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      I hope it’s not too much of a spoiler to tell you this book features pregnancy.
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        * * *

      

      At the time I wrote this book, Americans like these characters had a choice whether to continue their pregnancy. Effective June 24, 2022, Americans no longer have that choice. If I were writing this book today, the plot and emotions expressed would be different. The stakes would be different. These characters would have had a different journey, and I think this trope carries new weight. Because our right to bodily autonomy has been revoked, I know reading this story might be difficult for some. Please know that I am fighting for reproductive justice.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            NICOLE

          

        

      

    

    
      My assistant, Mark, stands outside my office door, timidly fidgeting with a crisp piece of paper. “I’m supposed to give you a message from the boss.”

      “I thought I was the boss, Mark.” I don’t look up from my spreadsheet. Of course I know he’s referring to the company owner, Tim Stag, but I suspect Tim and his wife, Alice, are going to ask me to babysit again while they go out with my best friend and her husband. Who happens to be Tim’s brother.

      I can hear Mark breathing rapidly, and I glance up. He’s holding a cream colored hand-written note. The fancy letterhead means Alice helped write it, and that usually signifies a big ask. If Tim wanted a profit and loss report, he’d just send a text.

      Or shout from his office.

      Mark rubs his fingers along the paper and shifts his weight, trying to melt into the door frame. I sigh. “I’m not going to watch his baby again if that’s what he’s asking. I told you to tell him no to that shit.”

      “It’s something different this time,” Mark says, and walks into my office. He presents the paper to me.

      “Aw hell no. Definitely not. Tell him no.”

      Mark flushes. “Donna said I was to tell you this is not negotiable.”

      Donna is Tim’s executive assistant and is generally the final say in all matters of actual importance.

      “Hm.” I read it again.

      
        
        Nicole—you will join the Stag Law marathon relay team, to compete in the Pittsburgh Marathon on Sunday, May 2. We will produce a faster collective time than Beltane Engineering. Alice will be adjusting meals accordingly. Participation is not optional.

        —TS
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        * * *

      

      “Well, shit,” I mutter. “Where do I even start with this?” I say that last bit louder, hoping for an answer, but Mark has already backed out of the office.

      Tim is an avid runner and, thanks to his perky wife yanking him out of a funk, he’s an avid joiner. If there’s a golf outing or boat rowing or softball opportunity to schmooze with other businesses here in Pittsburgh, Tim is on it.

      He just usually knows better than to include me in this nonsense.

      Tim never tires of bitching to his family that Beltane has an unfair advantage in the corporate relay challenge. All the big firms bet money on the outcome, which they donate to charities. So of course the charities get in on it until the pressure is pretty high for corporate fitness bragging rights.

      It drives Tim bananas that his staff at a sports law firm is not fitter and faster than a squad of gangly math nerds. While the Stag Law senior staffers are out perfecting their golf game to woo clients, the engi-nerds all seem to be distance runners.

      I give zero shits about any of this, but my boss repeatedly reminds me that our law firm represents a lot of athletes. It’s good for our image to appear competitively athletic. Then he reminds me that, as his director of strategy, I’m the one who said that last bit about our image.

      Both of Tim’s brothers are huge runners, too, so Tim keeps trying to sneak them on the payroll so they count for our corporate teams. I point out that there’s no way to cook the books to include a retired pro hockey player or a world renowned glass artist on a law firm’s roster.

      I look down at my legs. Thick and solid, they will absolutely catch my cell phone if I drop it while I’m sitting on the toilet. But running?

      Do I have a treadmill desk in my office? Sure. But that’s mostly so I can angry-pace while I’m on the phone. I am not what you might call a runner. I am also not what you might call a person who exercises.

      I think back to all the times my mother insisted I go to the gym or go running to “slim down,” and how violently I had refused to do anything of the kind. There’s a war inside me, where one side is raging against my mother’s body shaming, and the other side is recoiling from anyone—including my sub-conscience—telling me I can’t do something.

      I bite my lip. I consider the options. I remind myself that Tim is not my mother, and that his request here is fully related to his own dumb pride and has nothing to do with him wanting me to fit into any sort of mold of what anyone says a woman should look like.

      I sigh and weigh my options, deciding I need to call my best friend to figure out why in the hell Tim thought I’d do this.

      I look at the time and figure it’s late enough in the morning that I can call my best friend without pulling her out of some sort of baby nap. Emma is married to Tim’s brother Thatcher, and the whole damn herd of Stags is about as fertile as a pack of rabbits. She and Thatcher just had their second bunny in as many years.

      Since my family are a bunch of assholes and I’m not giving up any of my precious time with Emma, I’ve become an honorary Stag family member. Tim is still my boss, though. We do work to keep each other at a bit of a distance—him because he has control issues and me because he reminds me of my hyper-controlling parents.

      It’s different with Emma, though. I pretend to be a grouch about her babies, but I know how many health struggles she overcame to get them here. Hell, I helped her find the right doctors for her epilepsy when we lived together in college.

      Emma’s phone rings and rings. I’m about to hang up in frustration when she picks up on the tenth ring. “Nik,” she whisper yells. “I got them both to sleep! At the same time!”

      “If I pretend to be excited for you, can we skip ahead to my drama?” I am excited for Emma. I know how important sleep is for her, and how rarely her kids succumb to this state. She knows I’m just fucking with her. I have an image to maintain, after all.

      “Spill,” she says, louder now, and I can hear her walking down the hall of her house. I fill her in on Tim’s memo, and she laughs loudly. “He was just over here complaining about the marathon again yesterday. You know how he gets about not-winning.”

      “I do, but how did he determine that *I* am the great, curvaceous hope for Stag Law? I mean, isn’t his wife the next logical step?”

      Each of the corporate teams is supposed to include at least one person who identifies as female. We don’t exactly have a ton of women working here at Stag Law, something I’ve been working on ever since I arrived a year ago. Tim’s wife is the corporate chef here and I know she at least exercises occasionally. I’ve seen her in actual running clothes in the past.

