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        AVERY

      

        

      
        SEPTEMBER

      

      

      One thing I loved about living in the small town of Drakesville, Pennsylvania, was the annual Fall Arts Fest. I loved walking up into the town square and seeing all the booths for the local businesses lined up together—like the bakery, the paint and pottery place, and my favorite brewery. The MacGregor Brothers Brewing Company.

      Being ten miles north of Philadelphia and in a generally safe area, Drakesville gave you that small-town feeling without being too far away from it all. Not that I went into the city all that much. Only when I was going on yet another horrible date.

      My current date, Greg, had agreed to meet me at the Arts Fest. He lived a few towns over and was happy to come check out the festivities with me. We met on a dating app and had been talking for a couple of weeks, but this was our first in-person date. Greg wasn’t my typical type. I preferred my men thick and bearded, and he had that clean-cut look about him. He also looked like he went to the gym five times a day. I tried not to judge him too harshly because, at thirty-five and perpetually single, I couldn’t be picky anymore.

      I pushed my hair behind my ear and bent down to admire a crystal necklace at one of the jewelry booths. I didn’t believe in the power of crystals. That was my sister Gemma’s thing, but I thought they were pretty.

      I was cramming the last of a donut into my mouth when I spied the disgusted look on Greg’s face.

      “What?” I asked, thinking I had chocolate smeared all over my face.

      “Nothing,” he snapped.

      I reeled back at that because, until now, he had been the perfect date.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He sneered at me and wrinkled his nose. “You would be prettier if you lost a few pounds.”

      My mouth hung open in shock at his bluntness.

      I knew I had some curves on my petite frame. Most people wouldn’t even consider me plus-sized, though. I just liked a side of cheese fries with my cheesesteak and beer every once in a while. What was wrong with that?

      “Excuse me?” I stuttered out once the shock wore off.

      He shrugged and put his hands in his pockets. “No wonder you’re still single. Men would be more interested in you if you put in the effort and got fit.”

      Wow.

      I knew men were garbage, but I’d never had a man be so rude to my face. I stood there blinking at him in shock for what felt like an eternity. Finally, I clenched my teeth together and chose my words carefully. “Why did you agree to go out with me?”

      He shrugged, and we continued to walk down the street. “You looked thinner in your profile picture.”

      WOOOOOOW!

      “Did you ever wonder why you’re still single?” I asked.

      He shrugged as if he didn’t care.

      “Because you’re an asshole,” I seethed at him. “I need a beer.”

      “You know there’s a lot of cal—”

      I fixed him with a glare. “Greg, go fuck yourself and never call me again.”

      With that, I stormed off down the road until I reached the booth for the tattoo shop where my friend Lizzie worked. Lizzie stood at the booth with her toddler, Matty, on her hip. She cocked her head to one side, and her lavender-tinted hair hung down at me like a question mark. Her son pulled at her hair, and she nuzzled her face against his nose, which made him giggle. That made me smile. Her kids were cute.

      “Hey Avs, how’s the date?” she asked, but I think she knew since I was alone.

      “Bad,” I groaned.

      She frowned and shifted Matty onto her other hip. “What happened?”

      “He told me I would be prettier if I lost a few pounds.”

      “What an asshole,” a deep voice came from behind me.

      I turned around and came face-to-face with Lizzie’s husband, Wyatt. Or rather, face-to-chest, because Wyatt was a freaking blonde giant compared to my five-foot-five frame. I smiled when I saw their new baby girl sleeping soundly strapped to his chest.

      “Oh, my ovaries!” I cried and put a hand on my chest.

      Wyatt gave me a funny look. “Erm, what?”

      I gestured to him, holding his baby. “That! A hot guy with a baby. Sorry to ogle your man, Lizzie, but I’m jealous.”

      The couple laughed.

      “She’s so cute!” I said to them, and Lizzie beamed at me.

      “We make cute babies,” Wyatt agreed. He put a hand on my shoulder. “You need me to rough the guy up?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Thanks, but no. What I really need is a beer.”

      Lizzie and Wyatt shared a look.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m sure Nolan would be happy to see you. He was grumpy when I was over there,” Wyatt said to me.

      Nolan was always grumpy. It was kinda his MO.

      Nolan MacGregor was the co-owner and brewmaster of the local brewery and a good friend—with whom I happened to occasionally fall into bed, but that was a secret.

      With his burly physique and big bushy beard, Nolan was one hundred percent my type. He exuded that whole lumbersexual thing, over six feet tall and a little round in the middle. Thick men with big beards were my weakness. It was too bad he was only looking for an occasional hookup.

      I looked over at the booth across the way and spotted the big man in question. We locked eyes, and he held up a plastic cup. “Beer?” he mouthed. I smiled and nodded.

      When I turned back to Wyatt and Lizzie, they were smirking at me. “Guys, it’s not like that,” I tried to argue.

      Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Sure, it’s not…”

      “We’re just friends,” I insisted.

      Friends with some benefits, but it wasn’t like they knew that. Nobody knew. Not even my baby sister, Gemma, knew, and she worked at the brewery. I didn’t think Nolan’s brother Declan knew either, and they were business partners.

      Wyatt snorted and shook his head.

      I glared at them. “Goodbye, you jerks!”

      They both laughed as I headed in the direction of the brewery’s booth, where Nolan and my sister were doling out beer. Nolan handed me a beer, but shook his head when I tried to give him some cash. “No, Avery, your money’s no good here.”

      My sister scoffed, and she tossed her cotton-candy pink hair over her shoulder. “Um, false, boss man! That’s how we lose money. She’s family… give me ten dollars.”

      “Ten dollars? That’s more than the sign says!” I argued.

      Gemma gave me a cheeky grin. “You’re family. You get charged extra.”

      “Six,” Nolan said to my sister firmly.

      Gemma rolled her eyes. “FINE.”

      I handed the cash to my sister and took the beer from her before downing it in one big gulp. Like the classy lady I was.

      Nolan cackled out a big, booming laugh. “That’s my girl!”

      My heart jumped at hearing him call me ‘his girl,’ even though I knew that wasn’t how he meant it. Nolan MacGregor might be good in bed, but I’d never be ‘his.’

      Gemma smiled, but it quickly dropped into a frown. “Wait, I thought you brought a date to the Fest?”

      I shook my head. “Shut up and beer me, woman.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I grimaced. “He said I would be prettier if I lost weight.”

