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To the East Yates Center Road girls:

The Barbieri sisters are all of us. Thank you for more than 30 years of being the Stephs to my Stella, and the Stellas to my Steph. 

I love you forever,

- M 
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Prologue

 

There was a time when I had my life planned out. I’m notorious for being organized to a fault. Even when I thought my life was a mess, it was an extremely put together one.

Then I met her.

Things got a little crazy.

Everything got twisted and turned upside down.

As for the plan … what plan?

 


Chapter One

Sutton

 

“Are you sure?”

“I’ll check again, but this is measuring closer to thirteen weeks.”

“She’s only eight weeks pregnant, though.”

No. No, no, no. I can feel the tears burning in the back of my eyes. This can’t be happening. This is fucked up. This baby ... isn’t Tommy’s. There’s no way it could be if I’m already three months along. 

“Heart rate is 137. That’s good,” the ultrasound tech says to us, but I’m not sure what’s good anymore. How can he say that? Nothing is good. This is devastating.

Everything I read said morning sickness started basically as soon as a pregnancy test turns positive. I had a period before we slept together. I mean, it was super short, but it was there.

A tear rolls out of the corner of my eye as I stare at the screen.

I can’t be with Tommy. I can’t let him raise another man’s baby.

 

~*~*~*~

 

He asked questions during the appointment. He kept his head held high. He didn’t once say the baby isn’t his.

Because he’s Tommy, and Tommy sticks by people he cares about.

But now we’re in the parking garage and we’re sitting in silence. The chill in the December air floods the inside of his car and wraps around us. I’m not sure if the stinging cold creeping up my spine is from 30-degree weather or because I feel my heart freezing in my chest with the thought of what I’m about to do.

“We can work through this. It doesn’t change how I feel about the baby or you,” he says, though his tone conveys all the pain he feels. He believes his words but his words are hollow by the time they register on my side of the car. He hesitated slightly when he got to the “or you” portion of his declaration and that’s enough for me to know what I’m going to do is the right decision.

I watch his jaw tighten and spasm slightly where it comes together just below his ear. He rubs his left hand against the stubble peppering his chin. I notice everything about him all at once. I notice everything and nothing at all. I immediately miss him despite us occupying the same small space.

A sob climbs up out of my chest and falls at his feet as his reaches my ears.

God, this hurts.

I try to catch my breath, clutching my purse to my abdomen, wishing we had met sooner. Wishing ...

 


Chapter Two

Jacelyn

 

“How’d your appointment go?”

She’s been quiet since she answered. I thought she would be bubbly after the initial shock of what is very much an unwanted pregnancy. Sutton never planned on having kids and now she’s about to be in the trenches. It’s weird to think of my best friend as a mom, but I’d be a hypocrite if I said I’m glad it isn’t happening to me.

“It went. Things aren’t looking good … I don’t want to talk about it, Jace.” I hear the sob from across the country.

“Oh, Sutton, I’m so sorry. Do you need me to come home? Give me five minutes and I’ll book a flight,” I say. With the exception of me leaving New York a decade or so ago to attend college in California, we’ve been inseparable since we were kids. I’ll drop everything to be there for her.

“No! No, you don’t have to come home. I’ll be okay, I just need to get over … the loss. It’s going to take time to cope, you know? I need to figure things out,” she says.

“If you need anything, please call me. I’ll be on the next flight to Rochester.”

Maybe I should pack and go anyway. I’m sure she could use some help with the bookshop. It’s not enough for me to send flowers. This isn’t a hurt that can be cured by lilies and roses. I understand this hurt.

“I’ll let you know, cross my heart,” she says before ending the call.

 

~*~*~*~

 

I was young and stupid when I moved here. There was a guy — there’s always a guy — and I was infatuated with everything listed on his Internet dating profile. It was the 2000s and being on my own away from home for the first time, well, let’s just say I was easily intrigued. Plus, he was older and beautiful and lovely and an artist. I’m an artist, but his art was overpowering. Somehow.

So, I decided I could try to be in love and let him talk me into moving in together. My brother reminded me regularly that I was being too carefree at a time when I shouldn’t have been, and maybe I was, but I wanted to fit in with the other people in my academic program. I was looking for my tribe.