      “Well,” Emma says with her mouth full of something. She must be trying to cram in a meal before her fawns wake up. “If I tell you, you can’t tell them you know.”

      “Fuck a duck, is she pregnant again? What’s that—four for them? Five?”

      Emma laughs. “Three, Nicole. Tim and Alice will have 3 kids. She’s angling for 4 and he wants to stop at 3, if you care about the family debates.” I do not care about this debate. Like I said—I’m keeping some distance.

      “Is there anyone else at work who can do this,” I mutter, as if Emma would know the answer. I mentally scroll through the other female employees, and can see why Tim sent me this invite. The rest are all knocking on retirement’s door or pregnant. I sigh.

      “Will you come with me to buy some workout clothes? That seems like the sort of thing I have to try on in person.”

      “Ooh, a trip to the mall is a great idea. I need bath fizzies for once I’m allowed to submerge again. Pick me up at 6?”

      I make plans to go shopping with Emma, promising that I’ll be nice to the baby when I pick them up. I’m not actually a monster—I am glad my friend found her perfect life partner and have admitted that the two of them owe it to humanity to reproduce their sexy genes. I just don’t know anything about kids and they make me nervous, like I might break them or fuck them up as much as my parents did me.

      I look up the details of the race online. I’ll have to run five miles. In a row. I don’t know if I can do that. That’s more than three times the distance from my house to my office, and I don’t even walk that far each day. Can people really run that far without stopping?

      “Mark!” I shout for him to come back. He pops his head around the doorframe again. “Can you get me a coach or something? What’s it even called when someone shows you how to run?”

      Mark’s face breaks into a relieved grin. “That’s the good news,” he gleams. “Mr. Stag also forwarded me a schedule for training events. He has a whole series of memos about team building and workplace morale and cardiovascu⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it. Shit, Mark. Do you know how my ass is going to look at a team jog? Don’t answer that.” He backs out of the office again.

      Mark emails me the schedule and training information for the relay team. Is Tim serious with this bullshit? The training program starts this month. In January. It’s not like we have an empire to run or anything—we all have plenty of time for speed work and zone dieting, whatever the hell that is. The good news about all of this is that the city finally finished work on that recreation path along the river.

      My townhouse in Lawrenceville is at least walking distance from the running path so I don’t have to run along the sidewalk while all the hipsters stand in line for ramen and barbecue.

      Still, though. Running in the snow translates to Tim Stag giving me another raise. I pull up the company calendar app and pencil myself in for a meeting with the CEO.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            ZACK

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s cold and there’s a crowd here for the group training run. I hate crowds. My brother Liam leans a sneakered foot up on the tailgate of my truck, stretching his hamstring in the parking lot while the sky figures out if it’s going to snow or just look foreboding all day. “Tell me again why we’re doing this?”

      Liam just growls, and I join him in the stretch.

      Our father jogs up in an electric blue track suit he probably bought in Cuba when it wasn’t legal for Americans to travel there. “Hope you drank your protein shakes, boys,” he says, slapping Liam on the ass. “Corporate team training starts right here, right now. Gotta maintain that Beltane legacy.”

      I roll my eyes, not bothering to point out that I have no intention of competing for the company relay team in this year’s marathon. We have this discussion every year, and every year I am bullied into running with my extended family. Meanwhile, I’ve never even gotten to run the full marathon in my hometown. The relay takes place at the same time, with the long distance runners blending in with relayers who switch out every five miles or so.

      I always feel like an asshole on the fourth or fifth section, starting on fresh legs while the runners around me have been pounding the pavement for 20 miles.

      I feel like I want to explain to all of them that I’m actually a full marathoner. I just have to drive to other cities and run their marathons to feel their masochistic, amazing pain.

      Dad catches my scowl, and he says, “To sweeten the pot, I’ll cover the New York marathon registration fee, since a relay leg isn’t nearly challenging enough for my Brady boys.”

      My cousin Orla coughs and glares at my dad. “Right. Brady FAMILY,” he says, clapping her on the shoulder. “Well it hardly counts as a challenge for you, dear. It’s not like I can kick you off the relay team for dragging ass.”

      “Just what I always wanted,” she says, rolling her eyes. “To be the token female in a herd of men performing feats of strength.” My brothers and cousin start in on each other, slinging foul comebacks, when the event organizer jumps up on a boulder with a megaphone.

      “Good morning, titans of industry!” he shouts, grinning. I groan. “Who’s excited to be here for our kickoff run?” I tune out his chipper voice and look around, seeing the regular crew. There’s the corporate bankers, the out of shape CPA firm, the doctors, and the academics. And then I do a double take, fixated on a mop of chestnut hair swirling in the gray light.

      I cannot stop staring at the woman shivering off to the side with a group of scrawny lawyers from Stag Law. I see their boss stretching his quads, wearing headphones, ready to gallop down the path as soon as the whistle blows. I feel one of my brothers punch my shoulder. “Ouch!” I glare at him. “What was that for?”

      “Were you even listening? Seasoned runners are supposed to pair up with someone new, to help them pace and work their breath and all that shit.”

      “What’s your point? I’m not doing that.” It’s one thing to be here. They can’t make me be coach to an amateur.

      The guy with the megaphone jumps down from the boulder and picks up two orange buckets from the ground. Climbing back onto his perch, he shouts, “Your group leaders have taken the liberty of identifying team members who are beginners, and those with a bit more experience and wisdom to share today.” He starts reaching into the buckets and calling out names, pairing people at random. “This is what it’s all about!” he says.

      I feel my blood pounding in my ears. I watch as people awkwardly team up and start off jogging or stretching. A small voice inside wants me to get stuck with the woman over there, with all the hair. That voice is coming straight from my dick, who keeps reminding me how nice it would be to run right behind her, staring at that round ass moving down the path. “Shut up,” I mutter to my junk, as if it had actually said those things out loud.

