and runs it through his hair. “Similar, actually. My girlfriend broke up with me on Sunday. I feel like I haven’t had time to process it because I’ve been slammed with schoolwork and then had to travel here on top of it.”

      “Was it a long-term relationship?” I ask.

      “Two and a half years.”

      “And you didn’t feel strongly enough about her to consider her The One? After all that time?”

      I don’t know why I asked that. It’s not like I have any room to talk. My longest relationship was three years and he wasn’t The One.

      Darren and I met my senior year of college in our economics class. Two years ago, he asked me to marry him. Of course I said yes. Getting married was the next logical step in our relationship. Darren seemed like a solid choice: his career was going well, and he was nice and fun to be around. But then a week later he said he wanted to leave everything behind and move to Florida to work for some popular YouTuber.

      Clearly, I didn’t go. I wished him well, but said I didn’t want to leave Washington. What’s weird is that while I really enjoyed our time together and felt strongly about him, when he left, I wasn’t even upset. It was like we’d been growing apart for a while, and I didn’t realize it until that point. I think he asked me to marry him more out of feeling like he had to than anything else.

      But things with Sam were different. I fell hard for him…so hard…so it seemed perfectly natural that he would ask me to marry him after such a short time.

      Cole shrugs. “I don’t know. I tried to convince myself that she might be it for me, but I got the impression she was dating me more out of convenience than anything. Then she met someone else and didn’t need me anymore.”

      Who would discard this perfect specimen? Now I’m the one placing my hand over his, and I give it a gentle squeeze in a way that’s meant to be consoling. “Sorry. Hopefully, your paths don’t cross much in life so you don’t have to see her.”

      “Luckily, they don’t.”

      Cole is so easy to talk to that the only time our conversation is interrupted is when I have to switch our sweatshirts to the dryer. We hardly notice the few people who come to collect their laundry. And once the dryer is done, we don’t tend to it right away, wanting to continue talking to one another. But as much as we don’t want to leave, we have to because the owner arrives to lock the building.

      Cole retrieves his sweatshirt from the dryer first, then hands me mine. In a flash, his toned body disappears as he slips his sweatshirt over his head. He looks down at the front of his sweatshirt with a smile. Not a trace of milkshake remains.

      “All clean,” he says.

      “Sorry about your jeans, though. I could’ve washed those too, but I didn’t think you’d want to stand around in your underwear,” I say.

      “Yeah, that might make things a little weird, considering I’m not wearing any.” A devilish grin stretches across his lips.

      I gasp and can’t stop my gaze from going right where it doesn’t need to.

      “I’m kidding,” he says with a chuckle.

      Across the laundromat, the scowl on the owner’s face can’t be ignored any longer. Her expression is the equivalent of her saying, Get the fuck out of here.

      “We should probably head out,” I say, nodding toward the owner.

      Cole looks over his shoulder and flashes the woman a disarming smile. She nearly melts under his gaze. He holds the door open and motions for me to pass through. “After you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Together, we walk back toward the ice cream shop, closer than before when we walked this path. Once we reach the storefront, Cole speaks first. “Now that we both look presentable, do you want to try for another milkshake? I’ll pay.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think they’d welcome me back so soon. I should probably lie low for a while.”

      “Fair enough,” he says with a grin. “Then at least let me walk you to your car.”

      I can tell he’s wanting to extend the evening, but I’m not fooled into thinking he likes me or would be interested in seeing me again. That would be reading into things, and I’m going to do a better job of protecting my heart from now on. It’s had a rough go of things lately.

      But walking me to my car seems harmless. “I guess I’ll allow it.”

      My car is parked in the lot next to the shop, and it takes us only a few minutes to reach it.

      “Thanks for the evening. It was an interesting one and more fun than I’ve had in a while,” he says with a smile.

      I let out a laugh. “I don’t know whether to feel glad that you enjoyed yourself or feel sorry that your life is so devoid of fun.”

