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      “Push! Push!” I told Mrs. Mulroney as she wriggled uncomfortably on the floor in her rather awkward birthing position. “Push harder!”

      “Sweet Jesus in a hen house, Matthew. I’m not a chicken, you know. Although if I push harder, I may well give birth to the eggs I had for breakfast this morning. And let me assure you, by now they’ll be anything but hard-boiled.”

      Mrs. Mulroney, Angus, Mr. Banks, and I were on the floor in our living room. We’d shoved the furniture a few feet to one side and had paired up like couples in a birth education class. Mrs. Mulroney and Angus were both lying on their backs, knees up, while Mr. Banks and I did our best to support our partners.

      “And… breathe,” I said, ignoring Mrs. Mulroney’s stress levels and relaxing my voice as though Buddha himself had touched my soul.

      “I’m not meditating, Matthew. I’m having a feckin’ baby!”

      “Be brave, Mrs. Mulroney,” Angus said, offering up some heartfelt encouragement from his position on the floor beside Mrs. Mulroney. “Our little rays of sunshine will arrive soon.”

      “Oh Angus, God bless your glass-half-full naïvety,” Mrs. Mulroney informed him. “But there ain’t no sun where this little ray is from, you can be sure of that.”

      Angus took a breath to reply, but Mr. Banks stopped him with a finger to Angus’s lips. “Shhh, my darling wife. Don’t feed any negative energies. Focus on nothing but the baby. And push gently.”

      Angus began to fake push, squeezing the cushion tucked under his shirt.

      Mrs. Mulroney gave a fake moan and the Cabbage Patch Kid beneath her blouse began to crown.

      Everyone seemed to be taking their roles a little too seriously, so much so that I suddenly reeled at the nightmarish image of Mrs. Mulroney and Angus actually giving birth at that moment. My thoughts swiftly spiraled and I jumped to my feet. “Stop! Everyone stop! I think I’m going to have a panic attack!”

      “Again?” Angus said with a roll of his eyes.

      “Yes, again!” I snatched the remote from the sofa and switched off the Lamaze instructional video that I’d played so many times I didn’t even need the sound on anymore. “This is too much pressure. What am I getting myself into?”

      “Oh Matthew, settle petal,” said Mrs. Mulroney, reaching out to me for a little help to get up off the floor. She got as far as her knees and had to rest against the coffee table. “What’s there to panic about? You’re just overthinking things again. Your big day is still a way off. It’s not like you’re about to become a father tomorrow. You’re not even pregnant with a baby yet.”

      “Or found yourself a surrogate yet,” added Mr. Banks.

      “Or even mentioned your intentions to your husband,” chimed in Angus. “Which would probably be the place to start instead of skipping straight to Lamaze tutorials, don’t you think?”

      “Don’t you get it? The Lamaze was supposed to give me the courage to broach the subject with Cal.” I flopped myself down on the sofa with an anxious sigh. “But instead, all I’m doing is freaking myself out. What if he’s not ready for a family? What if he thinks I’ve lost my mind? What if our life is already perfect and I’ll just mess it all up with a baby? God, I need Tilly right now. Where’s a voice of reason when you need one?”

      “I told you already,” said Angus. “She’s being interviewed by all the fanciest colleges in the country. She’s got them eating out of her hand. She’s not even eighteen yet and they’re throwing everything at her to try to get her to sign up.”

      “I once went to a school where the teacher threw everything at me,” Mr. Banks said, wandering off into the overgrown forest of his mind. “Textbooks, blackboard dusters, bibles heavier than a brick. By God, I learned how to duck and weave. The place was run by the cruelest nun you’d ever met. She was so sadistic and spiteful that many believed she was spawned from the fiery depths of hell itself. When she died there was no trace of her corpse whatsoever, just her nun’s habit in a crumpled pile on the floor, as though Satan himself had come to claim his bride. Rumor has it he asked for a divorce three weeks later.”

      I gave an exasperated sigh. “Like I said, where’s a voice of reason when you need one? What if Cal thinks I’m crazy for wanting this?”