      Some of the pairs are doing secret handshake moves and laughing. This is like a nightmare for me. But then I hear the organizer say,  “Zack Brady, you’re going to be helping to coach your new best friend...Nicole Kennedy!”
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        * * *

      

      Nicole Kennedy does indeed turn out to be the woman with out of control hair and ice green eyes. She’s short and curvy and looks like she’s never run a day in her life. My family members all flip me the bird as they tear off down the trail—apparently there were way more experts than beginners needing a coach.

      Dad gives me a grin, and then Nicole and I are in a standoff, waiting to see who will approach whom first. She stands with her legs spread wide, arms crossed, eyes seeming to say I do not make the first move in these situations.

      I roll my eyes and approach her. “Isaac Brady,” I say. “Zack.” I offer her my hand, and she raises an eyebrow, keeping both hands on her rounded hips. God, I love when women wear tight leggings to go running. Jesus, the ass on this woman. What the fuck am I doing here? “So…we’re doing this I guess,” I say. “What’s your typical pace?”

      She cocks a brow at me. “If I knew what typical pace meant, I wouldn’t be in the beginner group, would I?” So that’s how this is going to go, I guess.

      “Ok,” I say, gesturing down the trail. “Today’s run is 2 miles, and the plan is to do a steady pace. So why don’t you start running at a pace where you feel comfortable talking.”

      “Talking? How will I know if it’s a comfortable talking pace?”

      This is going to be harder than I thought. “You’re going to have to talk to me to test it out.” This gets, if not exactly a smile, at least an amused expression. I get a definite no-nonsense, don’t-fuck-with-me vibe from Ms. Nicole Kennedy. I like it. I don’t want to be fucked with, either.

      We start running, faster than I thought we’d go. Everything she’s wearing looks brand new, like she went out shopping for this experience. Certain she’s going to burn out, I test the waters and talk to her. “Tell me how you wound up here today.”

      She falls into step beside me and snaps that her boss is making her be here. “What are the consequences if you refuse?”

      She keeps her eyes straight ahead when she tells me, “He’d be a miserable asshole and a bear to work with. Which I’m now re-evaluating, since my alternative is apparently training with you.”

      She’s sparring with me, and I am shocked to discover I like it. A lot. I don’t spend a lot of time with women, apart from my cousin. There aren’t a ton of women in geotechnical engineering, and I spend all my free time trail running.

      The women I do encounter aren’t like this one. She…sizzles.

      I’m not sure what comes over me, but I nudge her with my elbow. I’m never playful with women. I’m not even interested in being playful with this woman. Am I? But then she turns and smiles, a real smile. I feel my heart change course, which makes me feel ridiculous. Is it possible to have a stroke in response to a beautiful woman smiling? I speed up a bit to course correct, just to see if she can keep up. “Still able to talk?”

      “Fuck. This. Shit,” she huffs, her breath coming out in white puffs of condensation. “Happy?”

      I grin. I am happy. She might be complaining about a January run—who wouldn’t? But she’s not quitting. She’s not slowing. She’s just grouchy about it.

      I hear her breath coming a little faster, but we’re a mile in at this point. “We’re almost at the turn around,” I say, and sure enough, we start to see runners headed back from their training loop. “Oh shit,” I mutter, noticing my brothers.

      “Hey now!” Cal says, stopping on the path and causing Liam to crash into him.

      Orla runs on ahead like she doesn’t know any of us, my dad hot on her tail. “Don’t fall behind, Cal. You know better than this,” Dad says.

      “Who’s your new training buddy?” Cal pivots on the path and starts running next to Nicole, who is starting to sweat. I try not to stare at the sheen on her upper lip, despite the frigid air outside. She is probably wearing too many layers. Shit, now I’m thinking about peeling her out of her layers. I can’t stop picturing her round ass and thick thighs melting out of those leggings. I start wondering how heavy her breasts would feel in my hands when I zipped her out of her fleece.

      “Nicole Kennedy,” she says, offering a hand to Cal. It’s good to hear she can still talk. “Reluctant relay runner in training.”

      “Well we’ve got that in common,” Cal says, falling into step beside her. I can see him turning up the charm and while the logical response would be for me to embrace this, take the attention from myself, I can feel rage simmering in my stomach at the thought of Cal putting the moves on Nicole.

      “You don’t seem too reluctant, considering you’re running extra along with us,” Nicole says. Interesting how her voice is softer with him. Friendly. I don’t like that, either.

      “My brothers would rather be training for the full marathon, but our father makes us do the relay corporate challenge.” I shove him when he tries to swerve in closer to Nicole.

      “Don’t act like you wouldn’t rather do the full, too, man.” He shoves me back and I stumble. I reach a hand for Nicole to steady myself before I face plant on the trail, and I gasp at the electric current I feel when my skin connects with her waist.

      I feel a seismic tremor roll through my body as she turns around to look at me. I’m in serious trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            NICOLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m dying. I feel like my lungs are burning. I’ll be damned if I let the Brady brothers notice, though. Of course my broody, sexy-as-sin new running partner would have a huge family. Of course they’re all lithe and interested in running. They probably go jogging with my boss Tim and his brothers.

      I noticed Isaac speed up a half mile ago and I’m working my ovaries off trying to keep the new pace and pretend like I’m actually able to talk. Really, I am desperate to wheeze, to gasp in gulps of air. But Isaac said I should be comfortable enough to talk at this pace, and I’ll be damned if I let myself seem like a weak link. Who decided people should converse while they’re running? This feels like torture.  Of course these two Brady boys are able to chitchat.

      My mind drifts and I start thinking about Isaac’s thighs in those tapered running pants. I fantasize about poking his long muscles. Just jabbing one of my cold fingers into the side of his leg. God, I bet they’re firm as marble. Halfway done with this run, I think as we turn around and head back the way we came. This won’t be terrible. Will it? Just focus on the thighs, I tell myself.