      “Definitely feel sorry for me.” He stands quietly in place for several long moments, his gaze pensive. Then he sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Thanks again,” he says and turns to leave. He glances over his shoulder and flashes me a grin.

      I toss him a wave and return his smile with one of my own. “Maybe I’ll see you around sometime,” I say, knowing full well that I’ll never see him again.
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      “Are you free this evening?” my friend Dahlia asks me late the next morning.

      She, Chelsea, and I have been friends for as long as I can remember. We used to do everything together—even went to college together. But as life has gone on, we’ve been getting together less and less, though we still try to meet up at least once a month.

      “Yeah, I’m free. You’re not with Justin today?”

      Justin is Dahlia’s boyfriend, and the two of them usually get together on the weekends, but his hectic schedule sometimes makes that hard. He’s currently in his residency to become an ob-gyn and is set to finish this summer.

      “I am with him, and he’d be coming over too if that’s okay. There’s something we need to share.”

      Now she’s got my interest. What news could she possibly have? Are the two of them moving away after his residency? Did he propose? Already? It would be fitting that Dahlia would get a proposal and not me, considering she met Justin at the same time I met Sam.

      We met at a newly opened bar in Capitol Hill. We’d gone out to celebrate the second anniversary of the day I almost threw my life away—or so I called it: the day Darren asked me to move to Florida with him. I didn’t need to go out and celebrate that milestone. Sometimes I make up anniversaries because it used to be the only way I could get Dahlia to leave the house. Before Justin, she was in a years-long relationship slump she couldn’t shake.

      It was because of this French guy she dated in college. When we graduated, he left the country and said he was coming back for her. Liar. She waited four years for him to return. In the beginning, she wouldn’t even leave the house because she was convinced that any moment he was going to show up on her doorstep. So I started concocting reasons for her to leave. (Let’s celebrate my dog’s birthday. Let’s celebrate the first time I ever had sushi.)

      And she’d go…reluctantly.

      But I didn’t notice a shift in her attitude until she got in a fight with her roommates and moved back into her parents’ house. She hated it at first, but I think it was good for her to be back home and around people who actually cared about her. Then she started going out with Chelsea and me more and more, and eventually, she met Justin.

      “Where do you want to meet? My place is always free,” I say.

      “Okay, good. I was hoping we could meet there since your apartment is quiet. Unless you think Blaze would take issue with us invading his space.”

      I glance over at Blaze, who’s passed out on the couch. He picks his head up and stares at me, a dopey-eyed look on his face, and yawns as though just the sight of me is boring him. He nestles his head back down and closes his eyes once more. “I don’t think he’d mind.”

      Blaze is an English bulldog who came to me almost two years ago from my brother, who’s a veterinarian in Bellingham. He was rescued from a house fire, and the owner, displaced from her home and bouncing between temporary housing, wanted him to have someplace more stable to live.

      I wasn’t looking for another dog. I wasn’t ready to open my heart up so soon after the death of my previous dog, a golden retriever I’d had since middle school. Goldie was supposed to be my mother’s dog since Mom had always wanted a golden retriever. But the moment we brought her home, she bonded with me. We were inseparable. I used to call her my baby because I doted on her like a mother would their child. When she passed, I was crushed. Devastated. I was convinced I’d never have another pet because no one could be like Goldie. But then I heard Blaze’s story, saw his picture, and couldn’t say no. 

      “Is seven o’clock okay? Justin and I will bring dinner.”

      “That sounds great.”

      “Okay. I’ll let Chelsea know. See you then.”
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      That evening, Dahlia and Justin arrive on my doorstep exactly at seven. They’re each carrying a bag, which I assume is dinner. Seeing them in sweatshirts and jeans makes me thankful I opted for something casual too. I’m in leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. I invite them in, and Dahlia takes Justin into the dining area where they set down their bags.

      “Is there anything that needs to go in the fridge?” I ask Dahlia.