      A scowl formed across Nolan’s face. “Fuck that, guy! He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

      A small smile curled up on my lips. “Thanks, Nol. It’s fine. I’m used to assholes.”

      His jaw ticked, and the scowl stayed on his face. “It’s not fine. That guy’s a dick, and you deserve better. I have something that might cheer you up, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We finally released that pumpkin beer I was talking about.”

      “Oooh! I love pumpkin beers!” I cheered.

      “I know,” he said with a grin.

      “Basic bitch,” Gemma muttered under her breath.

      I handed her more money and took the beer. “What’s this one called?”

      “The Drake Pumpkin Ale.”

      Gemma made a face. “I’d rather have a Drakesville Lager any day. Or the 611 IPA.”

      “I didn’t make it for you,” Nolan snapped at her.

      Gemma nudged him in the ribs. “Grouchy! Go take a break, boss man. I see Declan coming back. We’ll handle it.”

      Nolan rolled his eyes at her, but did as he was told. He came around the table and joined me on my stroll around the square. We came to a stop at the dumpling truck.

      “You want one?” he asked while he studied the menu thoughtfully, like he didn’t have it memorized already.

      “No,” I lied.

      Of course, I wanted a dumpling. I loved that the dumpling truck was always here for the Arts Fest. Right now, I wasn’t thinking about how much I wanted to eat a dumpling. Instead, I was thinking about what that jerk said to me. Maybe he was right. Maybe I could afford to lose a little weight.

      “You sure?” Nolan asked. He looked down at me with concern in his whiskey-colored eyes.

      “I’m sure,” I lied again and took a sip of my beer.

      He frowned but didn’t push the conversation and went up to the truck window while I waited off to the side and drank my beer.

      Nolan startled me when he came back over to me. “Open your mouth,” he grunted.

      “What?”

      I was used to him grunting that demand at me, but usually, it was in the bedroom, and I was on my knees.

      He held a dumpling in his big hand. “Open,” he demanded again.

      I opened my mouth and let him gently place the dumpling inside. I bit into it and moaned at the taste of buffalo chicken wrapped up in crisp dough.

      He grinned down at me and popped a dumpling into his mouth. “Love that sound.”

      “Nolan!” I hissed.

      He shrugged and swallowed. “What? Why do you care if people know we occasionally hop into bed together? We’re both adults.”

      I glared up at him. “Because our siblings would start planning our wedding.”

      He made a non-committal grunt in response.

      Nolan wasn’t a man of many words. Unless those were dirty words and he was growling them while I was underneath him.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked after a few minutes had passed without further comment. “You never turn down carbs.”

      “Do you think I need to lose weight?”

      He raised a dark eyebrow at me. “Is that a trick question?”

      “No…”

      “Avs, lose weight if you want to, but don’t do it because some asshole told you to. I’ve never complained about your doggy-style hand grips.” His eyes trailed down my body, and it was like tiny fires licking across my skin. “I always have a good time.”

      I put a hand over my face. “Jesus, Nolan.”

      He gave me that naughty grin that I loved and popped another dumpling into his mouth.

      “Open,” he commanded again and held another one up to my mouth.

      “What flavor?” I asked.

      “Apple pie,” he said, and I let him feed it to me. I bit down on the delicious dessert and moaned again.

      “Avery…” he trailed off and ran a hand through his thick beard.

      “Yeah?”

      “Any guy would fall over themselves to be with you. You deserve a man who treats you like his queen.”

      “Then how come I haven’t found him yet? I’m getting too old for this. I feel like I’m gonna die alone with my cats.”

      “You don’t have cats,” he argued.

      I glared again. “Not the point.”

      He squeezed my hand. “You’ll find the right guy, probably when you aren’t even looking.”

      I nodded but didn’t believe him. I was pretty sure the man I wanted a future with was standing right in front of me. It really sucked when you were hopelessly in love with your friends with benefits.

      “You want to come over tonight?” he asked.

      “I’ve got nothing going on.”

      He smiled at me. “Avs?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Wear the red lingerie.”
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        NOLAN

      

      

      I smiled from my end of the couch as I watched Avery laugh at something my brother said. I hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation one bit. My horny brain was more focused on waiting for everyone to leave so I could get Avery underneath me.

      I met Avs two years ago. I was done with my shift at the brewery and headed home when I saw a pretty brunette crying into her beer. I asked the bartender to send her another on the house. One beer led to two, which led to her underneath me, moaning my name. It was supposed to be a one-time thing, but it kept on happening. Somehow along the way, we became friends.

      Since my divorce a couple years ago, I wasn’t one for relationships. I never wanted to fail someone the way I failed Kath. That’s why I told Avery we could only be casual, even though I was pretty sure I caught feelings for her the very night we met. I learned to tamp those feelings down because I knew she didn’t feel the same way.

      “Right, Nol?” my brother’s voice cut through my broody thoughts.

      “Hmm?”

      “Buddy! What a Space Cadet.” Declan laughed and drank down the rest of his beer.

      I shrugged.

      Gemma sighed and finished her glass of water. “It’s late. I better get going.”

      “You okay to drive?” Avery asked.

      Gemma held up her water. “I’m good. I had one beer an hour ago.”

      Avery stood up and hugged her sister. “Text me when you get home, okay?”

      The younger woman rolled her eyes. “Yes, mom!”

      Declan stood up, too. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “You don’t have to,” Gemma said in protest.

      “I’d feel better about it,” he argued.

      “Dec, you live in Drakesville. I feel much safer walking at night here than in South Philly, and I do that all the time. I’ll be fine.”

      Avery sighed. “Gem, let Declan walk you to your car, okay? It’s on his way home.”

      I walked Gemma and Declan to the front door and locked it behind them. When I walked back into the living room, Avery had her head tipped back against the couch, and her eyes were closed.

      “You want me to walk you home?” I asked.

      Drakesville was such a small town that the walk to her apartment on the other side of town wasn’t that far. I never timed it, but it was maybe ten minutes, probably a little less. Sometimes it was just easier to drive over there, but I didn’t like to drink and drive. I might have only had two beers since Avs got here, but that was enough.

      A drunk driver killed my parents. I didn’t fuck around with that shit.

      She shook her head. “I’m not tired.”

      “You look tired,” I said while I stalked over to her. I lifted her chin, and she gave me a sly smile. Then she reached a hand up and rubbed it across my crotch. “Oh, I see.”

      “Do you?” she asked and looked up at me with those big blue eyes. The kind of eyes a man could get lost in.

