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      Maren Bennett wasn’t stupid. Not that it would take a private investigator to know that they were up to something behind her back.

      No.

      It definitely didn’t take a genius to notice the whispering between the two of them when they thought she was out of the room, the furtive glances at their cell phones when they thought she was busy with other things.

      It’s not that they didn’t try to hide it. They did.

      But there was nothing that her husband and best friend could keep from her. She knew them better than anyone else in the world. And they knew her. Which was why they should have known that she’d find out the truth that they’d tried so desperately to hide.

      With the days getting longer, the sun wasn’t quite down yet by the time Maren pulled into the driveway and the house was eerily quiet. If she’d needed a clue, that would have been it. By seven on a Friday night, the house she and Davis had made a home in for the last fourteen years was usually lit up with life. In the living room, the television with whatever show Davis was currently binging on Netflix would be flashing on the screen. Upstairs, Rylee’s room and every single light switch she’d passed to get there, would be flicked on as she figured out her teenage life and her plans for the weekend.

      Despite the quiet, the house still felt full of life—the way it always did—as Maren made her way up the walkway to the front door. She hesitated before turning the handle, which was ridiculous.

      Should I ring the bell? It was a stupid question. It was her house, after all. Every inch of it was a part of her from the moment she’d fallen in love with it when Rylee was only two years old. They hadn’t even been looking for a new house when Maren first drove past the white clapboard two-story with the manicured lawn and carefully tended gardens and the For Sale sign out front. It was a family house. A home. She could picture Rylee running through the sprinkler on hot summer days and hosting family dinners in the formal dining room on holidays. It would be their forever home.

      She’d gone straight back to their two-bedroom split-level with the patchy brown front lawn and told Davis about the big white house. It had taken some convincing, and more than a little bit of sacrifice in those early days before Davis’s career in finance had really started to take off, but they’d bought it and ever since, the house had become a part of her.

      She straightened her shoulders, gave them one more moment to pull themselves together inside—as surely they’d heard her car in the drive—and then finally put her hand on the brass knob and twisted.

      “Hello? Anyone home?” She called out—injecting just the right amount of cheer into her voice—as she pushed the oak door open and stepped into the entryway.

      There was no sound at first and then, just as she’d predicted, the lights flicked on and her husband and best friend were both in front of her, wearing matching guilty expressions.

      A second later, someone in the shadows behind them yelled, “Surprise!”

      Not wanting to completely ruin the effect, Maren pressed her hand to her chest and feigned shock. “A surprise party? For me?” She glanced at Davis, who shook his head as he walked over to kiss her cheek in greeting.

      “You knew.”

      It wasn’t a question, so she didn’t bother answering as she slipped her hand into his and accepted a hug from her oldest and closest friend, Sabrina Miller.

      “I knew you knew.” Sabrina sounded somewhat disappointed.

      A twinge of guilt flickered in Maren’s gut. Maybe she shouldn’t have tried so hard to figure out their secret.

      “Of course, I knew.” Maren winked and blew her a kiss. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m still so surprised to see everyone and it’s super sweet. Thank you.” She looked between them both. “Really. This is amazing.”

      Maren didn’t like to lie, but she could and she would when the situation called for it. And because she’d made a habit of not wanting anyone to ever feel bad, particularly on her account, she smiled broadly and told them again how happy she was that they’d gone to so much trouble.

      The truth was, the last thing Maren had wanted was a party to celebrate her fortieth year. Not even a small one. But if she’d learned one thing over the years, it was it seldom mattered what she wanted as long as her family was happy. After a while, her own wants and desires had more or less merged with those of her family’s, so most of the time it was hard to tell what it was that she wanted.

      “Come on.” Sabrina took her hand in hers. “You should make your rounds, birthday girl. Let’s go say hi to everyone and get you a drink.”

      They left Davis by the door in case more guests arrived, and together they walked through to the living room so Maren could greet the gathering of her friends and neighbors. The more hugs, kisses, and well wishes she received, the more relaxed she became until she found herself enjoying the small party. She’d been hoping for something a bit more laid-back to celebrate, and had even done her best to drop a few hints for a quiet dinner at one of the fancier restaurants downtown or maybe even just some takeout. Something where no one had to go to a lot of fuss. But now that she was there and the house was full, maybe it wasn’t so bad. After all, it was nice to see everyone all together and they were there for—

      “Happy birthday, Mom.” Rylee pushed through the crowd and to Maren’s delight, let her mother squeeze her in a bear hug the way she used to when she was little. It happened less and less frequently and Maren would take it where she could. “I bet you’re really surprised, right?” She rolled her eyes in the way she’d recently perfected and laughed.

      “Of course I am.” Maren laughed with her daughter.

      “I told them not to.” Rylee grabbed a mini quiche from a tray. “But you know Auntie Sabrina. Once she decides to do something…”

      “There’s no stopping her.” Maren finished for her.

      “Like a bulldozer,” they said together. It wasn’t the first time.

      Next to her, Sabrina pretended to be offended. “Hey.” She shrugged. “I may be a bulldozer, but I’m a dozer who knows what she wants and I always get it. Don’t I?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Good. Because I might not be good at a lot of things, but throwing a party for my best friend is definitely one of the areas where I shine.”