      She shakes her head. “No, everything can stay out.”

      I usher them into the living room where Chelsea is already there. She showed up fifteen minutes ago because she couldn’t wait to tell me about her date last night. Chelsea vacates her spot on the couch, giving Dahlia and Justin the space to sit together. 

      My living room in this basement apartment isn’t large. In fact, the whole space isn’t very big. But the surrounding Wallingford neighborhood and my landlady make this hands-down the best apartment I’ve ever had.

      “I’m so happy to see you both. It feels like forever since we were last together,” I say, giving Dahlia a hug. For a split second, I consider hugging Justin. But he takes a step back from me, putting distance between us, giving me a not-so-subtle hint that he hasn’t forgotten about what happened the last time we all got together.

      It was at that sports bar where Chelsea and I met Justin for the first time. Justin was very nice and easy to talk to. While making small talk, I mentioned to him that Dahlia said he was studying to be a doctor. He said that yes, he was almost a full-fledged ob-gyn. That was the first time we’d heard that Justin was studying to be an ob-gyn. Until then, Dahlia told us he was studying to be a doctor, and she even lied and said he was going to be a general practitioner. Chelsea and I were surprised. And for me, it wasn’t his choice of profession that was surprising—it was finding out that Dahlia, my friend for many years, lied.

      I tried to salvage the conversation. Then Chelsea bungled it by asking Justin why he would want to be an ob-gyn, as though it was something to be ashamed of. So embarrassing. I wanted to crawl under the table when she said that. She quickly apologized, but the damage had been done. Justin didn’t talk much the rest of the night, and both Chelsea and I walked out of there feeling terrible about it.

      Chelsea approaches Dahlia and gives her a hug before sitting down in an armchair across from them. I’m in another armchair.

      Dahlia takes the seat next to Justin, leaving almost no space between them. “Justin and I are happy to be here with the two of you,” she says. Justin flashes a tight smile.

      She’s lying. There’s no way he’s happy to be here when his face says otherwise.

      “Before you share your news, I feel I owe you an apology for the way I acted at the sports bar. It was really stupid and juvenile of me to say what I did. And it’s not my place to question what you do,” Chelsea says, looking contrite. “I think what you do is very rewarding, and I’m sure you’ll be a great doctor.”

      “We made things so awkward for you the first time we met, and I’m sorry for that,” I say.

      Justin’s tight smile eases. “I appreciate you two speaking up and apologizing.”

      “I’m glad we can all move on from that night. I don’t think it was a great night for any of us,” Dahlia says, taking Justin’s hand and giving it a squeeze. The two of them give each other a look like there’s some deeper meaning to her comment, but it feels personal and something they’ll keep between them.

      Switching topics, I ask, “Do you want to eat now or spill your news?”

      Dahlia’s gaze darts to Justin, and he nods, giving her the go-ahead to say whatever’s on her mind. “I think we can share our news first and then eat. That way, you and Chelsea don’t have to spend the whole evening in the dark.”

      There’s a long pause, and it feels like minutes tick by. Chelsea and I look at each other, then at Dahlia, prodding her along to get this pressing news out of her mouth and off her mind. Dahlia pulls a small paper from the front pouch of her hooded sweatshirt. She stares at it, a smile crossing her lips. Justin leans in closer and places his hand over her knee.

      “Justin and I wanted to get together tonight to let you know that we’re expecting. My due date is mid-December,” she says. She passes the piece of paper to me first since I’m the closest.

      I’ve never experienced this myself or had reason to look at one before, but it’s not hard to understand that I’m looking at an ultrasound printout. On the paper is a large, circular shape with a blob in the middle of it. One side of the blob is slightly rounder and larger than the other. “You serious?” I ask, handing the paper over to Chelsea.

      Dahlia nods silently, her eyes taking on a glassy look. She sniffles, and Justin gives her knee a squeeze.