My tribe turned out to be filled with angry artists who cut one another down in a futile attempt to climb to the top. The chief became my husband, and as “his queen” he cut me off at the knees every chance he got. I think he was confused about how the worshipping the ground I walk on thing was supposed to work, but I digress.

Today, I find out, he hit a last resort.

“So, what you’re telling me is, my entire savings was withdrawn?”

The bank teller nods as my words register. Slowly the chipper demeanor melts away.

“My. Entire. Savings. It’s gone?” I ask her the question very slowly. She nods again. “Everything?”

“It appears all but three hundred dollars was withdrawn yesterday.” I cock an eyebrow. That’s a strange amount to leave me with, three hundred. “In order to not be charged a fee we require at least three hundred dollars in the account.”

“Well, that’s fantastic.” I smile. I should try to find the silver lining. “At least I still have that.”

There really is no silver lining. That son of a bitch. This is the final straw.

“You didn’t withdraw the money from your account?” As if she actually needs to ask that. She picks up the phone in her workstation and calls one of the cubicles across the lobby. Speaking into the receiver, I hear, “Can you come here? I’m having an issue with an account.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that. I know where it went. He’s on the account, so he didn’t even do anything illegal, right? Technically?” My ears are on fire. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t want to fight me when I find him and tell him we’re getting divorced. Then I’m selling his Camaro. Last, I’m going to burn all his crappy paintings.”

I smile at the bank teller, offering her my thanks. I’ll come back and change my account information another day. He’s already taken what he wants. Thankfully, I didn’t tell him about Grandpa’s life insurance policy or that would have been gone, too.

In retrospect, those early pieces of his I found titillating actually lacked in all areas. Heart. Originality. Vision. Maybe the lack of things was what was overpowering. Infatuation is what got me here. I won’t let it get me again.

 

 


Chapter Three

Sutton

 

Weeks have passed, weeks I’ve used to begin readjusting my life without his knowledge. I reach in the drawer and pull out the mismatched pairs of socks I’ve stored here. I turn and place them with care in the bottom of my bag.

He touches my arm in a futile attempt to make me stop, make me look at him.

I can’t look at him.

“You don’t have to do this, Sutton. I don’t care. I’ll love this baby anyway. I already love him, or her.” His voice wavers. That’s why I have to do this. Tommy is trying to do what he thinks is the right thing, but the right thing is to let me go. Tommy does not love me. He loves the idea of love.

I turn back to the dresser. He gave me a drawer. I pull the few tops from its depths and lay them atop the socks in the duffle bag on the bed before walking in a haze to the bathroom. Reaching for the extra toothbrush I brought over and rarely used, I breathe in deeply, steeling myself against the emotions coursing through my veins.

“Please. We should talk about this.”

“What do you want to talk about, Tommy? Do you want to talk about how you want to raise another man’s kid? Or do you want to talk about how stupid I must be to have not known I was pregnant when we started seeing each other?” My voice drops low and my head hangs wearily of its own accord. “I’m so, so stupid.”

I finally did some additional reading. That period I thought I had? It was because the baby was hooking itself to the inside of my uterus. I should have known something wasn’t right back then. I need to call Rob. He needs to know. It’s been long enough. It’s time to tell him.

“You aren’t stupid. You’d broken up with him. How were you supposed to know?”

I glare at him, pinning him with my gaze. How was I supposed to know? It’s my body. I should have known.

“It doesn’t change things. I’m sorry,” I say, refusing to give in to his attempt at love.

Tommy can’t love me. I won’t let him.

This ... this too shall pass.

 


Chapter Four

Jacelyn

 

“Pick up,” I say as the line rings once again. “Pick up, pick up, pick up. Damn it, Sutton.”

It’s done. I’ve told him we’re done. There’s no getting my savings back because he spent it. All of it. I don’t even know how someone can spend thousands and thousands of dollars of money that isn’t theirs without feeling any remorse. He has no soul and I have no trust.

“Hey, it’s Sutton. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you soon!”