      Maren laughed. Sabrina had been on the end of more than one joke about her flightiness over the years, but she was right: partying had always been her strong suit.

      “You’re good at lots of things.”

      Sabrina gave Maren a kiss on the cheek. “Getting better,” she corrected as she rubbed her growing belly. “And right now, I’m going to be good at getting this baby some chocolate.”

      Maren tried her best not to roll her eyes. It may have been almost sixteen years since she’d given birth herself, and maybe she’d forgotten a few things, but as far as Maren was concerned, her best friend was definitely milking the whole cravings part of the process.

      Rylee waited until Sabrina left before she whispered to her mom, “I really did tell them not to have a party.” She took a bite of pastry and, with a mouth full, kept talking. “But Dad said he owed you something good after totally dropping the ball for, like, ever.”

      Maren laughed again. Davis had dropped the ball for like ever. He had a lot of strengths, but making a big deal over birthdays or anniversaries wasn’t one of them. Not that she minded. Not really.

      Special occasions were her area. Just four months earlier, she’d hosted a huge blow-out with all Davis’s buddies from work, some of the parents from Rylee’s swim club who they’d become friendly with, and all of their old friends from high school all packed into the local sports pub to celebrate his fortieth. It was no small miracle that she’d pulled it all off. But she had.

      Because that’s what Maren did. Organizer of parties, holidays, and…just life in general.

      “It was really nice of them to do this.” Maren couldn’t be sure whether she was trying to convince her daughter or herself. She took a quiche of her own but hesitated before putting it in her mouth. “And thank you for being here, kiddo.” She kissed her on the forehead. “It means a lot. I’m sure you’d rather be anywhere else.” Rylee distanced herself a little more from them every day in favor of her friends. Even though it hurt Maren’s feelings every time her daughter chose a night watching YouTube with her friends instead of time with her, she just kept telling herself it was normal developmental behavior. Even if that was true, it didn’t make it sting any less.

      “Happy birthday, Mom.” She shrugged and looked at her feet. “Shouldn’t you go find Auntie Sabrina before she eats all the chocolate?”

      Even though it made her blush, Maren gave her daughter another kiss before going in search of her friend and getting herself a drink. After all, it was a party.

      Not surprisingly, most of the women had found their way into the kitchen and there was a good crowd picking away at the food trays Davis must have ordered from the Italian market she favored. Or more likely, that Sabrina had ordered. Davis wasn’t one for details.

      “Happy birthday, Maren.” Jessica Grant, Maren’s next-door neighbor, gave her a big hug before pressing a glass of wine in her hand. “How surprised did you pretend to be?”

      Maren winked and took a grateful sip of the much-needed drink. Jessica had lived next door for the last ten years and even though they’d had proximity, their friendship had never grown the way Maren once thought it would. Even so, Jessica knew her well enough to know when she needed wine and lots of it.

      “I’m sure Davis knew you knew. How could he not? I mean, men aren’t the sharpest—”

      “It was nice of him to throw the party.” Maren cut off the rant before it could get started. Ever since Jessica had discovered her husband cheating on her a few months earlier and kicked him out, she’d become just a shade too bitter than any of them felt was healthy.

      “It was,” she said quickly. “Especially because he invited some very handsome, and if I’m lucky, very single men.”

      Maren almost choked on her wine. “Don’t tell me you’re finally ready to start dating?”

      She secretly, or maybe not so secretly, hoped she would.

      “I was thinking about it.” She shrugged, but Maren could see the glimmer of excitement in her eyes. “After all, there are definitely things I miss about having a man around.”

      “Is that right?” She wiggled her eyebrows as she waited for the details that, knowing Jessica, would surely follow.

      “Yes.” She grinned wickedly and nudged Maren with her elbow. “Like throwing me a birthday party.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Right. Don’t give the man too much credit,” she said, unable to defend him completely. “Davis had help. I’m sure Sabrina did most of the work.”

      “You got that right.” Sabrina sidled up next to her and gave Maren a gentle hip bump. “Good, you got a glass of wine.” She moved back a little and leaned against the sink. “God, I miss wine.” Her hand went to her stomach that, at almost six months pregnant, was starting to resemble a basketball.

      Not for the first time, Maren couldn’t help but feel a twinge of self-satisfaction that finally after years of struggling to get back to a body that was lost to her forever—while her best friend strutted around in her little bikinis with nary a stretch mark in sight—Sabrina finally knew what it was like to have her body stretched and distorted by a tiny human.

      The moment she thought it, though, Maren felt bad for allowing herself to think something so petty. After all, it wasn’t Sabrina’s fault that trying to regain a pre-baby body was like pouring rain back into a cloud. Besides, in only a few months she’d figure it out on her own soon enough.

      “Don’t worry,” Maren told her. “Wine isn’t going anywhere. And until that little peanut is born, I’ll gladly handle your share.” She raised her glass in a mini toast before taking a generous sip.

      “You’re such a good friend.” Sabrina shook her head, but it was true.