      “Whoah,” I feel a hand on my hip and I look down to see the sweaty paw of Isaac Brady clutching at my fleece as he stumbles on the gravel.

      “Sorry,” he mutters quickly, regaining his footing. “My dickhead brother shoved me into you.”

      “My bad, Nicky.” Cal runs ahead of us and turns around, jogging backwards and giving a high five to the passing group leader with the megaphone.

      “Do not call me Nicky,” I tell Cal, gritting my teeth so I don’t wheeze. I can’t wait to at least cough so I can draw enough wind to keep going.

      “My bad again,” Cal says, and then he looks between me and Isaac, and back again. He seems confused for a second and he says, “Well, I’m going to hurry ahead before all the free bagels are gone,” and he dashes down the path.

      “What was all that about?” I have to focus all my oxygen to make the sentence sound normal. I cannot let him know I’m struggling. I refuse.

      “All what?”

      I turn my head to stare at Isaac, incredulous. “Your brother just scurried away when I yelled at him about calling me Nicky.”

      Isaac actually laughs at this, and I feel my insides respond to the low rumble of sound he makes as he runs. “Maybe he doesn’t like to be yelled at.”

      I snort. “He’d better not spend time with me, then. I yell at everyone.”

      “Noted,” Isaac says, and he grins again. I like that I made him grin. It seems like something difficult to do, and I like being good at things. Which is partly why this running situation is making me act like such an asshole. I’m way out of my element here. Hell, I can’t even breathe.

      We run in silence for a bit after that. The bagels at the parking lot are sounding better and better. Isaac’s shoe crunches over some litter on the trail, and I brave a proper wheeze and puff of wind as the sound of him kicking the plastic away masks the noises of me dying. But it doesn’t work.

      “Is this pace too fast?”

      “I’m fine.” It takes all my control again to keep my voice even, natural sounding. Maybe the flames I feel inside aren’t related to my attraction to him at all. More likely, I’m dying of asphyxiation. Oxygen deprivation. I’ll have to ask Emma to look up whether that’s a real thing.

      “Hey, why don’t you unzip your pullover a little, or even lose a layer.” His voice sounds a little far off, even though I can see that he’s right by my side. Isn’t he?

      “You’re not getting me out of my clothes that easy,” I spit out. And then, to my horror, I get dizzy and I think I black out for a second, because the next thing I know I’m tumbling into the hedge along the path.

      When I open my eyes, I realize my body is being cradled by something warm and firm. I’m disoriented, but comfortable.

      Mmm, maybe it’s one of those massage chairs I’ve been telling Mark to install in my office. This is fantastic. So warm, gently moving.

      Fuck. I open my eyes all the way and stare into the concerned face of Isaac Brady. “What happened,” I ask, struggling to sit up.

      “Hey, easy,” he says, setting a hand on my shoulder. “You just passed out.”

      I wriggle away from his touch before his heat burns through to my bones. My heart is pounding in my ears and my chest is heaving. I guess the jig is up, and I feel myself recoiling at the idea that he’s seen me in a weak spot. What the hell is he doing to me? I should know better than to let someone else take up rent-free space in my head. There is no reason I should care about this guy at all. “It’s fine,” I tell him. “I am just not used to running like this, like I said.”

      “You were pushing yourself too hard. It’s too cold to be doing that⁠—”

      I cut him off by wheezing and hacking like my lungs are on fire. Seriously, it feels like knives are slicing through my chest. “It’s called kilo cough,” Isaac says, resting a hand on my back. “You pushed yourself too hard, like I said.” I don’t have enough air to yell at him for spitting my words back at me.

      “My lungs hurt worse than my legs,” I wail in between bouts of painful coughs.

      He just nods and helps me to my feet. “You put in what? Two miles of max effort just to prove to me that you didn’t need to breathe hard or slow down?” He raises an eyebrow and looks smug.

      Who the fuck is this guy? I want to punch him in the dick, but thinking that causes me to look down at said body part and seeing the bulge inside his track pants makes me lick my lips in between coughs.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I tell him. “I’m only pushing myself because my boss is expecting our team to beat your fucking firm in the marathon.”

      This gets a laugh out of him. “Stag Law wants to beat Beltane? That’ll be the day.” He hooks a hand under my upper arm and guides me down the path. We’re close enough to the parking lot now that I can see one of his siblings running along toward us. Is it the same one as before? I can’t tell them apart when I’m hacking up a lung. Meanwhile, Isaac starts to list the different endurance events he and his family participate in as a group. All the -thons, apparently.

      “You all right there, Ms. Kennedy?” The same brother as before holds out a cup of water and I snatch it from him greedily. As I slurp down the icy liquid he laughs and says, “See? I learn from my mistakes and I come bearing peace offerings. What happened?”

      I open my mouth to tell him I’m dying from this ridiculous training exercise, but Isaac growls, “She’s fine. We’re good here, Cal.”

      I look at Issac. This is interesting. Isaac clearly doesn’t want his brother hanging around us.

      However, “Don’t speak for me, Isaac. Don’t ever speak for me.” I turn to face Cal again. “I’m great. Never been better. You said there were bagels?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            ZACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Tranquil Trail Monday. 6am!

      

      

      

      

      

      I check the text from my brother Liam before my fingers freeze and I can’t use my phone anymore. I’m in the right place at the right time. My jagoff brothers are just fucking late. I should have known they’d do this. It’s not even light out yet and I feel like an asshole with my headlamp on for our morning run.

      I’m about to get back in my truck and head home when I hear them rolling up. My shoulders relax a bit when I see the two men crammed inside Cal’s ancient vehicle. We’re all here, I guess. I work to stuff down the twinge of jealousy I always feel when I’m reminded how close they are. We have different mothers, but Cal and Liam would never suggest I was any less their brother.

      It’s all my own head that twists my thoughts.

      “Let’s go, before my balls snap off.” Liam springs from the car and takes off down the trailhead without waiting for the rest of us. He’s dreaming if he thinks we won’t catch him. This isn’t like yesterday—that was equal parts full family activity and work requirement.