      Chelsea looks at the paper, then hands it back to Justin. “Wow…I can’t believe it. This isn’t the news I expected you to share tonight, but I’m happy for you both.”

      “We just had the ultrasound on Thursday, and I didn’t want to wait much longer to tell you guys. You two are my best friends, and I want you to be there for me every step of the way,” Dahlia says. Tears roll down each cheek and she uses the back of her hand to brush them away.

      “Are you scared at all?” I ask.

      “Of course. But I have someone who’s more than capable of guiding me through any issues that might arise,” she says, looking over at Justin. He takes her hand in his and kisses the top of it.

      Could these two be any sweeter? Dahlia really struck gold with Justin, and it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person. Her previous relationship really put her through the wringer, and at one point, she said she was never going to date again. But then she met Justin, and it seems that things are falling into place.

      “Are you feeling okay? Any morning sickness?” Chelsea asks.

      Dahlia shakes her head. “Nothing yet. It could still happen, but Justin says that if it hasn’t happened by now, then it probably won’t.”

      “Congratulations, you two. Chelsea and I can’t wait to throw you a baby shower. I’m already picturing it.” I get up from my chair, and Chelsea follows suit. We stand together, sharing embraces and shedding tears. I can’t speak for Chelsea, but I, for one, am over-the-moon excited for the two of them.

      “Think your mom would allow us to have your shower catered? Or do you think she wants to do all the cooking?” Chelsea asks.

      Dahlia chuckles. “Like she would allow takeout for her first grandchild’s shower.”

      I look over at Justin. “I can’t leave you out of these hugs. Come here, Dad.”

      Justin stands up, and I awkwardly reach my arms out to embrace him in a hug. He’s tall, so he has to bend down to make the hug possible. I wrap my arms around him and give him a squeeze, then Chelsea does the same.

      “Are you ready to be a dad?” Chelsea asks him.

      “I’m as ready as anyone can be,” he says. “But I’m looking forward to starting this new chapter of my life with Dahlia by my side.”

      I dab at my eyes, still damp with tears. “So everyone knows? Your parents? Fern?”

      Dahlia nods. “Yeah, everyone knows.”

      “I bet your mom is thrilled, but what about your dad? Has he even met Justin?” I ask.

      “Justin met my dad for the first time last night, and they got along so well. It couldn’t have gone better,” Dahlia says with a smile.

      “That’s really great,” Chelsea says. “It doesn’t need to be said, but if you need anything at all, let me know.”

      “Same goes for me.” I glance over at the kitchen table, where the two bags are still there. I was so wrapped up in the moment, I completely forgot about dinner. “Well, we shouldn’t hold up dinner much longer. You’re literally growing a child. You need to eat.”

      At the mention of dinner, Blaze, who’d been sleeping in his bed, is at my feet, looking at me with a pleading stare.

      Dahlia chuckles and bends down to pet him. “Looks like your baby wants to eat too.”
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      On Monday, when I arrive at work, my phone pings with an incoming email. This must be serious because my work buddy, Erica, used my personal email to send it. She only does this when it’s something she doesn’t want our company to see or possibly use against her at a later date, since they monitor all work emails. I sit down and check it immediately. The subject line can’t be missed.

      
        
        URGENT: SATAN’S SPAWN IS COMING TODAY

      

      

      Satan is my boss, the head honcho of this place, and his spawn is his son that no one has ever seen. To be honest, most of us here have never even heard of Nicolas because it’s not like my boss goes out of his way to mention him. Marcus, my boss, isn’t the type to discuss his personal life and prefers to keep it separate from his work life. Very separate. I’ve been working here since I graduated from college and I’ve never seen a family photo.

      I set my things down and head over to Erica’s desk. Erica works as a receptionist, and she’s been here ever since I started. When I got hired, she took me under her wing and showed me the ins and outs of this place. Some days, conversations with her are the only thing that keeps me sane.

      “I just got your email,” I say to her.

      She swivels her chair so she’s facing
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