      “C’mere you,” I growled and lifted her into my arms. She giggled while she wrapped her legs around my waist. I slid my hands under her dress and stumbled up the stairs into my bedroom. It shocked me when I came across bare flesh.

      “Naughty girl, not wearing any panties.”

      I put her down when we got into my bedroom.

      “I had to take them off,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m so ready for you, they were already soaked.”

      I bent my head down to capture her lips, and I grabbed onto the luscious flesh of her ass—her perfectly round ass. Fuck that guy who said she needed to lose weight. I wanted all that delicious weight on top of me, underneath me, and on display while I took her from behind. My big hand hovered on her mound while we kissed.

      “Please, Nolan…” she begged.

      Fuck, I loved when she begged for it. I kissed her neck. “Are you sure you want to have sex tonight?”

      She groaned in annoyance and pushed my hand against her pussy. I felt her slick arousal on my finger as I lightly grazed across her slit. “Does that answer your question?”

      “No. We’ve been drinking. I want to make sure you won’t regret it.”

      She cupped my bearded face in her smaller hands. “Baby, I never regret it. I always love it.”

      I knew it was just casual sex between us, but when she looked deep into my eyes and called me baby, I pretended she was mine. Pretended that I could be enough for her. I had already disappointed my ex-wife, and I couldn’t bear to disappoint Avery, too.

      “You sure, Avs?”

      “Nol, I had two beers. I’m not drunk. Now gimme that big dick.”

      I slid my middle finger through her slickness. “That’s my girl. You like it when I touch you like this?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she moaned. “I’m aching for you, Nol. Please.”

      “Greedy girl. I want you out of these clothes and naked on my bed.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said and gave me a sarcastic little salute.

      “Brat,” I teased, giving her a light tap on her ass.

      I loved when she called me ‘Sir,’ even if she was a cheeky brat. I removed my hand from her dress, turned her around, and slid the zipper of her dress down until the material fell to the floor. With a quick flick of my wrists, I had her bra off, too. She stepped out of her clothes and got onto the bed, lying back, ready and waiting for me.

      I got rid of my clothes and crawled into bed next to her. I devoured her mouth, and she let me. She allowed me to dominate her until I rolled onto my back and she straddled my thick thighs.

      “Get up here and sit on my face,” I growled.

      She grinned and scooted up the bed. She put her knees against my ears, and settled her pussy level with my mouth. I loved face-sitting, and she loved when I let her ride my beard until she coated it with her cum.

      I flicked my tongue out, sliding up her slit until I zeroed in on her clit. She ground her hips against me, begging me with her body to bring her over the edge, to give her the one thing she needed more than anything.

      “That’s a good girl,” I cooed. “Fuck my face.”

      “I love beard rides,” she moaned and gripped the headboard above me.

      There were permanent nail marks etched into the wood from all the times we had been in this position. My inner caveman loved when I made her lose herself like this. I loved the feeling of her delicious curves on top of me while I drowned in the sweet taste of her pussy.

      She ground herself on my face and screamed above me as she tumbled down into the depths of her orgasm. I held her in place while I gave her one last lick as she came down from it.

      “Good girl,” I cooed from below.

      “I want to ride your cock,” she panted.

      “Do it.”

      She scooted down my body until she had my cock lined up with her entrance. In the back of my mind, I knew we were forgetting something, something really important. I forgot about everything else when Avery was riding me while I sucked on her tits, though. I loved her tits, her ass, and everything else. I loved her curves, especially when they were on top of me.

      Man, the guy she went out with today was a douchebag. He didn’t know what he was missing out on. My inner caveman beat his chest again at the fact that she ended up in my bed tonight and not his.

      “Yes…” she moaned as she rode me faster, her fantastic tits bouncing up and down with her every movement.

      I gripped her ass and thrust up into her hard and fast.

      “Nolan,” she sighed in ecstasy as she arched her back and let the pleasure take control of her.

      It was in these moments, when she unraveled to pieces, that she was the most beautiful. She looked like a queen when she was bouncing on my dick and coming apart at the seams. There was nothing sexier than a woman in the throes of passion. Especially when it was this woman.

      She yelped in surprise when I pulled out and rolled her onto her back. “I want to be in charge,” I growled.

      She could only nod in response.

      I kissed my way down her body until I tasted her on my tongue again. She gripped my hair while I licked and sucked her to another orgasm.

      “Oh my god,” she cried out.

      “You don’t have to call me god,” I teased.

      She cradled my face in her hands and gave me a loving look. “C’mere, big guy, and give me what I want.”

      I made my way back up her body and gave her a long, lingering kiss. I pressed inside her, and she wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me in deeper. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to hold off from blowing my load right then and there. I was glad I gave her a couple orgasms already because I wouldn’t last much longer.

      “Nolan, please,” she begged while I slow-stroked her, and she arched her hips to meet my every move.

      I pumped inside her slowly, my large body moving above her petite frame. I cradled her face in my hands and kissed her while I got lost in her. Lost in the feeling of becoming one with this woman.

      I slid my hand down and stroked her clit softly while we unraveled together. “I’m gonna come,” I whispered in her ear while my thrusts got more erratic.

      “Please, baby, take what you need from me. I’m yours,” she moaned.

      I wished that were true.

      She dug her nails into my back while my orgasm wracked through my body. I came in long, hot spurts until it dripped down her thighs. Warning bells went off at the sight, but in the aftermath of my orgasm, I wasn’t thinking about the consequences.

      I groaned against her chest and laid my head there for a moment while I caught my breath. She ran her fingers through my short-cropped black hair and sighed in contentment.

      I pulled out of her and didn’t register something was missing—something super important that we never forgot, especially since Avery wasn’t on the pill. I pulled her onto my chest, and we passed out naked in my bed.

      In the morning, she was gone, but that wasn’t unusual. I didn’t recognize it as a sign that anything was wrong. I didn’t know then that our lives were about to be turned upside down.
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        AVERY

      

        

      
        NOVEMBER

      

        

      
        2 MONTHS LATER

      

      

      My period was two whole months late. I was never late. Ever.

      When I started waking up and getting sick last month, I knew something was wrong. I was old enough to recognize the signs of pregnancy, but I didn’t want to admit it. When my period didn’t come again this month, I convinced myself it was because Thanksgiving was a couple of weeks away, and I was already feeling stressed about the holidays.

      I didn’t want to admit I was pregnant with Nolan’s baby.

      “Are you sure you don’t have the flu or something?” Gemma asked from across the kitchen table, stirring her burrito bowl in thought.