      Maren really couldn’t be happier that her best friend was finally having a baby of her own. Even if she couldn’t quite wrap her head around how at forty you would actively choose to become a single mother by going through all the trouble of finding a donor. But then again, it wasn’t Maren’s story to understand. If Sabrina was happy, she was happy.

      With her fortieth birthday looming, Maren had spent a lot of time thinking about what she wanted this new era of life to look like, and becoming a new mother was definitely not on that list. Quite the opposite. With Rylee almost sixteen, and growing more and more independent every day, she was looking to this next year as a fresh start—one that didn’t necessarily revolve around her little family, but maybe, a little bit more on her. After all, it was long past time.

      The best thing about turning forty was knowing that she was finally right on the cusp of getting her life back. Forty was going to be her year. Hell, maybe even her decade. She took a deep drink of the wine and let the richness roll down the back of her throat as she relished the thought.

      Maren didn’t need a party to know that these next few years were going to be incredible. Besides finally focusing on herself, her career, and maybe some as of yet undiscovered passions, she was ready to reconnect with Davis, too. They’d always had a spark, but it was time to fan the flames of their relationship back into the roaring fire it once was. In a few years, Rylee would be gone to college and they could finally start taking all of those long vacations they’d always talked about. And they’d be able to afford them, too, because she was finally going to go after that promotion she’d been passing over for years in favor of focusing on her family.

      Oh yes. Maren had big plans. And for the first time in her adult life, those plans weren’t going to be defined by motherhood.
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      Rylee mingled and drifted around the living room, trying her best not to look too bored, but not really wanting to engage any of the just tipsy enough to be annoying adults in any real conversation. She ducked around the giant potted palm tree thing her mom kept in the living room just in time to avoid an awkward conversation with Mrs. Bingham. She’d been her Girl Scout leader a million years ago, and for whatever reason thought that meant they were friends. The last thing Rylee needed was to get sucked into small talk about what she’d been up to in the eight years since she’d spent Wednesday nights in a gymnasium making tissue paper flowers with the woman.

      It was ridiculous that she had to spend an entire Friday night at home because of the stupid party anyway. Especially considering Rylee knew her mom hadn’t even wanted it. Not that her dad cared. Or Auntie Sabrina. She’d tried to tell them both. More than once. But they’d insisted that throwing the party was the right thing to do. And maybe they’d been right. After all, her mom hadn’t look too bothered by it. She’d smiled and laughed and she had seemed really happy that Rylee was there, too.

      And that’s why she’d given up a Friday night hanging out with her best friend. Because if she hadn’t been there, her mom would have been devastated, as if she were her friend and not her daughter. Sometimes her mother’s attachment to her was super annoying. Most of the time, really. None of her other friends had a mother who was always in their faces and knew everything about what they were doing and where they were going, and worse…wanted to hang out with them like they were best friends. She was going to be sixteen next month, which meant Rylee really needed her mom to get a life that didn’t involve her.

      She ignored the little flicker of guilt she felt every time she got annoyed by her mother’s involvement. It wasn’t all bad.

      Besides, it didn’t take much for Rylee just to humor her. Mostly because it made her mom happy and of course she really did love her. But also, because her dad was constantly telling her to, “Humor your mother.”

      It’s probably the advice he gave her most. Way more than study and get good grades or be nice to strangers or any of those other bullshit things that parents say. And it seemed to work for him, so why mess with it?

      At any rate, Rylee had done her job as the dutiful good daughter, nodding and smiling and most importantly, totally ignoring the constant beeping of her cell phone in her back pocket, which was extra hard to do especially because she knew the whole time that she was downstairs playing good daughter that it was Brice texting.

      Just thinking about his wavy, floppy hair that always fell just perfectly over one eye and the casual way he would lift two fingers in a wave every time he saw her—just her; he didn’t do that for anyone else—made her want to scream.

      In a good way. An out-of-control—ohmyGod he likes me—kind of pillow scream.

      Because he did. Sienna Wright told her so and she was Rylee’s best friend, so she’d never lie about something so serious. Especially considering Rylee knew that Sienna couldn’t even stand Brice. She would always roll her eyes when Rylee mentioned his name and try to change the subject whenever Rylee brought him up. But Rylee didn’t care.

      Which was why the second she escaped the party to get upstairs and out of sight, she pulled her phone out and...yes. Brice was texting her. She knew it.

      

      What ya doing?

      

      I’m bored.

      

      Want to hang? Park in ten?

      

      Did she want to hang? Umm, yes. Hell yes. A million times…yes.

      Still standing in the upstairs hallway, she cocked an ear to the party going on downstairs.

      Dammit.

      Her mom would lose her shit if she asked to go out.

      With a sigh, Rylee texted back.

      

      Can’t. Mom’s party.

      

      A second later—a response.

      

      So? It’s not your party, is it?

      

      He made a good point. It was definitely not her party. A moment later—another beep.

      

      Grab some booze.

      

      There was no way. Her parents would ground her for the rest of her natural life if she took alcohol out of the house. Or at all. She ignored Brice’s request and focused on the one thing she might actually be able to do something about.