      “Wanting what?” asked Cal from behind me.

      My heart plunged as I spun about to see my husband standing in the doorway to the living room, his work tie hanging loose around his neck and his briefcase in hand. He hadn’t spoken loudly but his presence still startled us. Mr. Banks stomped his foot and saluted as though standing to attention for a commanding officer, while Mrs. Mulroney and Angus both leapt to their feet. As they did so, Angus’s cushion fell out from under his T-shirt and Mrs. Mulroney’s Cabbage Patch Kid hit the ground with a squeak.

      Cal looked from the doll to me and asked somewhat suspiciously, “What’s going on here?”

      “Cal! Hi! What up?” I said awkwardly.

      “What up?” Cal asked back. “Are you kidding? Mrs. Mulroney looks like she just gave birth to a Cabbage Patch doll, that’s ‘what up?’”

      “Oh, there it is!” Mrs. Mulroney exclaimed, overacting more than a tad. “I was wondering where little Suzy Shortcake got to. She must have fallen under the sofa. Come on, you wee mischievous imp, time to get you back to the cauliflower patch.” Mrs. Mulroney started cuddling and kissing the doll, trying desperately to convince Cal of her affection for it.

      “Oh, give me a break,” Cal sighed dramatically. “Firstly, Suzy Shortcake lives in a cabbage patch, not a cauliflower patch. Secondly, something tells me that doll’s not yours.”

      Mrs. Mulroney planted one hand defensively on her hip. “Of course it’s my doll. What makes you think it isn’t?”

      “Because you’re holding it upside down. That’s Suzy’s frilly panties you’re kissing. Have you ever even held a doll before?”

      Mrs. Mulroney’s shoulders quickly slumped in defeat. “Oh Matthew, I can’t lie to Cal. He’s too handsome.”

      “You’re right, I’m sorry,” I sighed. “The doll’s mine. I picked it up at a charity store downtown.”

      “You’re collecting dolls now? Is the writing going that badly?”

      “No! It’s not about the writing… or doll collections… or…”

      “Or what?”

      My whole frame heaved with anxiety. “Cal, there’s something I want to discuss with you.” I glanced at the others and added, “In private.”

      “Oh, thank the baby Jesus, it’s our cue to leave,” said Mrs. Mulroney, crossing herself and heading for the door.

      “Phew,” said Angus, hot on her heels. “I hate awkward moments.”

      “There’s nothing worse than feeling awkward,” added Mr. Banks hurrying after him. “Like getting caught with your pants down at a Sunday bake sale with an egg whisk in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other… but that’s another story entirely.”

      Before anyone could ask any questions—thankfully—the door slammed and they were gone, leaving me alone with my husband.

      “Matt? What’s going on? I thought I’d come home to find you ready for dinner. We’re meeting with Hal tonight. We’ve got an early booking at Per Se, remember?”

      Hal was an old college friend of Cal’s who’d joined the billionaire boys’ club by riding the talents of smarter men—tech geniuses he’d backed at just the right time, with just the right charm, without doing any of the actual heavy lifting.

      “Oh shit, I’m so sorry, I forgot. I can be ready in five.”

      Quickly, I made a move for the bedroom, hoping I’d dodged our family chat for now. Of course, I knew it was a conversation we desperately needed to have. Heck, I’d become so clucky lately I was starting to lose sleep over it. But I was petrified I’d screw things up. There was way too much at stake here. I needed my pitch to be perfect before I launched into the baby discussion, and at that moment I felt far from my A game.

      But nothing was slipping by Cal that easily.

      He caught me by the arm as I tried to escape. “Wait a second, not so fast. You still haven’t told me what’s going on here. What’s the deal with Mrs. Mulroney and Suzy Shortcake and you having what looked suspiciously like a midwife meltdown?”

      I swallowed. My brain flipped through possible answers like a game show contestant on a timer.

      “Performance art?” I offered.

      Cal raised a single eyebrow. The Cal Croft patented You're Full of Shit eyebrow.

      I sighed. “Okay fine. It’s… well. It’s about a baby.”