      Gemma lived in South Philly but commuted to the brewery in Drakesville. When we could, we’d have dinner together before her shift. I tried to cancel tonight, but she insisted. My sister could be needy.

      I shrugged and pushed my untouched bowl of food out of the way. I had zero appetite tonight.

      “PMS?” she asked.

      I stared back at her in silence.

      “Avs, when did you last get your period?”

      “Not since before the Arts Fest,” I admitted in a low whisper.

      Her eyes turned to saucers. “That was two months ago!”

      I cringed. “Maybe it’s stress?”

      Gemma looked horrified.

      When Gemma was in college, she had a pregnancy scare, and I drove all the way up to State College to be with her. She didn’t want kids, and an unplanned pregnancy hadn’t been in the cards. She ended up not being pregnant and got her period the next day, but to this day, she was always stressed if it was late. If Gemma had been in my shoes, she wouldn’t have ignored the signs. She would have taken a pregnancy test the day her period was late.

      She stood up and put on her coat.

      I furrowed my brow at her. “Where are you going?”

      She glared at me. “Going to the pharmacy to get a pregnancy test.”

      Before I could argue, she ran down the steps and out of my apartment. I cringed at my door slamming shut behind her.

      Gemma was gone for maybe fifteen minutes before she clomped back up the steps and waved a bag of pregnancy tests in my face.

      “Come on, let’s take these,” she said and led me into my bathroom.

      Ten minutes later, we stared down at the third and final pregnancy test and waited for the results. The first two tests were positive, so I didn’t have a good feeling about this one. I knew I was pregnant before those pink lines showed up on the first test, but I didn’t want to accept it. I ignored what my body told me and tried to will the pregnancy away. I had even been avoiding Nolan because if I had seen him, I would have burst into tears and told him everything.

      My timer chimed, and I handed the testing stick to my sister. “Please look. I can’t.”

      She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Oh, Avs,” she cooed and squeezed my hand in comfort.

      “I’m pregnant, aren’t I?” I sobbed.

      She reached out and grabbed my hand. “What do you want to do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Avery, do you want to keep the baby? Or do you want to, you know…”

      “Get an abortion?” I snarled at her. I pulled my hand out of her grasp and put it protectively over my stomach.

      I had no problem with women who wanted to choose that route, but I didn’t think I could do that. I had always wanted to be a mother, just not like this.

      Gemma blew out a breath. “Okay. Does the father know?”

      I shook my head.

      “Do you… know who the father is?”

      My mouth hung open at her question.

      “What the fuck?” I snapped.

      She held up her hands in surrender. “You go on a lot of dates. I’m not slut-shaming you, sis. But…”

      “There’s only been one guy in the last two years,” I admitted but couldn’t look at her.

      Nolan and I had kept our affair quiet. That was the point when you had a secret friend with benefits. No one was supposed to know.

      “Okay, how about we talk to him?”

      I shook my head. “He’s gonna hate me.”

      Gemma glared at me. “This is his fault too.”

      “We usually remember to use a condom.”

      My sister held up her hand. “Wait, a second. You sleep with this guy on the reg? Not a one-night stand?”

      I nodded.

      “Who?”

      I stared blankly at her.

      Gemma’s eyes widened as realization dawned on her. “Oh my god!”

      “He’s gonna hate me. He doesn’t want to be tied down. He’s always made that perfectly clear.”

      “You and Nolan have been fucking this whole time?”

      “Off and on, not all the time.”

      “Avs, you gotta tell him.”

      I cried into my hands.

      She came over and wrapped her arms around me. “Nolan’s a good man. He’ll stand by whatever you want to do.”

      “Gem?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to baby trap him.”

      Gemma wiped my tears away. “Oh, Avs, you have feelings for him, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Gem, I’ve been in unrequited love with Nolan freaking MacGregor for over a year.”

      She squeezed me tighter. “Oh, sis. I had no idea. I thought you were just friends. I hoped you'd both realize you were meant to be eventually, but I had no clue you were sleeping together.”

      I shook my head and let the tears fall to the floor. “That was the whole point. It was supposed to stay a secret. He’s never gonna feel the same way, and now we’re gonna have a baby, and he’s gonna hate me.”

      “He won’t hate you, but you have to tell him how you feel.”

      “Why?”

      No way Nolan felt the same way. He made it perfectly clear he had zero feelings. He said his divorce had been amicable, but I got the feeling his ex-wife ripped his heart out of his chest and never gave it back.

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “You have to tell him about the baby at least,” she urged.

      “Gem… what if he doesn’t believe me? What if he wants nothing to do with us?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “Are we talking about the same Nolan MacGregor? He may have that whole stoic lumberjack thing going on, but he’s a good man. He’ll want to provide for you and the baby.”

      I wasn’t convinced.

      “He raised Declan when their parents died. He knows how to take care of people.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not the same thing. Declan was twelve, and this is a baby. A baby we didn’t plan for.”

      My sister put a hand on my belly. “If he doesn’t want to be involved with you and the baby, I’ve got you. We can do this. You want to be a mom, right?”

      I nodded. “I thought I would have a husband first.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes the universe is an asshole, and you have to roll with the punches.”

      “Gem, we haven’t talked since that night. I’ve been avoiding him.”

      “Why?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Because I knew I was pregnant weeks ago, but I was in denial. I could stay blissfully ignorant if I didn’t have to face him.”

      She shoved my phone at me. “Call him. You need to speak to him.”

      My hand shook as I took my phone from my sister and dialed Nolan’s number. It rang until it went to voicemail, and I hung up.

      Gemma gave me a sad smile. “He might be in the hops room or doing inventory. It’s almost time for my shift. I better get going. You want me to say something to him?”

      I shook my head. “Please don’t.”

      She hugged me one last time. “I love you, big sis. You’re gonna be a great mom, and I highly doubt Nolan will abandon you and the baby. He’s not that kind of guy.”

      “I wish mom were here.”

      Gemma frowned.

      Our mom died of cancer when Gemma was eight and I was eighteen. I had been away at college when she died, but Gemma had been so young that I didn’t think mom’s death affected her as much as it had me. It was moments like this that I wished my mom were here. She would have put a comforting arm around me and told me everything would be okay. Even if I was sure nothing would ever be okay again.

      Gemma straightened her spine. “Mom would say that everything’s gonna work out in the end. No matter what, I’m here for you.”

      I hugged her tightly. “Thank you.”