      As quietly as she could, not that it mattered with all the noise coming from downstairs, she crept to the edge of the stairs and peered down. Rylee’s mom was nowhere in sight, but her dad was still in the corner with a few of the neighbors. Rylee recognized most of them. The fat bald one was new and she didn’t like him. Last summer at the block party, he spent a little too long looking at her chest.

      She rolled her eyes and focused on her dad.

      There really was no reason her parents shouldn’t let her go out. Especially if she told them she was going to hang out with Sienna. They’d been friends since the second grade and they practically lived at each other’s houses. Her parents loved her. And if it wasn’t for the ridiculous party that her mom didn’t even really want, she’d probably already be at Sienna’s house. But…

      

      Well?

      

      Brice’s text prodded her. He liked her and he wanted to hang out. How could she not go?

      

      Maybe Tia is free.

      

      Oh hell no! He was not going to call Tia. Not if Rylee had anything to say about it.

      

      Coming. Give me 10.

      

      She looked down the stairs again. Mom still wasn’t anywhere to be seen. She must be in the kitchen, which meant if Rylee was quick, she could pull it off.

      Moving quickly, Rylee ran back to her room, grabbed her jean jacket and her big slouchy purse before slipping down the stairs. She put her biggest, brightest smile on and walked straight over to her dad.

      “Hey, Dad?”

      “What’s up, Ry? Having fun?”

      “That’s the thing.” She shifted from foot to foot, purposely avoiding the gaze of the fat bald guy. “I’m kind of in the way here and Sienna asked if I wanted to come watch a movie.”

      “Go for it.” He agreed the way she knew he would. Her dad always wanted Rylee to be happy. Especially when he’d had a beer or two and by the looks of the table behind him, he’d had a few more than that.

      “Really? I’ll only be a few hours.”

      “Of course. You were here for the surprise. That’s the important part. Go have fun but be home by ten.”

      Victorious, she gave him a quick hug and took off before he could change his mind or more likely, her mom appeared.

      She slipped her shoes on at the front door and was almost safely outside when she spotted a gift bag with a bottle of wine in it.

      Grab some booze.

      Brice’s request flashed in her mind. She hesitated, but only for a second. A little wine wouldn’t hurt. Her parents let her have a small glass at Christmas last year, and it’s not like she got drunk or anything. Besides, no doubt her mom got a ton of wine for her birthday. She wouldn’t miss one bottle.

      Rylee grabbed the gift bag and shoved it in her purse before slipping out the door to meet Brice.
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      It was almost midnight when Sabrina Miller pulled her car into the parking space out front of her condo. She put the car into park and stared out across the shared front lawn at the two-bedroom, semi-detached home she’d bought ten years earlier, on a dare. She could remember the exact moment she’d signed the papers. It had been the single biggest commitment she’d ever made in her life. She’d been thirty years old, had never had a relationship that lasted more than three years—although one came close—had bounced between careers since college, and had never owned anything except the very first car her parents had given her as a graduation present almost eight years earlier.

      And then there was the condo.

      It started out innocently enough at a New Year’s party at Maren and Davis’s house. There’d only been a few of them drinking and toasting 2008. They’d been going around the room, talking about their accomplishments for the last year and their goals. The same as every year, Sabrina didn’t have any. At least not anything of substance compared to the rest of the grown-ups. It was Davis who’d teased her that night: “I bet it’ll be another ten years before you make any real commitment. Unless you count committing to paying too much rent for that grubby little apartment of yours.”

      Sabrina was used to the ribbing and normally she was able to brush it off, but for whatever the reason, that night the remark hit home. Maybe it was seeing Maren and Davis and all of their friends with their real jobs, their mortgages that had them constantly complaining of interest rates and ongoing repayments, their children and all of their millions of activities, their stressful schedules and commitments that all of their lives seemed to revolve around and for a hot minute she was actually jealous of their chaos.

      It didn’t happen often, but every once in a while, Sabrina looked away from her easy-going life of freedom and no-strings sex and picking up to go on vacation at a minute’s notice, and looked into someone else’s and felt that annoying twinge of…desire.

      That’s exactly what had happened in the wee hours of 2008. Something in her snapped and without even thinking about it, she’d said, “Well, I guess you’d be surprised to hear that one of the first things I’m going to do this year is buy my very own home.”

      She had no idea where that had come from, or what had made her say it, but as soon as she did, she found herself actually wanting to buy a home. She’d managed to put some money aside over the years, and she’d recently received a small inheritance when her grandmother had died. Maybe she actually could buy a house.

      And that’s exactly what she’d done five weeks later.

      The little condo wasn’t much, but it was hers and more than that, it proved to everyone that she could actually make a commitment and put down roots.

      Or something like that.

      As it turned out, it had been a good decision to buy when she did. Shortly after she signed, the city had experienced a boom, and her little condo development had become inner city and close to the core, which meant the location was very desirable to young professionals working downtown who didn’t want a big commute. And more importantly, it meant the value of her little property had skyrocketed.

      Not that it mattered to Sabrina. She didn’t work in the core, nor was she planning on selling.