      He blinked. “What baby?”

      I gulped and my throat clacked. “Um… our baby.”

      “We don’t have a baby.”

      “I know. That’s kinda the whole point.”

      Cal blinked again. “You’re talking about a real baby, right? Not a Cabbage Patch baby.”

      “A real one,” I said, then immediately started babbling. “But not now—I mean not now now, just at some point. Maybe. Soon-ish. Or not -so -soon. Depending on, you know, your schedule. Our lives. The market. Climate change. I don’t know when people usually have babies. Probably when they’re emotionally stable. Which I may never be, so actually I’m not sure why I brought this up⁠—”

      Cal crossed the room like he wasn’t just my husband but a seasoned bomb technician, gaze steady and sharp like he was determined to cut the right colored wire. He cupped my face in both hands, his thumbs brushing lightly beneath my eyes. I didn’t even realize I’d started to tear up until I felt him stop the waterfall.

      “Matt,” he said, calm as ever. “It’s okay.”

      I stared up at him, my throat thick. “What’s okay? Me spiraling again? Me catastrophizing because I want something huge and terrifying and irreversible? Me accidentally triggering a domestic scene with a Cabbage Patch delivery?”

      He smiled warmly. “Shhh. Calm down. We’ll talk about it.”

      My heart gave a sudden lurch. “We will?”

      “Sure. But not right now,” he added gently, because of course he had to say that. “It’ll be soon, I promise. Let’s just not do it right before a business dinner with Hal. We’re talking about a man whose emotional range starts at ‘quarterly gains’ and ends at ‘buy low.’”

      “Soon is good,” I said with a nod, cool as a cucumber… a cucumber that was about to be diced into a salad. “Soon is fine. I can do soon.”

      Cal raised an eyebrow but kissed me again, this time quicker, firmer, like sealing a deal. Then he turned toward the bathroom, unbuttoning his shirt as he walked.

      “Wear something nice tonight,” he called over his shoulder. “Per Se is kinda fancy.”

      “Fancy? Hell, fancy is my bag,” I replied, before mumbling to myself. “It’s right up there with emotional instability and trying to cope with rejection letters from publishers like they were hand-written by Satan himself.”

      I wandered into the bedroom, trying to pull myself together while figuring out what to wear. “God, am I really going to have to put on pants without elastic?” I asked myself before sighing, already knowing the answer.

      Anxiously I stepped into our mansion of a walk-in closet, staring at my reflection in the mirrored doors.

      I looked ridiculous. Puffy-eyed. Disheveled. With a nervous tick in the soul. And under it all was this quiet ache I hadn’t been able to put into words. I’d thought maybe I was just being needy or hormonal or overly influenced by Instagram reels of single dads bottle-feeding twins to the soundtrack of Enya’s “Orinoco Flow.” But no, it was more than that. It was something rooted. Ancient. Caveman-deep.

      I wanted to be a dad.

      I wanted to see Cal hold a tiny human and panic about whether he was cradling the baby’s neck just right. I wanted spit-up on my shirt and hand-drawn cards on the fridge. I wanted a secondhand rocking chair that had swayed generations of children to sleep, just so I could doze off with a little person resting peacefully against my chest, listening to my heartbeat, the pair of us rocking ourselves into a weary, blissful slumber.

      But what if Cal didn’t want that?

      What if he loved our life exactly as it was—quiet penthouse, luxury travel, spontaneous sex on very expensive countertops from Milan—and I was about to blow it all up with my big baby-shaped dream?

      From the master bathroom, I heard the water start up, followed by Cal’s voice through the steam.

      “Hey babe, can you please pick a tie for me? Something that says I’m professional but still edgy enough to take risks.”

      I padded over and peeked into the bathroom, just so I didn’t have to shout back. And also… just for the chance to peek.

      He was in the shower, head tipped back under the cascade, eyes closed, water tracing the long lines of his back, his ass, his everything. Steam swirled around him like a Greek myth in progress.

      My stomach did a slow somersault.

      It was one thing to be clucky. It was another thing to be clucky and deeply attracted to my husband while he casually stood there like an apology from the universe for everything that had ever gone wrong in my life.