      We all work for my dad and my uncle—two brothers who started an engineering firm over 30 years ago when nobody else was really doing that.

      None of us particularly liked running at first, but just like studying engineering in college, we weren’t given a choice about it. In our father’s house, we run five miles a day at minimum, and we bleed, sweat, and dream engineering principles. It’s just part of our DNA. Not sure where Orla puts her miles in. She never comes running with us, but she clocks decent times in the races we run, whether she likes it or not.

      Uncle Kellen doesn’t compete. He says his leisurely run into work each morning is enough for him. I wish I had the nerve to buck against the family expectations like that. Maybe someday if I’ve lived through what Uncle Kellen has, I’ll let go of all my fucks, too.

      Liam’s pace is too slow, even given the steep trail as we descend down into Frick Park. When I shoulder past him and he growls, I grin. At least we can keep it interesting if we’re going to push each other.

      Soon the three of us are jostling for the lead on the narrow path, laughing and shoving each other as we run through the park. It’s hard not to feel like a little kid, running with my brothers in the woods. Damn, I’m glad we did this after all, even if I did have to get up before dawn.

      It’s not yet 7 by the time we finish, so we end up waiting a few minutes outside for the Frick Cafe to open. Another tradition, we always grab breakfast here after our park runs.

      Like some sort of unspoken competition, none of us wants to be the first to complain about the cold, so we alternate grunts. I see the wait staff through the painted windows and raise my eyebrows at one of our favorite servers. She takes pity on us and opens the door a few minutes early, nodding her head toward our typical booth in the back.

      “Bring on the protein special, Em. You know the drill,” Cal says, sending a wink, earning himself an elbow to the ribs from Liam. “Eventually she’ll come home with me for a shower,” Cal says, sliding into his seat and spreading across the entire bench.

      I kick his thigh to make room and slide next to him. Crossing my arms, I take a minute to appreciate the warmth in the cafe. Liam’s voice pulls me out of my daze.

      “Did Uncle Kellen decide about the dam project yet?” The server brings out steaming plates of turkey sausage and eggs and protein pancakes, but Liam holds my gaze until I answer him.

      “He didn’t. Wants to think about it another week.” Beltane Engineering is bidding on a major dam restoration project, and the sudden retirement of our geotechnical team leader has left me scrambling to prove myself ready to fill his shoes.

      When Kenny Hudson collapsed on the job from a heart attack, my dad responded typically: he visited Kenny at the hospital, insisted he retire and enjoy his dotage, and then called each of his sons to lecture us about our health. Again, not sure if Orla got a lecture. She keeps to herself.

      You’d think being the boss’s son with an engineering degree from MIT would give me an edge for a promotion, but if you thought that, you never spent much time with Mick and Kellen Brady. Two brothers—the yin to the other’s yang—they never seem to agree on anything except that nothing their kids do is ever quite good enough.

      My uncle won’t say so, but he’s pitting me against the new guy from Texas and waiting to see which of us can solve another client’s sinkhole problem first before assigning us the lead role on the dam.

      “No pressure, right Zack?” Cal talks with his mouth full and nudges Liam, waiting for him to laugh. “Get it? Pressure? Geotechnical? Nobody?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, I get it.”

      “Want to run the sinkhole plan by us, see if anything sticks?” Liam always wants to collaborate, even though as a structural engineer he doesn’t have much overlap in my work. I start to map out my idea to him, talking about back filling the space under our client’s access road, maybe utilizing a plastic bubble technique to displace some of the shifting that’s been causing sinkholes at a manufacturing site outside the city. “We’d replace some of the dirt fill with these plastic bubbles. The sphere shape makes them very structurally sound,” I tell him, and he nods.

      “We use those in concrete flooring sometimes for less weight at the same strength,” he says.

      By the time we leave breakfast, I’m actually feeling ready to present at our meeting later today. “Hey, thanks, brother.” Liam nods. “See you all at the office?” The two of them live in an industrial loft space our dad picked up on a whim. It’s like a college dorm at their place, complete with nosy landlord, but what I lack in companionship at my house, I make up for in calling all my own shots. Cal flips me off as they pile back in his SUV and head home, most likely to wrestle for who gets first shower.

      I’m the first Brady to arrive at the office, and I take advantage of the quiet to organize my plans. By the time my uncle rolls in with Texas Ted at his side, I’m feeling confident. I even allow myself a slight smile when our office admin announces it’s time for all the civil engineers to gather for the weekly planning meeting. As soon as we settle this sinkhole issue, our top priority at Beltane Engineering will be to make headway on winning this dam project.

      I can smell the opportunity when I see that someone from the sales team is joining us this morning. Uncle Kellen wouldn’t call them in if it weren’t time to coordinate our pitch. I’m grateful I got an opportunity to talk through the pitch with Liam this morning. Everything feels fresh. From here on out, I plan to be neck deep in soil calculations and talus slopes.

      I grit my teeth when my dad sticks his head into the meeting. “Zack, good. You’re here.”

      “I’ve been here for an hour, Dad.”

      He ignores my snide comment. “Kellen, I need to borrow my kid for a minute.” My uncle nods and gestures for me to hand him my notes on the sinkholes. I feel my guts collapsing in on themselves like the soil beneath our client’s dump trucks. My blood runs cold as I realize my father is pulling me away from my opportunity to advance at this company, in this career he insisted I pursue. White hot rage nearly blinds me as I follow him into the elevator.

      “Can you push 6 for me, kiddo? We’re going up into my office.” I don’t say a word, don’t tell him to push his own fucking elevator button instead of clutching his Yerba mate with two hands. Slowly, deliberately, I extend a finger and jab as the doors slide shut, along with everything I’ve planned for the past year.
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      Mornings are my favorite time of day. I don’t spend much time at my house these days, but when I am there, I like to be out on my sun porch with a cup of hot coffee. I chose this house because the gently sloping backyard looks out on the Allegheny River. I’m close enough to walk to work downtown--not that I ever would do such a thing in heels--and I live close to anything I would want to buy, if I were the sort of person who regularly went shopping in real life.