      Her hand fell to rest on her growing stomach.

      No, she was definitely not planning to sell. The little condo that started out as something to prove was very soon going to become a family home.

      “Family of two,” she said out loud. “Me and you, kiddo.”

      Suddenly exhausted, Sabrina hauled herself out of the car, bringing the Tupperware container full of leftovers Maren had sent her home with. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d come home from an event at their house without a care package. As if she couldn’t take care of herself. Deep down, she knew that wasn’t the reason Maren always sent her home with food. It was because she cared and she wanted to make sure Sabrina was taken care of. It’s what she did. Maren didn’t mean anything by it, and Sabrina always felt a little guilty when she let herself think otherwise.

      Maren wasn’t perfect. But she was damn close. She’d dedicated her entire adult life to being the best mother and wife she could. And friend. She was an amazing friend. The best friend, in fact.

      She opened the door with a click, dropped her keys and purse on the hall table, and locked the door behind her before popping the leftovers in the fridge and heading upstairs to bed.

      She’d been exhausted when she’d left the party, but by the time she was ready for bed and tucked under the covers, she was wide awake, her mind spinning with thoughts. Maybe it was a symptom of pregnancy, but for the last few months, she’d had a terrible time sleeping and she just couldn’t seem to shut her brain off.

      Tonight, her thoughts circled around Maren. Likely because she’d just celebrated her fortieth year. She and Davis had planned for months. Well, mostly she’d planned and Davis had taken care of the details she’d instructed him on. But it had all come together perfectly, and even though Maren had insisted she hadn’t wanted a party, she really did look as if she’d had fun. By the time Sabrina had left, Maren was definitely tipsy from one too many glasses of wine. Just the way a fortieth birthday should be.

      She’d celebrated her own months earlier. Even though they’d all gone to school together, Sabrina was a bit older. Her mother had called her a bubble baby, being born right on the edge of the cutoff for school. Her parents could have put her in school a year earlier, but her mom had wanted her to stay home with her. As the baby of the family, her mother had wanted to hang onto her as long as possible, she’d said.

      Sabrina’s thoughts flipped to her mom and predictably, tears welled up in her eyes. Julie Miller had been full of life. She exuded so much vibrance and color that sometimes it hurt to look at her. When she’d died, the world seemed to leech all of its color. The once brilliant oranges and yellows of a sunset were pastel. The bright blue of the sky where it met the greenest of the summer grass, dull. Everything just…muted. The rest of the family had felt it too. Julie had been the glue that held them all together, and without her, they all drifted apart. Sabrina saw her older brother and sister maybe once a year. And even then, it was awkward and strained, as if they didn’t know each other anymore. Which, she guessed, they didn’t.

      She did make a point to reach out to her dad. In the five years since her mom died, he’d become more and more reclusive. Choosing to spend his days alone, reading or puttering in his garden as if when Julie died, she took the part of him that burned the brightest, too.

      Sabrina shuffled herself around in bed until she was on her right side. She let her hand rub the swell of her belly as the tears dripped from her eyes. Her mother would never meet her grandchild. But it wasn’t that thought that made her the saddest. It was that her mother hadn’t lived to see her own baby girl as a mother in her own right.

      It wasn’t often that Sabrina felt lonely. For the most part, she loved her life of independence. But there were some nights when the quiet crept up on her, and memories of how things used to be smothered her.

      Would things be different if her mother was still alive? Would she be different?

      It didn’t matter.

      Sabrina squeezed her eyes shut against the past and focused on the future. On the life growing inside her. That’s all that mattered now. Not what could have been—but what will be.
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      “There’s the birthday girl.” Davis rolled to his side, the bedsheet slipping a little off his hip as Maren walked into their bedroom.

      “It’s not my birthday yet.” He wasn’t drunk, but just buzzed enough to be extra flirty. She grinned at him. “Technically, there’s still three days until I’m actually forty, not that I’m counting.”

      “Close enough.” He propped himself up on one arm and used his finger to beckon her to him before she could slip past into the en suite. “Come here.”

      Despite the fact that she hadn’t wanted it, the party had been fun and she’d enjoyed herself. Judging by the slightly spinning room, maybe a little too much. “I need to get ready for bed,” she protested, but took a step toward him.

      “I can’t wait.” Davis gave her a fake pout that made her laugh. “I need a kiss right now.”

      “Okay. But just one.”

      The second she got close enough, his arms shot out and wrapped around her before he pulled her into the bed with him. “You look ready for bed right now.” He kissed her and just the way it had for the last twenty-two years, Maren’s heart fluttered and she melted into his touch.

      All of her protests were forgotten when her husband started kissing her. It never got old or boring the way she’d once worried it would. Every single time they kissed, it was like the first time. Well, maybe not quite like the first time. But close enough. And even though they weren’t intimate as much as they once were—in fact, it had probably been a few weeks—the passion between them was far from gone.

      Davis slipped around her so in an instant Maren was underneath him on the mattress. He stroked her cheek with one finger and stared into her eyes. “Did you have fun tonight? I know you weren’t surprised, but I hope it was still a good night.”