      God, how I loved him. In that messy, sacred, impossible-to-unlove way. He was kind and funny and smart and… oof, built. Yeah, he was maddeningly hot. And he was all mine.

      “Matt?” he suddenly asked, still not looking. “Are you standing there watching me? You know I have a superhuman Spidey-sense every time you walk into a room.”

      “You’ve got a superhuman something,” I muttered, watching the tight buns of his ass flex and move.

      “I heard that. You are there.” He washed shampoo out of his eyes and grinned. “So pervy.”

      “Am not,” I said defensively. “I’m just… you know… appreciating you. Like, artistically.”

      He chuckled, a low warm sound that made my knees weak.

      “Babe, you know I love it when you get all Peeping Tom on me. Makes me downright horny and you know it. But we’re going to be late at this rate. Now go pick a tie. You can seduce me after dinner. I’ll even let you choose the playlist.”

      “Yes!” I said with a fist pump. “Babs it is.”

      I hurried back to the walk-in closet to do exactly as instructed. I opened his tie drawer, pushed a few neatly rolled ties aside…

      And suddenly my hand froze.

      There, at the back of the drawer, was a glossy brochure.

      You and Surrogacy—Helping You Grow Your Family.

      My breath caught. Not in a dramatic, cinematic way, but in a real, stupid way that made my throat do that painful gaspy thing it does right before I cry at insurance commercials.

      He had a brochure.

      A surrogacy brochure.

      He had it.

      Not me.

      Him.

      Which meant he’d been thinking about this. Maybe for a while. Maybe longer than me. Maybe he’d even been waiting for me to bring it up. Maybe we were both standing on either side of a giant canyon yelling the same thing but neither of us could hear it over our own anxiety.

      I pressed the brochure back down into the drawer, gently, carefully, like it was a baby. Just as I did, the bathroom door opened.

      Cal walked out, towel low on his hips, wet hair slicked back, steam trailing behind him. He caught me looking and smirked. “You find a tie yet?”

      Blindly I grabbed a tie. “U-huh. This one. It’s perfect.”

      Cal raised both eyebrows. “You wanna impress Hal Chambers—one of the richest men on Wall Street—with Angus’s Daffy Duck tie?”

      “What Daffy Duck tie?” I looked at the tie in my hand. “Oh, that one.” I quickly tossed it back into the drawer and pulled out a nice pale blue striped tie. “I meant this one.”

      He took it with a smile, looped it around his neck, and kissed me on the cheek like I hadn’t just discovered our entire future in a drawer.

      “Perfect. I’ll be ready in ten,” he said, walking past me toward the closet. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Okay? Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      “You know, after the whole Suzy Shortcake thing. You’re okay to hold off chatting a while longer?”

      I nodded, too fast. “Yup. Totally. Look at me, I’m a picture of serenity. Calmer than a National Geographic documentary narrated by Morgan Freeman.”

      “You hate those documentaries. You always get upset when the pretty zebras get eaten by the lions.”

      “Good point.” I laughed nervously. Excitedly. Trying to keep a lid on what I knew. “But that’s just Simba and the circle of life. Right?”

      I suddenly pictured our child’s room packed so high with Lion King plush toys that you couldn’t get the door open, and my heart purred at the thought of our future happiness.

      At that moment, it was as if Cal read my mind. “Just don’t mention Lamaze at dinner.”

      “Lamaze? Why would I mention that?”

      “Because I know you. You’ve got babies on the brain. I told you, we’ll talk about it later. Just not tonight. Not when I need to get Hal on board with his new investments.”

      “Of course. It’s a business dinner, I get it. I’ll be all about the lobster. No Lamaze. I promise.”

      Busily I started sorting through my clothes for something decent to wear. My heart was still pounding, but for the first time in a long time, it wasn’t from panic.

      Cal wanted a baby too.

      He wanted it with me.

      And come hell, high water, or the entire Mulroney-Banks-Angus circus… this was happening.