      My sunroom is divine, no matter who’s asking. And the fact that I rebuilt it myself makes it even better. Everything I see around me is mine, down to the studs. I remodeled this place one inch at a time over the years since I bought it.

      I sink into the papasan chair on my porch, just enjoying my house. I had an early night after hanging out with Emma. Her younger baby got really fussy and I could tell she wanted to be alone with him, so I just went home and got a normal night’s sleep for once.

      Not before tossing and turning for a long while, thinking about my reluctant running coach and how he had scooped me into his arms when my lungs stubbornly refused to breathe properly on our training run. The experience really showed me how much I’m going to need to work to get ready for this thing.

      Fucking Tim. He’s probably sitting at home smugly telling Alice how he’ll make an athlete out of me yet. Gag.

      Rather than take a practice run this morning, I slid into my “workout” leggings and curled up in my sunroom, waiting for dawn to strike the barges slowly floating past on the river.

      As the sun comes up, I squint into my back yard and notice a long line of mud that definitely was not there the day before. Staring, I stand and walk to the glass wall of my sun room. The line is too big to have been dug by some asshole’s dog in search of a bone. I notice that it extends into my neighbor’s yard. A ridge in the grass.

      I frown at it. My neighbor, Valerie, is a crotchety old busybody who thinks I stole her hedge. We’ve been in a fight about it since I bought this place. It was planted on my fucking side of the property line, and it was ugly as fuck, so I had it removed and now I can enjoy my view of the river. She’s still not over it, though, and I imagine this new trench is her doing.

      She’s probably planning some new landscaping nightmare, I decide, and make a mental note to call and fight with her later.

      I finish my coffee, and get ready for work. We’re launching some major new strategic initiatives this year, partnering with other industry experts to help our athlete clients create charitable foundations. I spend the entire day pulling together comparison plans about competitor firms in other cities, ignoring everyone except Mark, and I only talk to him when he brings Pad Thai for lunch. I’m still pissed off about the coerced marathon gang.

      I practically died this weekend training for that nonsense…is what I told Tim in a series of angry text messages. He knows I’m pouting. He probably also knows me well enough to understand that I hate doing things I’m not awesome at. I’d much prefer to be coerced into this next year when I’ve had time to get good at it first.
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        * * *

      

      I get home from work and reach for my mail, where I notice a neon pink note card sticking out among my bills and Bust magazine. When I get inside, I drop my stuff on the little table I selected for just this purpose, and I read the note.

      Scratched in hurried handwriting, it reads “we need to discuss your latest work in the backyard.” It’s from Valerie, which makes me frown, because I assumed that ridge was her doing.

      Unless it still is and she wants to fill me in on whatever nonsense she’s scheming. I reach for my phone to pull up a copy of our property survey for her perusal, when she starts banging on my front door.

      “Nicole, I know you’re there. Open up.”

      “Um, hi, Valerie.” I step back a foot and she bursts into my house, stomping her feet on my mat and shivering like she just walked here from Ohio instead of next door. “What’s going on?”

      Valerie pulls a packet of rolled up paper from her back pocket. “The yard is basically sliding into the river,” she says, gesturing toward the sun room. “That ridge of dirt is just unsightly today, but mark my words. In a week we’re going to have a crater back there.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. I have no idea what she did for a living before she retired, but I doubt it’s related to yard slides. “And how do you know this exactly?”

      I gesture for the papers Valerie offers and begin reading skeptically. “Rotational landslide,” I say. “This looks like a page from a high school textbook.”

      “Precisely,” Valerie says, tapping the pages. When I don’t respond, she says, “As you know, I retired after a long career teaching high school science.”

      I glance at the diagrams. “I actually didn’t know that, Valerie. We only ever talk about landscaping.” We don’t chat about her career path, but I do sometimes hand her a glass of wine to drink while we bicker from our back patios.

      As two single, female homeowners, we mostly communicate about the shared wall of our townhouses and the shared yards suffering from our opposite aesthetics.

      Her papers all seem to relate more to giant hillsides than urban backyards. Valerie believes, because she’s been walking her cat back there apparently, that the yard has been slowly shifting and basically making its way into the river.

      I walk away from Valerie and open a bottle of wine. She follows and, when I raise a brow at her, she sidles up to my counter. I guess she thinks we’re going to sit down and talk about this together.

      I sigh.

      “Look. I’ve had a really long day at work. My boss is making me run a marathon. I just don’t have the energy left for a landslide tonight.”

      Valerie laughs maniacally, like I’m the one who’s being ridiculous here, and explains that this will all unfold over the course of the next few weeks. I maintain the right to stare at her like she’s an idiot and I start to tune her out, thinking instead of the new branding plan I want Tim to greenlight at work. Valerie coughs eventually, and I realize I’m supposed to respond.

      “Can you say that again?” I ask. “This is all just a lot to digest.” Nice recovery, Nik. You’re such an asshole. Valerie suggests we each tap into our respective networks for advice and regroup in a few days to make a plan to save the yard.

      By the time I shoo her out of my house, I have almost forgotten about the entire thing. I have filed the yard ridge away as a nuisance to deal with later. After work settles down.

      I definitely push it into the back of my mind as I lie in my tub with a joint, searching the Internet for all the ways I could die training for a marathon relay. Seems like there are actually a lot of ways I could drop over dead, if I’m to trust all these horror stories online.

      This is doing nothing to help me calm down. Taking another puff of my doobie, I decide there’s only one thing to be done if I’m going to salvage this day.

      I need to get off.

      I reach for my shelf of tub toys, selecting my most trustworthy vibrator, and close my eyes. But my clit doesn’t seem to be working. “What the hell?” I shout into the cavernous bathroom, my words echoing off the tile.