      “But not right now. I need to go to work.”

      I waved her off. “Go, don’t be late.”

      I watched my sister walk out of my bathroom and heard the front door slam as she left.

      Sighing, I stared down at the positive pregnancy test. I couldn’t believe how irresponsible I had been.

      I went back into my kitchen and tried to eat the rest of my dinner, but I felt too sick to my stomach to keep anything down. Instead, I crawled into bed early and cried myself to sleep.

      Around midnight, I woke to my phone buzzing on my bedside table. “Hello?” I said into the phone groggily.

      “Did I wake you?” Nolan’s voice asked.

      “S’okay,” I said sleepily.

      “Sorry, I’ve been buried in inventory spreadsheets, but Gem said you needed to talk to me.”

      I sighed. Of course Gemma would go against my wishes.

      “Can you come over?”

      There was a beat of pause.

      “Now?”

      “Now, Nolan. It’s really important,” I cried.

      “Avs, are you okay?” he asked. I heard the worry in his voice.

      Nolan hated when women cried. I think it was why we became friends. We met after a man left me with the check at the brewery and I cried into my beer over another unsuccessful date. Nolan had the bartender send me another beer on the house, and that’s how this whole affair started. I knew one day it would end. I just didn’t think it would be because I got pregnant.

      I sighed. “No.”

      “Avs, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s… can you just come over?”

      “Okay…” He sounded unsure, but I couldn’t tell him I was pregnant with his baby over the phone. “Are you gonna explain why you’ve been avoiding me?”

      I cringed. I hoped he hadn’t noticed. Nolan wasn’t a clingy guy, but I guess it was obvious when I’d been leaving his texts unanswered and avoiding the brewery at all costs.

      “Yes, but I can’t do it over the phone.”

      “Okay. I’ll be over in a bit,” he said in a whisper and then hung up.

      I lay back on my bed and tried to think about the best way to tell him. How was I supposed to tell a man who never wanted to be tied down that I was about to complicate his life? That we would be inexplicably connected for the rest of our lives?

      I jolted at a loud knock on my door. I hadn’t realized how long I had been lying in my bed trying to figure out my next move. The brewery was a short walk to my apartment, so it didn’t take Nolan that long to get here.

      I got out of bed and walked down the steps to my front door. When I opened the door to find Nolan furrowing his brow in concern, I burst into tears.

      He wrapped his arms around me and held me to his big, burly chest. “Hey, hey, what’s going on?”

      I felt the tears falling down my face again, and I tried to shake them away. Okay, this might be pregnancy hormones. I had never been this weepy before.

      “You’re gonna hate me,” I cried and clung to his flannel jacket.

      He tipped my chin up to look at him. “Let’s go inside so you can tell me what’s wrong.”

      I wiped my tears away but felt queasy. I wasn’t sure if that was the pregnancy or my nerves. Maybe a little of both.

      I pulled away from Nolan and walked back up the stairs. His loud footsteps followed behind me. I walked into my bedroom at the back of the apartment and sat on my bed in defeat. Nolan toed off his shoes and sat on the bed next to me.

      “Tell me,” he urged.

      “I’m pregnant,” I sobbed.

      He was silent beside me, but he didn’t storm out or call me a liar, so that had to be a good sign. I couldn’t look at him, though. I couldn’t bear to see the look of disappointment on his face.

      “Are you sure?” he asked after what felt like a full minute passed.

      I nodded. “It’s why I’ve been avoiding you. I took three tests tonight.”

      “Oh. Oh, Avs.”

      My vision swam from the tears that I couldn’t stop coming. I looked over at him, and he didn’t look mad, but his brow was still furrowed.

      “You’re not mad?”

      He looked taken aback at my question. He cupped my face in his hands and wiped my tears away. “Avery, no. You should be mad at me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I forgot to wrap it up. I never do that because I know you’re not on the pill. It was so irresponsible. I wanted to talk to you about that, but you’ve been ignoring me.”

      “I was in denial. I couldn’t talk to or see you when I didn’t want to believe what was happening.”

      “What do you want to do?” he asked.

      “I want a baby. This wasn’t exactly how I planned on having one, but I’m thirty-five. This might be my last chance to become a mother. I’m having this baby.”

      He slid a hand between us and placed it on my stomach. “I want to be involved. We’re in this together.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. I promise I’m here for you, okay? Both of you.”

      “Will you stay the night?” I asked. “I want to be held.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      I nodded but stood up and went into the bathroom. The pregnancy tests were still on the counter, so I tossed them in the trash. I splashed water on my face, but it was still splotchy and red from crying. Nolan reacted better than I thought he would. I thought he would never want to speak to me again. Gemma was right. He was a good man, and I wasn’t sure why I had been so worried.

      When I came back into my bedroom, Nolan had stripped down to his boxers and was lying in my bed. If I didn’t feel so sick, the sight of his deliciously thick body in my bed would have made me horny. Sex was the last thing on my mind, though. Sex was the reason we ended up in this situation. I didn’t want that tonight. I wanted Nolan to tell me everything was going to be okay, that we would be okay.

      I got into the bed beside him and lay down on my side. He held me tight, his hand firmly on my stomach like he was trying to protect both of us already.

      He kissed my temple. “Avery?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m not mad, okay? We’ll figure this out together.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, but I wasn’t sure I believed him.
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      I jolted awake at the sound of retching from the other room. I jumped up and ran into the bathroom to find Avery kneeling over the toilet.

      “Oh, Avs,” I sighed.

      I bent down and gathered up the ends of her hair so it was out of her face. I rubbed her back until she finished. She got to her feet with a groan and wiped her mouth.

      “Can I make you breakfast?” I offered.

      She peeled off her clothes and turned on the shower, not acknowledging my question. I tried not to stare at the generous curves of her body, but my dick thickened against my leg as if in spite.

      She fixed me with a glare and pointed at my crotch. “First, get that thing away from me. Second, I don’t think I can keep anything down.”

      “Toast? You gotta eat something.”

      She grimaced. “I feel like I’m gonna throw up again.”

      “Try, okay?”

      She nodded and stepped into the shower. My lizard brain definitely would have loved to be in there with her. Instead, I walked into the kitchen and started making her toast.

      It broke my heart last night when she asked if I was mad about the pregnancy. We had both been irresponsible that night. Of course, I wasn’t mad because it was both of our faults.