      We were going to be dads.
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      I sat back against the butter-soft leather of the limo, watching the busy city pass by soundlessly through the tinted window. It still struck me how quietly rich everything in Cal’s world was. The seats didn’t squeak. The doors didn’t slam. Even the ice in the minibar melted like it had manners.

      I wasn’t new to it anymore. The money thing. Not really. But I still had the lingering sense that at any minute someone was going to tap me on the shoulder and say, “Sir, we’ve found your real life, it’s parked out back behind a laundromat.”

      Cal sat beside me, relaxed in a navy suit and the tie I’d picked out for him, scrolling through his phone. No posturing. No cufflink-adjusting billionaire theatrics. He looked like a man on his way to dinner. A really good dinner. At Per Se.

      “You okay?” he asked, without looking up.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Liar.”

      I shrugged. “I’m just… recalibrating. Dinner with Hal is hard work. He doesn’t join conversations—he commandeers them. Like a yacht. Or a small country. Not to mention the fact that every time he walks into the room all I can hear in my head is Right Said Fred singing ‘I’m Too Sexy For My Shirt.’”

      Cal chuckled, finally glancing at me. “Well, if it makes any difference, Hal likes you.”

      “I don’t think he does. I don’t think he even knows my name.”

      Cal leaned over and kissed me. “Just breathe. It’s only dinner.” He smiled and tapped his phone. “I need to check in with Rashida. She’s got updates.”

      He hit speaker.

      “Talk to me,” came Rashida’s voice. Crisp, clipped, and always three steps ahead of everyone. “Are you on your way to dinner?”

      “Yeah,” Cal said. “You got a minute to fill me in on things?”

      “For you? Always. For Hal? Less so. I’ve had twelve alerts today that he’s trying to buy an extinct volcano. If that doesn’t give you Bond villain vibes I don’t know what does.”

      “He’s not a Bond villain,” Cal said. “He’s just…”

      “A weird billionaire. Seems to me there’s a lot of them these days. I’m just glad you’ve got your feet planted firmly on the ground.”

      Cal rubbed my hand. “I’ve got a very down-to-earth husband who makes certain of that.”

      “And may I say,” Rashida continued. “Thank God for him. If it weren’t for Matt, we’d all be attending Hal’s underwater gala in a volcano lair, clinking glasses with crypto bros while robotic piranhas circled the moat.”

      “Rashida,” Cal said with a chuckle. “The update?”

      “Right,” she said, shifting gears. “Okay. Well. That land Hal’s interested in, the three thousand acres in Maui? It’s complicated. There are old trusts, cultural claims, and some disputed inheritance lines that go back generations. Cal, there’s history there. Real history. Family connections. The kind of thing you can’t bulldoze for infinity pools, no matter how exclusive the guest list is.”

      “Does Hal know this?” Cal asked quietly. “How much does he know?”

      “Not a lot, if you ask me,” Rashida said. “And at this stage, nothing’s concrete—both literally or figuratively. There’s still a whole lot of paperwork going up and down that chain. But while Hal sees a beach, I see a chessboard. And if he moves too fast, he’s going to step on something sacred. Maybe someone sacred.”

      Cal’s brow furrowed. “You’re saying we need to tread carefully.”

      “I’m saying this could blow up, Cal. Not just in the press, but in ways that matter more than your bottom line.”

      There was a pause. Not defensive, just thoughtful. Cal’s fingers tapped lightly against the leather seat, the way they always did when he was running numbers in his head. Except this wasn’t just about numbers.

      “I hear you,” he said at last. “But we don’t have enough to go on yet. You said it yourself—nothing’s concrete.”

      “Yet,” Rashida warned.

      “I’m not bulldozing anything,” Cal said calmly. “But Hal’s proposal makes sense on paper. The resort would bring serious revenue to the island, create jobs, and elevate the Croft Foundation’s portfolio in the Pacific. If there’s a cultural complication, then we’ll figure that out. Respectfully. But I can’t just walk away because there might be a story buried under the sand.”

      I stayed quiet, which for me is historic. My gut didn’t like the word elevate, but this wasn’t the moment to unpack it.