      “Of course I had fun.” She smiled in an effort to hide her disappointment that he wasn’t still kissing her. “Thank you for working so hard with Sabrina to pull it off. It was perfect.” It wasn’t really a lie. If she had to have a party, the one they’d thrown her had been perfect.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I know forty is a big one for you.”

      “It is.” Conflicted between wanting to cuddle up with him and deconstruct the evening the way they always did or kiss him again, Maren wiggled beneath him. Her desire won out and she reached up and wrapped her hand around the back of his head to pull him closer. “Kiss me again.”

      “With pleasure,” he murmured against her lips before doing just that.

      They’d been so busy for the last few months with Rylee’s swim practices and work and just…well, life, that time had a way of slipping past and before they knew it, days turned into weeks and they hadn’t been together nearly as much as she would have liked. Maren missed it. No, she missed him.

      With her mouth busy, Maren moved her hands down his back to the elastic of his pajama bottoms and slipped them underneath to press against his bare skin. She felt Davis’s lips curl up into a smile against hers and knew he was in agreement with exactly what she had on her mind.

      A few minutes later, they were both naked and he was once more on top of her, staring down into her eyes. “I love you, Maren.” He stroked a piece of her hair off her cheek and tucked it behind her ear.

      It was an exquisitely sweet moment, but Maren wasn’t in the mood for sweet.

      “I know.” She ran her hands down his bare arms in an effort to refocus his energies. “I—”

      “No.” He shook his head, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t say it enough.” His voice was serious, his gaze intense. “But I hope you know how much I love you.”

      “I do.”

      “I love you more now than I did when we were seventeen and I saw you on your first day of school,” he said, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Do you remember that?”

      Of course she remembered. Starting a new school as a teenager was usually a horrific experience, except Maren had been lucky enough to meet Sabrina, who had the locker next to hers, first thing on her first day. She’d introduced Maren to Davis at lunch that same day, and the rest of the year—the rest of her life—had been anything but horrific.

      “Davis.” Maren stared up into her husband’s deep green eyes, the same eyes she’d fallen for all of those years ago. “I love you, too.”

      Her heart swelled as he bent to kiss her again and threatened to explode completely when finally they made love. Afterward, content and no longer feeling quite so tipsy, she cuddled in the crook of his arm, her head on his chest, and listened to his deep breathing. She snuggled into his warmth and let her fingers draw small circles on his stomach.

      For a few minutes, Maren thought he might be asleep, but then his fingers traced a gentle line down her arm and she turned in his arms to look up at him.

      “Thank you again for trying to keep it a surprise,” she said into the silence. “But you should know by now that I hate surprises, which is why I always know what’s going on.” She couldn’t help but laugh. “But I do appreciate the effort. Honestly.”

      “I’m glad.” He squeezed her arm. “But I can’t take all the credit. In fact, Sabrina insisted on doing most of the work.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Sabrina had always had the tendency to completely dominate a situation. “It’s probably a good thing she decided to do the whole single parent thing. I can’t imagine her ever acquiescing to anyone else.”

      It was still strange to think that Sabrina, who’d always insisted she never wanted children of her own, was going to be a mother in only a few short months. Let alone a single mother. Maren had to admit, she’d had her doubts about Sabrina’s responsibility, but during her pregnancy, she’d really settled down. She had no doubt that if anyone could navigate the waters of single parenthood, it was Sabrina. But there was still something that didn’t feel right about her best friend’s pregnancy. Something Maren had always questioned a little bit but had never said aloud.

      “Hey,” she said before she could change her mind. “Do you think maybe Sabrina isn’t telling us everything?”

      Davis had his eyes closed, his voice heavy with sleep. “What do you mean?”

      “About the father of her baby.”

      That got his attention. Davis’s eyes snapped open. “She used a donor.”

      “But maybe she didn’t.” It was an idea that had niggled at the back of Maren’s brain for a few months, but she’d never felt right saying it out loud. After all, why would Sabrina lie? “Remember that guy she was dating?”

      “You think it’s Ryan’s baby?”

      Ryan had been Sabrina’s last boyfriend. He managed a nightclub and was always out late, living a party lifestyle. Definitely not the type to settle down and have a family. She shrugged at Davis’s question. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “But maybe. I mean, he wouldn’t have been the best candidate for fatherhood. Maybe she just thought it was better than telling us the truth?”

      “I don’t know, Maren.” He closed his eyes again. “It seems like a bit of a stretch.”

      “What about that chiropractor she works with?”

      “Dr. Tommy?”

      “Yeah. He seems to be pretty into her. And I know she thinks he’s…”

      Davis opened one eye and raised his eyebrow. “Seriously, Maren. I don’t know why you’re so stuck on this. If she said she used a donor, I don’t understand why you’re questioning it. She’s your best friend. Why would she lie?”

      Maren knew her husband was right. After all, why would she lie? She shook her head and laughed at herself. “You’re right. Besides, it doesn’t really matter. She’s having a baby. And as far as I’m concerned, it’s better her than me.” Maren sat up and pulled her hair back behind her head before letting it fall again around her shoulders.