      Deep down, the prospect of being a father excited me. Part of the reason my marriage failed was that I wanted kids, and Kath didn’t. It took years to figure out we wanted different things. Avery and I might not have planned the baby, but we could have the family I always dreamed of together.

      The toaster dinged, and I took out the bread before spreading a little butter on each slice. I made coffee, even though I wasn’t sure if Avery could drink it. Could pregnant people drink coffee? I was looking it up on my phone when she came into the kitchen with a towel wrapped around her.

      “Oh, you made coffee, thanks,” she said and poured herself a cup.

      “Can you drink that?” I asked and raised an eyebrow.

      “One cup a day, and I’m going to need it if I have to deal with eleventh graders today.”

      I handed her the toast.

      She squeezed my bicep. “Thanks. Sorry, I’m moody this morning.”

      I placed a hand on her stomach. “Come on, Peanut, give your mama a break, huh?”

      Her eyes got all shiny. “You want to call the baby ‘Peanut’?”

      “Aw, Avs, don’t cry over that.”

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered and shoved the toast in her mouth. “It’s the hormones.”

      I rubbed her belly again. “We don’t know if it’s a boy or girl yet. I feel like ‘Peanut’ is good enough for now.”

      She pulled away and set her half-eaten toast down on the counter. She ran her hand through her hair and grimaced while she stared down at the piece of bread.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She sighed. “Nothing, I just gotta get to work.”

      “Okay…”

      She stared at me expectantly.

      “Oh. You want me to leave?”

      “Yeah, sorry, I need to get ready for work.”

      I frowned and noticed she looked a little pale. Maybe the toast was a bad idea.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “Can you please leave? I want to throw up again, and I don’t want you to see.”

      I reached out and brushed her hair behind her ear. “I don’t mind holding back your hair.”

      “Please, Nol?”

      “Let me help you.”

      She sighed. “Can you just go? We’ll talk about everything later.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t like that she was dismissing me. I wanted to be there for her. Even if that meant holding back her hair while she hurled. I didn’t mind the hard stuff, but she had to let me help.

      “Okay, call me later?” I asked, hopefully.

      She nodded, and I reluctantly walked out of her apartment.

      We still had a lot to talk about. Last night, she needed to be held and told everything was going to be okay. This morning, that wasn’t enough. I had to do right by her. I had to provide for her and the baby. I couldn’t do that if she was living in her tiny duplex apartment. I had to convince her to move in with me. Somehow. Her kicking me out so quickly this morning didn’t make it easy, though. Even if it was because she felt like she was going to throw up again. I would have held her hair and rubbed her back through that. I didn’t like that she was pushing me away.

      I walked down the street to my house on the other side of town, but I made a detour to my brother’s apartment first.

      Declan lived in an apartment above the tattoo shop. When our parents died, I inherited our childhood home. Dec moved out a couple of years ago because he wanted his own space. I think he just liked that it was literally two doors down from the brewery.

      Normally, I would have waited since we both worked late last night, but this was serious business, and I needed his advice. I keyed into the outer door and walked up the steps. I banged on the front door to his apartment and waited for him to answer.

      “What?” my brother snapped when he swung open the door wearing nothing but boxer briefs. He squinted at me, a sign I woke him up too early, and he hadn’t put his contacts in yet.

      “I need to talk to you,” I urged.

      “It couldn’t wait until later?” he growled.

      I shook my head.

      He must have seen the look of anguish across my face, because he let me in and led me over to his couch. “You need coffee?” he asked.

      “Please,” I said as I slumped onto the couch.

      He went into his bedroom and came back with more clothes on and his plastic-rimmed glasses shoved on his face. He sent me an annoyed look, but walked into his tiny kitchen and started making coffee.

      “What was so urgent you needed to pound on my door so early?” he asked from the kitchen.

      “Avery’s pregnant.”

      He rustled around in the kitchen and came back with two cups of steaming coffee. He raised an eyebrow at me and handed me a cup as he took a seat beside me.

      “What does that have to do with you?” he asked.

      I took a sip of coffee and then put the mug down on the coffee table. “Let me rephrase… Avery’s pregnant with my baby.”

      “Oh… oh fuck!” he exclaimed, and then he glared at me. “I knew there was something up with you two.”

      “I…”

      “You were so weird with her at the Arts Fest.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked and scowled.

      I wasn’t weird with her. What did he mean by that?

      He rolled his eyes. “Gem said you had been a grouch all morning, and as soon as Avs came over, your entire demeanor changed. Then we watched you feed her dumplings.”

      “She was being moody and not eating carbs like I knew she wanted to. That asshole she went out with said she needed to lose a few pounds. Fuck that guy.”

      “It was kind of intimate, man.”

      “Dec, it wasn’t a one-time thing.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “What?”

      “We’ve had a casual thing going.”

      “Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      Declan frowned at me. “How long, Nol?”

      “Two years,” I admitted and took another sip of coffee.

      Declan’s eyes widened. “Two years?”

      “Not consistently. We’d hook up occasionally.”

      My brother steepled his hands in front of his face. “Why was it casual?”

      I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean, why?”

      “Why have a secret casual thing?”

      “Because she deserves someone better. Someone who won’t fail her, like I failed Kath.”

      He scoffed. “You and Kath got married way too young. You wanted different things. That doesn’t mean you ‘failed’ Kath. And it doesn’t mean you need to close yourself off from love.”

      “I…”

      “You love Avery, don’t you?”

      I stared at him. Of course, I loved Avery. That was the problem. She didn’t love me back.

      He kicked me. “Tell the truth. Has there been anyone else since her?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t want to get into this with him. He didn’t need to know about my sex life or how Avery had been the only woman in my bed for the last two years. There had definitely been some offers, but I wasn’t interested. Not unless they were the petite, raven-haired school teacher.

      “Nolan!”

      “No. She’s been the only one,” I whispered.

      I never admitted that out loud before. Not even to myself.

      “It sounds like you’ve been dating without the title.”

      I shook my head. “No. She doesn’t want me that way. She only wants me for a good time.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “She goes on all those dates.”

      “You don’t see how she looks at you with stars in her eyes, do you?”

      I shook my head at him. He was full of shit. She didn’t look at me that way. Whatever the fuck that meant, anyway.

      “What are you gonna do?” Declan asked and sipped on his coffee, waiting for my answer.

      I drank my coffee in thought.

      I wanted to support her and the baby. I wanted to give her what she had been searching for. I could do that if I asked her to marry me. That way, she didn’t have to raise the baby in her tiny apartment. We could be happy together as a family. She wanted a husband and family so badly, and I could give her everything she wanted. If she let me.