      I try another toy, but I can’t even get so much as a tingle. I twist over the edge of my tub and grab my phone, pulling up some of my favorite tasteful porn. I crank the vibrator into high gear. Nothing.

      Enraged, I decide this inability to orgasm is also related to being strong-armed into marathon participation. I throw the vibrator across the room and stare at my ceiling. Something is definitely off in my life.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I wake up still angry, still convinced this marathon business is the root cause of my stress and my pussy problem. I decide that the only way through is through. And when Nicole Kennedy goes through something, she does it to kick ass and take names.

      My to-do list today includes, apart from my work for work, hunting down a proper sports bra. This morning, I tried another little running attempt and my unrestrained knockers almost hit me in the teeth.

      “Mark!” I lean over his office and then wince when I see his eyes widen in fear. I take my tone down a notch. “Do you work out?”

      He nearly spits out his coffee. “Um, I’m gay and I’m single and I don’t have kids. Yes. The answer is yes.”

      “Do you know where I can get a good sports bra?”

      Mark looks at me, squints, turns his head to the side. “Did you hear the part where I said I’m gay? I mean, I can look it up for you on the internet…”

      I scoff. “Forget it. Hold my calls. I’m going to find Alice.”

      Alice Stag is puttering around the office kitchen space. She cooks from scratch and serves breakfast and a sit-down lunch here every day. It’s been a great opportunity to get staff members talking to each other. We’ve seen a lot of really interesting collaborations grow out of these mealtime conversations.

      Today, I’m hoping I can ask her about her rack without insulting her. “Hey, Alice,” I say, leaning in to get a muffin from the stainless steel counter.

      She breaks into a smile. “Nicole! You never join us for breakfast. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I feel a twinge of guilt at always sending Mark to fetch me a smoothie rather than come in here and say hello to her. She’s so perky, and she has hair with the same texture as mine, so she always has good advice about products. I sigh. “I, um, need your advice about bras.”

      Alice’s face lights up. “Oh, I have a place for you! Yes. This is great.” She rattles on and on about how her boobs change size and shape so much since she started having babies. “They’re, like, a J cup one day and back down to a D the next. I swear! But this woman is a bra whisperer.”

      Alice tells me about a fancy store north of the city, where all the big chested women go to find supportive bras that are actually pretty.

      “I don’t need pretty. I need something that will strap down these boulders.”

      Alice nods. “You’ll be in good hands.”

      I’m skeptical. “There had better not be anything beige,” I tell her.

      “Trust me! You’ll leave there with like ten bras. I mean, I don’t actually know what color the sports bras are…but probably not beige.”

      I text Emma to see if she can go with me after work, and she immediately video chats me back. “Holy shit, Nik. Alice has been bugging me to go there since I got pregnant with Ricky! Yes.”

      “I had no idea bras were such a big thing.”

      She makes a face. “Um, yes you did. You’re always bitching about your back hurting.” She has a point. This all feels like more support for why I shouldn’t be a runner. Emma continues feeding me my dose of reality. “You keep avoiding dealing with this because of your mom,” she says, hitting me where it hurts. My mother finds everything about my body to be distasteful, and I swear she used to only buy me beige old-lady bras as an incentive to diet and slim down into a more acceptable size for her country club crowd.

      “They sell the prettiest pink lace at the department store, Nicole,” she’d say with a fake smile. “Your sister has the loveliest B cups.”

      I groan. “So anyway!” Emma’s face lights up. “I’m looking and they have wine night tonight. Let’s make it a whole thing. Can you give a ride to my friend Maddie, too?”

      “Maddie from college?” Emma nods. “Yeah, sure. I haven’t seen her in ages.”

      After work, I open my trunk and grab the carseat I bought to make things easier when I go places with Emma. She can’t drive because of her epilepsy, and I’m not going to just stand around while her husband wrestles with car seat straps each time Emma and I want to go out.

      Tim personally taught me how to install the thing, and he’s as fastidious about safety as he is about, well, everything. I place one knee in the seat and tug on the belt, securing it, before I drive to grab my friend and her baby.

      Once Emma and Maddie and baby Ricky pile in, we head to the boob store while I listen to the two of them talk shop about work. Emma eventually looks at me and tilts her head to the side. “You’re awfully quiet. It’s weird.”

      I shrug. “Things are weird,” I say, nodding. Emma squints and Maddie leans forward, studying me. I hear the baby fart in the back seat. I sigh. “I couldn’t come last night. My pussy is broken,” I tell them, blurting it out in the open.

      “Ok, this is important,” Emma says. “Tell us everything.”

      I talk about the race I’m being coerced into, the feelings it dregs up about my mom, how it necessitates me buying this new bra “and now I’m hauling all your asses to some boob-tique. The timing is just a lot with our new foundation initiative. Oh, and there’s a trench forming in my back yard and my neighbor is being super annoying about it.”

      Maddie whistles. “That’s a whole lot. I actually remember your mom visiting one time in college,” she says. “She was an ice cold snob about our dorm, remember?”

      I nod. “Indeed. Can we not talk about her?”

      Maddie moves to talking about her new fling, adjusting her bust and saying she hopes to find something lacy to wear for him. Emma actually pulls out her boob to show me how the clasp of a nursing bra works and I almost have to pull over.

      “Why does your nipple look like that?” I hiss.

      She shrugs. “It’s been in someone’s mouth nonstop for a few months. He stretched it out.” Emma laughs and I shake my head.

      When we finally get to the shop, laid out elegantly in shades of purple with cushioned benches all over for people to sit and chat, Emma and Maddie shove me forward and explain to the store owner that I need sports bras and sexy bras.

      Judy The Boob Whisperer beams and hustles me into a fitting room, where she somehow finds 13 things that are comfortable, beautiful, and hold my tits in place all at once. “Jesus, Emma, you weren’t kidding,” I shout over the curtain.

      “Told you,” she sings, clinking her wine glass with Maddie while they wait their turn for the magic bra lady.