      “What do you mean?” Davis turned and propped himself up on one elbow. His eyes were wide open again. He knew her well enough to know that there would be no chance for sleep while she wanted to talk.

      She shook her head and stared at him. “Can you even imagine having a baby right now? Starting all over again, when we’re finally almost home free.”

      “Home free?” He reached out and took her hand. “I thought you loved being a mom. Don’t tell me you’re counting the days now?”

      He was only teasing, but his words hit close to home. Her baby wasn’t so little anymore and in only a few years she’d graduate and go off to college. The idea made Maren immeasurably sad, but more and more, it had also started to excite her.

      “I do,” she assured him. “More than anything else in the world. And I’m not counting the days.” She paused for a moment. “But it certainly doesn’t mean I want to do it again. Who has the energy for crying babies, endless diapers, and sleepless nights? Besides, if I get that big promotion at work, I wouldn’t have time for any of that anyway.”

      Davis squeezed her hand and laced his fingers with hers. “Of course you’re going to get it. When’s the big meeting?”

      “Wednesday.” The day of her actual fortieth birthday, which was why she knew without a doubt she was going to get the job. Maren was not a superstitious woman, not really, but she also knew a sign when she saw one and there was no bigger sign that things were going to change than that. A new decade, a new career, a new Maren.
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      A few days later, Maren woke up on her fortieth birthday and just as she had for the last few days, was struck with a wave of nausea that threatened to knock her down the second her feet hit the floor.

      She spent the next few minutes throwing up into the toilet, willing her body to kick whatever flu bug she’d managed to pick up. There was no time to be sick. Especially not today of all days. The meeting regarding her promotion would be after lunch, and there was no way she was going to miss it.

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and pulled herself up to standing. With both hands locked on the bathroom sink for support, she took her time to make sure she wasn’t going to throw up again. A deep breath. And then another. In the medicine cabinet, she found a package of non-drowsy anti-nausea medicine pills she’d bought a few summers ago when Davis had insisted on taking her sailing on a coworker’s boat. It was probably expired and less effective, but this was no time to be concerned with details. She’d take what she could get. Anything to stop the swirling in her stomach. She swallowed a pill with a handful of water and got into the shower.

      By the time she made it downstairs, the nausea had passed, leaving Maren only slightly off-center and judging by the amount of bronzer she had to use, way paler than she would have liked.

      “Good morning.” Davis greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and pressed a cup of coffee into her hand. “Happy birthday, sweetie.”

      “Happy birthday, Mom.” Rylee gave her mom a side hug, carefully avoiding the coffee. “Do you feel wiser?”

      “Wiser?”

      Rylee grinned. “You always ask me that on my birthday and now that you’re forty, you must be pretty wise, right?”

      Maren tried to laugh, but her stomach chose that moment to act up again, so instead she just shook her head and sat at the table. The strong aroma from the coffee, which normally was her favorite part of her morning ritual, was definitely the culprit. She pushed the cup away as far as she could and took a deep breath.

      “I’m making you birthday pancakes,” Davis announced from the stove. He glanced in the direction of the abandoned coffee cup and back at Maren with a look of question. “Are you feeling okay? You look a little pale.”

      “You do, Mom. Kind of goth, actually.”

      Maren ignored her.

      “You’re not still feeling sick, are you?” Davis put the spatula down and sat next to her at the table. “I was kidding when I said you couldn’t recover from a few glasses of wine the way you used to.”

      When she’d woken up the morning after the party not feeling well, both of them had chalked it up to too much wine the night before. But hangovers didn’t last five days. Not even when you were forty. And especially considering she’d only had a few glasses of wine. “No.” She shook her head. “It must be a little bug or something, but I’m feeling a little bit better every day, so hopefully it will pass soon.”

      It was a lie. She wasn’t feeling any better, but the last thing she wanted was anyone to fuss over her and there was no way she was going to miss her meeting.

      “Really, I am feeling a lot better. But maybe I should just stick to toast this morning?”

      Davis rubbed her forearm and hopped up from his chair. “One piece of birthday toast, coming up. I hope you’re feeling better in time for dinner tonight. I’m going to pick up Indian from Spices on my way home.”

      Indian was her favorite, but the thought of butter chicken and vegetable korma was not helping her stomach at the moment.

      “And don’t forget your mom’s coming by,” Davis reminded her.

      As if she could forget. Mother-daughter relationships could be tricky and Maren’s was no exception. Of course, she loved her mom and of course, her mother meant well. At least she thought she did. But Barbara’s way of showing her love was to pick apart everything Maren did before proceeding to tell her exactly how she could do it better. It was exhausting. And the last thing Maren was in the mood for.

      Davis gave her a sympathetic smile as he put a glass of water in front of her a moment later. “Are you going to give your mom her birthday present?” he asked Rylee, who sat on the other side of the table, staring at her cell phone as if it contained the secrets of the universe. She didn’t blink or make any indication that she’d heard her dad.

      “Rylee?”

      Still nothing.

      Maren extended her leg and gave Rylee’s knee a nudge under the table with her foot. Her daughter’s head flew up, her eyes narrowed slightly until she saw the way Maren was looking at her. She gestured with her head to Davis, who was still waiting Rylee’s acknowledgment.