      I stroked my beard. “I’m gonna ask her to marry me.”

      Declan held up his hand. “Whoa, timeout. I think that’s rushing things. Just because you got her pregnant doesn’t mean you need to marry her.”

      He was wrong. The more I thought about it, the more I knew I had to marry her. It might just take some convincing.

      “It’s the right thing to do.”

      He pinned me with a glare. “Is it the right thing to do or what you want to do?”

      “I want to do it. I can make her happy.”

      He kicked my foot. “Dude, you need to tell her how you feel. Asking her to marry you because you don’t know how to express your feelings isn’t the way to go. She’ll think you’re just doing it for the baby. And you’re not, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not just because of the baby. Because I love her, and I know I can give her the family she’s always wanted.”

      “Then you have to tell her that, asshole! You’re perfect for each other, but you have to actually use your words.”

      I put my coffee down on the table and let his words wash over me. I still had a lot of thinking to do about the whole situation. I could give Avery what she wanted, but the way she kicked me out today made it feel like she’d never want that from me. We could be happy together. I just had to figure out how to convince her of that.

      “I better go. I have some things to think through before going to the brewery,” I told my brother with an air of finality.

      “Nol…” Declan trailed off with a sigh. He took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “I’ll see you later,” I said and stood up.

      He didn’t argue or stop me from leaving. I walked out of his apartment and down the steps, walking the short block home in thought. I was still mulling it all over when I stepped into the house.

      I went into the office and pulled my mother’s ring from the safe. Instead of a diamond, the center stone was an emerald with two tiny diamonds on each side. I hadn’t given it to Kath when I proposed because she liked flashy things. Mom’s ring hadn’t been meant for Kath, but maybe it could be for Avery. At forty, this might be my last chance to find someone to share my life with. My last chance to become a father and have a family.

      I sighed and put the ring back in the safe. If I was going to support my baby mama, I needed to make sure the brewery was producing the best beer we could. I owed that much to Avery and the baby.
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      “How are you feeling?” my doctor asked as she looked up from my chart.

      “Exhausted.”

      “That’s normal. Morning sickness?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Will it ever stop?”

      The Asian woman laughed. “I don’t want to lie to you and say yes, but some women have it the whole time.”

      I groaned. “You said I was at high risk. Should I be concerned?”

      She looked at my chart. “Because of your age, you’re technically referred to as having a geriatric pregnancy.”

      I made a face at that phrase.

      She laughed. “It’s just a medical term. You’re healthy, and everything looks good so far. Is the father involved?”

      I nodded.

      “How’s he feeling?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He wants to support me, to provide for the baby. We’re not exactly together.”

      “Ah.”

      I shrugged again.

      “Complicated relationship aside, you’re relatively healthy, so I think you’ll be fine. Do you have questions for me?”

      I stared at her, bewildered. I had a lot of questions, but I didn’t know which one to ask first. This was my first pregnancy. I never even had a pregnancy scare before. I wasn’t sure what to ask.

      “Is sex on the table?” I blurted out. A crimson blush crept up my neck. I didn’t know why that was the first question I asked.

      She laughed. “Yes, but be aware of any pain. You can always readjust if something is uncomfortable.”

      “Okay.”

      “Make sure you take your prenatal vitamins and lean on the baby’s father. Let him be your support system. Even if you aren’t together.”

      I chewed on my lip. It had been a couple of days since I told Nolan about the baby. I’d been a little abrupt with him when I told him to leave. After he left my apartment, I felt like such a bitch, but I was so nauseous I just wanted him to go away. He was trying to be there for me, and I was cold and callous to him. That wasn’t fair of me. I hoped I hadn’t hurt his feelings, but maybe I should have asked him to come to this appointment with me.

      Doctor Lee handed me a printout, and I took the grainy photo of the early sonogram from her. When I looked at the image, my heart climbed up into my throat. That tiny bean was growing inside me. Nolan and I had made this little life together.

      “Oh…” I sighed as I looked at the image in my hands.

      Doctor Lee smiled at me again and squeezed my hand. “You’re gonna do great. Make sure you’re taking care of yourself, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I left the office, and my heart felt like it was going to burst. I drove back to my tiny apartment and realized I was exhausted and hungry. I cut out of school early to get a later appointment, and now I was too tired to make dinner. I got out of my car, and instead of going upstairs, I made the short walk over to the brewery.

      The brewery was probably the coolest place in Drakesville. It used to be an old Rolls Royce showroom bought by another brewery before Nolan and Declan bought it. The old owners spent all their money on decor and ended up going under. When the MacGregor Brothers bought it, they didn’t have to do a lot of remodeling. There was already a bar, bathrooms, and a place for Nolan to brew beer. He just had to bring in his own equipment. At first, they only had beer, but they turned it into a fully functioning brewpub with a full kitchen over the past couple of years. It was my favorite place in town, and all my favorite people worked there.

      I spied my sister’s pink hair behind the bar when I walked inside. My sister and I couldn’t be more different. Where I was petite with dark hair, Gemma was tall and lanky and had been dying her hair bright pink since she was a teenager. She had a sleeve tattoo of black and grey flowers down one of her arms, so paired with the bright hair, she stood out.

      I walked over to the bar and sat down on a barstool. Gemma gave me a brief wave while she poured beers for a group of rowdy co-eds. One of the other bartenders, Felix, came over and dropped a coaster in front of me. Felix had that edgy tattooed bad boy look about him, but he was a total softie. And also a huge flirt.

      He leaned on the bar, and Gemma made an annoyed face behind his back. For whatever reason, my sister and Felix didn’t get along, and I didn’t know why. Any time I pressed her, she changed the subject. I’d get it out of her one day.

      “Hey, Avs, you want that new pumpkin beer?” Felix asked and gave me a wink.

      “No,” I said with a frown. I really wished I could have enjoyed more of that beer before its creator knocked me up. “Can I get a water and a menu? I’m so hungry.”

      His eyebrow quirked up in confusion. “No beer? But Nolan made that one specifically for you.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t think that was true. Nolan liked to experiment with different beers. My liking pumpkin beers was just an excuse for him to make one.

      Gemma came over to us and shot Felix a glare. “Felix, fuck off. I need to talk to my sister.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “Touchy, touchy.”

      Gemma nodded her head at the two women seated at the other end of the bar. “Go help those two. I got this.”