      “Let me dig further,” Rashida said. “I’ll get you more than speculation.”

      “Do that,” Cal replied. “If something’s there, we’ll pivot. But I’m not pulling the plug based on a feeling.”

      “Just don’t let Hal charm you into moving faster than you should,” she warned. “Remember, some Bond villains are very likeable at the start. Except that one with the bald cat. That species makes no sense whatsoever. I think God fell asleep at the wheel that day.”

      Cal cracked a smile. “You’ve made your point.”

      “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to stop Mr. Hal Chambers from trying to trademark the phrase ‘aloha, but make it luxury.’”

      Rashida hung up.

      The limo was quiet for a moment. Cal glanced at me.

      “You have thoughts,” he said.

      I took a deep breath. “I mean… it does sound like there’s more to the land than beachfront views and mimosas. But I get it. You’re not the bad guy here.”

      “I just need the facts,” Cal said. “Once we have them, we’ll do the right thing. But I can’t base billion-dollar decisions on ‘vibes.’”

      “Totally,” I said. “For the record, my vibes are usually dead-on. But sure, facts are cool too.”

      He gave me a look. Then reached for my hand again.

      “I’m not Hal,” he said softly.

      “I know,” I said. “You’re why I don’t throw up in limousines anymore.”

      He laughed, and we both leaned back, the city lights catching in the windows as the car turned onto Broadway.
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      The lighting was low, the linen crisp, and the waiters moved so gracefully it felt like interrupting them might be a crime in France.

      Cal and I arrived first.

      And then Hal Chambers swept in like a popping champagne cork—loud, able to take out an eye, and completely unaware he’d just knocked over the centerpiece.

      He was tanned, beaming, already laughing at something he’d just said to himself. His jacket was unbuttoned, his shirt open to mid-chest and showing off the work of a well-paid personal trainer, while his hair looked like it had just been styled by a Mediterranean breeze.

      “Gentlemen!” he said, gliding into the room with open arms. “Sorry I’m late. I had a minor incident involving an artisanal foot bath and a retired Olympic diver. Long story. I won’t bore you with it now. Smells incredible in here, by the way. Is that bergamot? I love bergamot.”

      It took all my strength not to reach for my phone and google bergamot.

      Hal kissed the air near Cal’s cheek, clapped him on the back, and then pointed to me. “You brought the husband,” he said, eyes twinkling. “I love this guy. What’s your name again? Leo. Christopher. Pedro.”

      “It’s Matt, actually.”

      “That’s right. Cal told me you saved his life. That’s how you guys met. You a were bodyguard or something? Because…” He started to chuckle, unable to help himself. “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t look like a bodyguard.”

      “I’m not a bodyguard. I was delivering flowers when⁠—”

      Hal burst out laughing. “Delivering flowers? Is that even a job?” He slapped my shoulder and pointed at me. “You’re a hoot, you know that?”

      With that, he turned back to Cal… and I disappeared completely.

      Unnervingly, the two billionaires fell into a rhythm immediately. Not in a showy way. Just easy. Effortless. Two men who clearly spoke the same language.

      They talked about the land in Maui. The numbers. The opportunity. Hal tossed around phrases like vertical luxury integration and superyacht marina. Cal nodded thoughtfully, asked smart questions, sometimes even pushed back. But there was a spark in his eye.

      I sipped my wine.

      They ordered small plates I couldn’t pronounce.

      I smiled politely.

      They laughed about something that happened when they first met in St. Barts. I wasn’t there for it. Or the follow-up trip. Or the inside joke about the Swiss billionaire who commissioned a Swarovski crystal chandelier for his wine cellar, then complained that it ruined the ambience.

      “Remember that insane thunderstorm?” Hal said. “I thought we were going to have to spend the night in that wine cellar.”

      Cal chuckled. “You did! You passed out on a crate of 1964 Merlot.”

      Hal threw his head back, laughing like someone had just whispered a six-figure tax loophole into his ear. “God, that was a good trip. We need another one. Just the guys. Phones off. World off.”