      “What?”

      “I asked you if you were going to give your mom her birthday present?”

      Her face colored briefly but she jumped up and retrieved a gift bag from the counter by the back door. “Here you go, Mom.” She tried to deposit the bag on the table in front of her mother, but before she could escape, Maren grabbed her arm and pulled her in for a quick hug. She was slipping away too easily these days. And despite knowing it was all part of growing up, Maren still missed the way she used to stop whatever she was doing to give her mom a hug.

      Maren held her as long as she could before Rylee wiggled and tried to pull away. “Mom, you’re going to make me sick.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered in her ear, ignoring her concerns about sharing germs. Rylee shrugged as she moved away, but there was a glimmer of a smile on her lips as she returned to the opposite end of the table.

      Teenagers were tricky, and Rylee was no exception. She was almost impossible to read these days. One moment, she was the sweet girl she’d always been, laughing and smiling, and the next, she was moody and sullen.

      Hormones.

      Maren could remember exactly what it was like to be her age and this too would pass.

      “Come on, Maren. We’re waiting.”

      Brought back to the moment, she turned her attention to the gift bag and pulled the colored tissue paper out with a flourish. She stopped short of throwing it to the floor behind her, and tossed it to the table instead before reaching her hand inside. Her fingers slipped over buttery soft leather and when she pulled the portfolio out of the bag, her eyes filled with tears. She held it in front of her, letting one hand stroke the soft brown surface. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s for your new job,” Rylee blurted.

      She shook her head slightly and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I don’t have the job yet.”

      “Mom! Don’t cry.” Rylee’s mouth fell open in mortification. Maren wasn’t a crier, never had been. “It’s just a thing to hold your papers, Mom. Seriously. Don’t cry.”

      “It’s not just a thing,” she insisted, thoroughly touched over the gift. “It’s beautiful. And so thoughtful.”

      “And you are going to get the job.” Davis put the piece of toast on the table and kissed the top of her head. “There’s no doubt about that. They’re lucky to have you, and I know you’re going to design the best playgrounds any kid has ever seen.”

      PlayTime, the playground equipment company Maren worked for, designed and created state-of-the-art playground equipment for schools, community centers, and pretty much anywhere else kids played. After five years of doing mostly administration work, she was more than ready to take over her own accounts and design some playgrounds on her own. The gift was absolutely perfect.

      “Thank you.” She swiped at the unexpected tears. “I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      “Maybe it’s an age thing?” Davis neatly ducked Maren’s hand as it flung out toward him and laughed as there was a knock at the back door. “Three guesses who that is.”

      Nobody bothered to answer the door and a moment later, Jessica walked in with a bouquet of early flowers from her garden. “Happy birthday!”

      Maren stood to accept the flowers and give her friend a hug. “Thank you. These are beautiful.”

      “You deserve them.” She looked around Maren’s shoulder. “Pancakes?” Jessica raised her eyebrows in Davis’s direction. “You really are the perfect husband. Too bad it didn’t rub off on Brent.”

      “Hungry?” Davis didn’t wait for an answer before fixing Jessica a plate. He did his best to ignore the comments and ever so slight digs against men that had become part of Jessica’s natural way of conversation. Especially because her ex-husband Brent was a good friend of his. She took the plate with a thank-you and sat down at the table.

      “You’re not eating?” Jessica gestured to Maren’s piece of plain toast that she still hadn’t managed to take a bite of. “I probably don’t have to tell you that breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” She winked and took a bite of her own pancake.

      “I think I’m just nervous.”

      “Oh! Today is the big day. I’m sorry, I totally forgot,” she said with a mouthful.

      “It’s all good.” Maren took her untouched toast to the counter. “I think I’ve gotten myself all worked up about it, though. My stomach is a little off today.”

      “And every day this week.” Rylee raised her eyebrow. “Mom, if it were me, you’d make me go to the doctor.”

      It was true, but she wasn’t about to say so.

      “It’s just nerves,” Maren insisted. “Or a little virus or something.”

      “Or you’re pregnant.”

      Maren froze, her mouth open and her eyes locked on her friend.

      “Excuse me?”

      Jessica shrugged. “I was only kidding.” She looked between Maren and Davis. “Seriously. You should see your faces. Would it really be so terrible?”

      Yes! Maren wanted to scream. It would be terrible. Not ten years ago, or even five years ago. But now? It would be beyond terrible. Aware that her daughter was watching her, Maren somehow managed to swallow the words down and instead said, “I’m not pregnant.”

      Jessica turned back to her pancake. “Stranger things have happened.”

      Not to her. Those types of things did not happen to Maren Bennett.

      She’d been on birth control since Rylee was born. After a particularly hard pregnancy and even harder delivery, Maren and Davis both agreed that one healthy baby was enough for the time being. They’d agreed to revisit it when Rylee was a few years older, but somehow they’d never gotten around to it. If they were going to have another child, they would have done it.

      No.

      She was definitely not pregnant.

      The idea would have been laughable, too, if it didn’t scare the hell out of her.
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