      He winked at her sardonically and walked to the other end of the bar. Gemma plunked a water down in front of me and handed me a menu.

      I perused it with a groan. “I don’t think I can eat any of this stuff.”

      “Get a salad. The goat cheese one is so good!”

      “I can’t!” I cried.

      “Why not?” Gemma asked, twirling her pink hair around her finger.

      “No soft cheeses! Or sushi. Or fish at all. Or deli meat.”

      “No hoagies?” Gemma asked in shock. “Remind me to never get pregnant.”

      “Zero out of ten, do not recommend,” I said. I scanned the menu again. “Can I get the burger, but make sure it’s well done?”

      Gemma smiled at me. “You got it.”

      I watched her put my order into the system, and my eyes scanned up to the TV screen above my head. The hockey game was on, and the Bulldogs were getting creamed by New York. Our mutual love for hockey might have been the reason Nolan and I became such good friends in the first place. Not liking hockey was practically against the law in my house; dad was a Bulldogs fiend.

      I checked my phone to see what time it was and realized it wasn’t late enough for me to be this tired. Incubating a baby was exhausting, and I wasn’t even that far along yet. I pulled the printout from my pocket and looked at it again.

      “You look like you’re glowing!” Declan’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

      “Hey, Dec.”

      He nodded toward the piece of paper in my hands. “Did you show that to Nol yet?”

      “You know?” I asked.

      I hadn’t told Nolan not to tell anyone about the pregnancy, so it wasn't a shock his brother already knew.

      Declan nodded. “Nol told me the next day after you kicked him out of your apartment.”

      I cringed. Maybe I had hurt Nolan’s feelings when I dismissed him like that. Pregnancy mood swings were no joke.

      I looked down at the grainy image of our baby. “No, I haven’t shown him yet. We haven’t spoken since I told him about the baby.”

      Declan’s gaze slid over to the windowed wall on the other side of the bar. Nolan and one of the other brewers looked like they were in a heated argument.

      Declan’s whiskey brown eyes connected with mine. “Actually, seeing you might cheer him up.”

      “Cheer him up?”

      Declan sighed. “We found out the tank’s calibration was off and had to dump a whole batch.”

      “Oh, no!”

      He nodded. “Yup. Safe to say, Nol’s not in the best mood.”

      I cringed. “I’m probably the last person he wants to see then.”

      Declan gave me a funny look, but we were interrupted by Gemma cursing loudly at Felix while he laughed in her face. “Christ, those two.”

      “What’s the deal?” I asked.

      “Beats me, woman! They’re either gonna kill each other or…”

      “Or what?”

      Declan waggled his eyebrows at me.

      “Gross!” I scoffed.

      We were interrupted again when one of the food runners brought my burger. I cut into it to make sure they cooked it thoroughly and then bit into it with a low moan. Declan walked off to go break up the argument between my sister and the other bartender.

      One day Gemma would tell me why she couldn’t stand Felix. I didn’t get it because Felix was her type of man with his sleeve tattoos and piercings. Most of the women she dated looked like that, too. Felix seemed so nice; I wished she would just tell me what was up with that.

      I was cramming fries into my mouth when I turned and saw Nolan sitting next to me. His grumpy face turned up into a smile, and his broad shoulders shook with laughter as he watched me fight to swallow.

      “Hi,” I finally greeted after I wiped my mouth with a napkin.

      He ran a hand through his beard. “Hey, you. How are you feeling?”

      “Like hot garbage?”

      He frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      “S’okay. The doctor said it’s normal. Pretty sure I’ll throw this up tomorrow.”

      His brow furrowed. “You went to the doctor?”

      “Yeah? I had to make sure it was a real pregnancy. Everything looks good.” He frowned at me, so I slid the sonogram over to him. “Here.”

      He took the printout, and his face immediately transformed into a grin again. “Oh… oh. Is that our little Peanut?”

      That was growing on me. It was cute that he had a nickname for the baby already.

      I nodded.

      He placed a hand on my belly while his finger traced the tiny bean-sized figure on the image. “I would have gone with you.”

      “It was a long appointment.”

      “I want to be there.”

      “I know. You can come to the next one.”

      He beamed and kissed my temple. I froze at that. He never made any type of public display of affection with me before. It must have shocked a lot of his workers because Felix’s eyes narrowed as he watched Nolan massage the back of my neck. I melted into Nolan’s touch because I was sore and achy, and his big hands felt good on my skin.

      “Did you drive over?” he asked and handed the photo back to me.

      I slid it into my purse and shook my head. “Walked.”

      “I’ll drive you home.”

      “I can walk.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      I rolled my eyes at his protectiveness. “Walking isn’t going to hurt the baby.”

      He grunted at me. “Just let me, okay?”

      “Stop treating me like glass. I’m pregnant, not dying.”

      “Avs, don’t be like that.”

      I motioned for my sister to give me the check. She raised an eyebrow in concern but went to get it for me. I signed the check and left her a hefty tip.

      “Avery,” Nolan tried again.

      Tears stung my eyes. I was being a bitch to him for no reason. I could blame it on my hormones, but maybe I was being unreasonable.

      I turned and looked at him, and his face crumbled when he saw my tear-stained cheeks.

      He pulled me into his arms and wiped my tears away. “I want to be involved. I want to know how the baby’s doing.”

      “The baby you don’t want.”

      He slanted his eyes at me in confusion. “When did I say that? I never said I didn’t want the baby. Stop pushing me away.”

      “I think I better go before you resent me even more.”

      “I don’t resent you.”

      “You will,” I muttered.

      He gingerly pushed my hair behind my ear and cupped my face in his hands. “I don’t resent you, okay?”

      I shook my head.

      “Avery,” he sighed. “I know we didn’t plan for Peanut, but I’m here for you and the baby. You know that, right?”

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      He shocked me when he slanted his mouth over mine, right there at the bar in front of everyone. All our kisses before had been in secret. In the shadows and behind closed doors where nobody could see. This was out in the open like he didn’t care who saw us. He kissed me slow and tenderly, and I faded into his touch like I always did. Like I always would. It was the kind of kiss that made me feel safe and warm. Made me feel loved.

      “Come to my place so we can talk?” he asked when he pulled away.

      “It’s a school night.”

      “I’ll drive you home afterward.”

      “Okay,” I conceded, and I wasn’t sure why I did.

      Maybe it was because when he kissed me, my heart wanted to pretend it meant he felt the same way I did. But my head knew better. Nolan might want me in his bed, but never in his heart.
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