      “Yeah,” Cal said, smiling. “That’d be nice.”

      I watched him. Just for a second too long. The way his face softened when he laughed. The way his eyes lit up around Hal.

      I looked down at my plate. The miso foam circling my quail had collapsed into a puddle of sadness.

      They kept talking. I tried to jump in once—something about cultural impact and generational land rights—but Hal blinked like I’d just spoken Latin.

      When he finally bothered to figure out the gist of what I was saying, he waved a hand at me. “Sure, sure. That’s what PR’s for.”

      And then he was off again. Another idea. Another vision. Another shared memory with Cal.

      And I sat there, smiling too much. Nodding too hard. Like a plus-one at a wedding where I barely knew the bride.

      It was subtle, the sinking feeling I experienced in that moment.

      But it was there.

      Cal belonged in this world. That was clear.

      But I wasn’t sure I did.
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      The elevator pinged and we stepped into the quiet hush of our penthouse, where the lights had been dimmed by the automation system and the skyline twinkled through the floor-to-ceiling view.

      Cal shrugged off his jacket and loosened his collar. “Well,” he said, heading to the kitchen and pouring us each a glass of water. “That went surprisingly well. Hal’s got some smart plays brewing. He’s chaotic, sure, but the numbers check out. If we pivot on the resort-side revenue, I think there’s something there.”

      I nodded, watching him over the counter as he slid my glass of water to me. “He’s very… confident.”

      Cal grinned. “That’s one word for it.”

      I wanted to ask if they’d been close in college. Like close -close. Instead, I finished my glass of water… then opened the fridge and closed it again without taking anything out… then opened a cupboard and stared blankly at one of Angus’s tins of fortune cookies. I thought about cracking one open to see what our future held, but I didn’t want to tempt fate.

      “He’s very handsome,” I said. Casually. I even shrugged when I said it. Cool and calm.

      Cal turned to look at me. “You’re not jealous of Hal Chambers, are you?”

      “No,” I said. “Not really.” I scratched my head.

      Cal grinned and came around the counter, wrapping his arms around me. “You know why I married you, right?”

      I didn’t answer right away.

      He pulled back just enough to look at me. “Because you’re you. You saved me from a garbage truck. You crashed into my world and changed it forever. You make me laugh and you drive me crazy, and I fall in love with you more and more every day. And there’s nobody else in this world I want but you. Nobody.”

      I bit my lip. “Even if they have a billion-dollar investment portfolio and a fleet of private jets and a name like Hal Chambers?”

      He kissed my forehead. “Especially if they’re named Hal Chambers.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “When you say I drive you crazy… is that like a good crazy, or a bad crazy?”

      He laughed. “I’ll take the Fifth on that one.”

      I rested my head on his chest, letting the scent of wine and cologne and Cal settle around me.

      We stood there for a while. His hand moved slowly across my back. My fingers played with the hem of his shirt. It was one of those quiet, late-night kitchen moments where everything could be fine… but something still buzzed beneath the surface.

      I cleared my throat. “Hey… can I ask you something?”

      Cal gave a low “mmm” and kept rubbing my back.

      I hesitated. “Hypothetically… if someone, say me, happened to find a certain glossy brochure under a Daffy Duck tie in your drawer—purely by accident, of course—what would you say that meant?”

      His hand paused.

      I tilted my head to look at him. “The brochure had a lot of smiling babies on it. And also the words ‘premium tailored solutions to suit you,’ which frankly sounds like a shopping experience at Brooks Brothers.”

      Cal winced. “Okay. I was hoping you wouldn’t find that yet.”

      I pulled back, my heart doing a stupid little leap. “Yet?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to be sneaky. I’ve just been… thinking. Quietly. Casually. Panicking, a little. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to say it out loud.”

      I blinked. “Say what out loud?”

      “That I’ve been thinking about… us. Having a baby. Starting a family.” He looked at me, then away. “It’s not just the wine talking, I swear.”

      I stared at him.

      “You’re allowed to freak out,” Cal said quickly. “I just—God, I didn’t want to pressure you, Matt. I’ve
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