      The whole experience reminds me how glad I am that I adopted Emma as my family. She and Maddie and Boobie-Judy all gush about how sexy I look in the bras, and they’re right, damn it. I’ve worked hard for decades to silence the voices inside telling me what my body is supposed to look like, and what it means that it does not meet that standard.

      Sometimes, I guess, I just need this outside reinforcement. I buy a dozen different bras and drink a glass of wine while Emma takes her turn in the fitting room. I try not to gag when Judy hands her a sexy nursing bra, explaining that it comes with a risk. “You might wind up pregnant again if you get that one,” she says, grinning.
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      The next morning, I’m fully decked out in my new boulder-holder and enough layers that I feel confident I can run two miles on my own before the public humiliation of the next group run this weekend. I remember that Isaac Brady will be there again—I refuse to call him Zack, because that’s just not the right nickname for Isaac and he’s a smug jerk who hasn’t earned a nickname from me yet.

      This entire week at work, Tim hasn’t shut the hell up about the relay team. He’s “Tim Stag Excited,” which involves micromanagement and 100 texts per day about stretching and lactic acid. I will never, ever reveal to him that I did wind up doing some of his leg stretches and they did actually feel really good.

      I only tried them because I was curious, damn it.

      The only slightly redeeming factor is that the other guys from work are all also receiving these hyper-detailed info dumps. At least Tim’s not assuming I’m clueless because I’m female.

      I lace up my new sneakers, pull on a knitted hat with a puff ball on top, and walk out back through my sun room door. I decide I’m going to stretch while the sun rises, because that feels poetic or something. Only as I make my way through the frosty grass out back, I notice the ridge isn’t so much a ridge as a trench.

      “Mother fucker,” I screech as I walk closer. Valerie was absolutely right about this thing. The bottom half of our back yard is a foot lower than the part where I sit to drink beer in the summer evenings. So much for my test run. I consider banging on my neighbor’s door, but I remember it’s six in the morning.

      “Emma,” I mutter. “Emma will be awake.” I dial my girl, who picks up almost as soon as it starts ringing.

      “Nik! You’re up early. Well, you don’t sleep, do you?”

      “I sleep and I’m up early. Ems--there’s a fucking trench in my back yard.”

      “What do you mean?” I hear rustling on her end, like she’s sitting up in bed.

      “I don’t know. My stupid neighbor says we’re having a landslide. What the fuck do I even do with a landslide?”

      “Hmm.” I can hear Emma shifting around and something makes a gurgling sound.

      “Are you holding a baby right now?”

      “I am! Ricky is going to keep on nursing while Mama does some phone research. Aren’t you? Aren’t you, precious? Yes!” I tune her out while I walk back inside and start making coffee. Emma used to be a reporter. I know she’s probably simultaneously searching her special databases while she coos all that nonsense to her kid.

      I hear Thatcher start murmuring to her in the background and I nearly gag. He’s so freaking smitten with her. He even makes glass sculptures of her and the kids to display in his gallery along with his other glass art. I shouldn’t be so bitchy about that. Emma’s in a good place. But I also don’t need to hear her husband waking up in the morning. It feels too intimate, and reminds me that I’ll never have anything like that.

      “You want me to give you a call in a bit?”

      “No! Nik, stay on the phone. If we end the call I will get too deep in baby work and forget all this has ever happened. I’m pulling something up about urban landslides. You need to call a…geotechnical engineer.”

      “A what now?” She repeats herself. “Huh. I had absolutely no idea there was a specific person you could call about this.”

      “Well,” she says, chewing. Thatcher must have brought her some food. I approve of this. “I don’t think they just work with landslides. Like, they are the people to call about fracking and earthquakes and stuff.”

      “Fracking?”

      “I mean, and other stuff, too…”

      I sigh. “Thanks, Emma. I appreciate your help.”

      “I’m glad we connected! I miss your angry voice!”

      “We just hung out.”

      “Well, and I had to end it early because Ricky was a mess…”

      “I love you and I’m hanging up now because I have to go to work and get Mark to make me an appointment with one of these fracking guys.”

      “Are you wearing the new bras?”

      I smile at this. “As a matter of fact I am.” We hang up and I change for work, sliding into a navy blue lacy bra that lifts my boobs so high and cinches them in so tight in front that I look like the prow of a ship. I swear, my clothes fit differently when I wear this thing.

      Even without the run, I feel much more centered as I head for the office in my killer outfit. I decide stressing about the yard trench must be as much of a workout as actually running. Or maybe having a good friend to lean on builds as many endorphins as a workout. Either way, I feel great.

      At work, I stop in the kitchen to get my breakfast from Alice in person.

      She smiles at me and wolf whistles. “I see you met with Judy,” she says.

      “Is it that obvious?” I grab a muffin, skeptically.

      Alice nods. “Oh yeah. You’re walking differently today. You look amazing.”

      “Well I will accept the compliment, Mrs. Stag. Thank you.” I grin. She waves and gives me a thumbs up as I head out.

      By the time I sit down at my desk, I actually ask Mark for help in a nice voice, which leads him to burst into my office and place the back of his hand on my forehead.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I crumple a muffin wrapper and throw it at him.

      “Oh thank god,” he says, brushing crumbs off his shoulder. “When you used the word ‘please’ I worried you were dying.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, whenever you get a chance, I need to call one of those engineer bobbies.”

      “Oh, please, god, let his name be Bobby. In tight jeans…maybe a hard hat.”

      “Mark, we have a ton to do for the foundation meeting.” I tap my pen on the edge of my desk, trying not to let my thoughts drift to Isaac Brady in a hard hat and faded jeans. I am absolutely not picturing him in a tool belt. Nope. My running coach is nowhere near my thoughts at all as I busy myself to launch a new arm of the company.

      I cross and uncross my legs, eventually deciding I need the treadmill desk. I pace out my nervous energy until Mark sends a text confirming an appointment with a geotechnical engineer.
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