Voicemail. Again. She never calls back, though. I’ve been trying to call her for weeks. The last time we actually spoke was the day she told me she lost the baby. She’s replied to text messages, but the replies come hours later and are usually one- or two-word answers. Open ended questions? They don’t even get a response. I know she’s going through a rough time, but I’m starting to feel like my best friend has turned her back on me. She has no idea how much I’ve needed her or how poor my mental health has been, and she certainly has no idea how much it hurts that she’s been acting like she doesn’t need me in return. My brother hasn’t even seen her. He’s purposely gone to her bookstore to try to check up on her for me and she’s never there. Her mom is always there instead and seems to have taken over the daily business in her semi-retired state. She won’t give up any information about Sutton no matter how hard Fisher tries to get even a tiny morsel of detail out of her. It’s like she fell off the face of the earth.

“Where are you? Do you not have cell service there? You haven’t sent me a text back since I told you and you aren’t answering your phone. I’m worried, Sutton. Please call me back. I’m going to start my drive home a week from Tuesday. I told my brother he has that long to convince me he can save the restaurant without my help. Plus, I need to finalize a few more things before taking off from here,” I say. “I’m going to take my time driving back to New York so I can stop and see the sights. It’ll probably be a couple weeks before I get there. Okay? Okay. Call me back. Please.”


Chapter Five

Sutton

 

I watch as her name disappears from my phone and the call goes to voicemail. I let Jacelyn believe I lost the baby, and if I talk to her on the phone I’ll break and tell her the truth. Jacey had the perfect parents and the perfect life. She’s smart and pretty and loyal to a fault even when I don’t deserve it, but I don’t want her to know about this.

Months have passed since I actually talked to her. I’ve resorted to short text answers and a lot of lies about what’s going on in my personal life. I listen to message after message that she’s left me, but haven’t built the courage to call her back. I’ve used Tommy as a scapegoat when necessary. I’ve made him out to be a bad guy when all he’s ever been is a gentleman. I’m not deserving of a gentleman and he won’t stop being one.

That’s part of the reason why I’m leaving. Knowing Jacelyn is coming home is one of the motives for not coming back anytime soon. She should be here tomorrow, and I’ll be long gone by then. I found a place down by the city. It’s near my brother. He’s done well for himself since leaving Rochester and has a storefront with apartments above it in a cute little community. He is willing to rent a unit to me and the store so I can run away with the intention of opening a second bookshop. That’s what I’m going to attempt anyway. Who knows if I’ll find even an ounce of success in this venture. At the very least, my mom is going to take over managing the store in Brockport while I “expand” the business. That’s the story everyone has been told.

The baby ... he’s going to have an awesome family who can love him.

It just won’t be my family.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asks from the kitchen doorway. “We could still make it work. You can still back out.”

“No,” I gasp. “No. I can’t do that. They’ve been waiting for him their entire lives. I can’t take that away from them.”

All these months and he’s still trying to convince me this could work. This can’t work.

My decisions have been mine and mine alone. Rob had so little to say when I told him, practically nothing at all. Nothing except, “I don’t want it.”

It.

This child isn’t an “it.”

This baby is going to make someone proud. He’ll know love.

I wish it could be my love.

Maybe someday it will be.

“I have to go. My brother is waiting,” I say as Tommy pushes off from the doorframe, shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans. He slinks toward me. He scuffs his feet on the hardwood as he comes up to me, my belly pressing gently into him and he wraps me, so tenderly, in his arms. It’s an embrace that says, “I love you anyway.” It’s a hug that says, “How could you do this to me?” It speaks when he can’t. His nose in my hair, breathing in the scent of my shampoo, talks when words won’t come to him.

The tears crack through the barrier and roll lazily down my cheeks as I lean into his arms.

“I have to go,” I whisper once more before turning out of his arms, out of his life.

 


Chapter Six

Jacelyn

 

I’m here. Home. This time I don’t have a return flight or enough oomph to drive the almost three-thousand miles back to California.

I open the door and slide my aching body out of the car. While it’s way more comfortable than it looks, she wasn’t made for a cross-country trip. I certainly wasn’t going to hitch her to the back of a U-Haul when I don’t even have enough belongings to fill the smallest moving truck. Leaning against the fender, I look at the front of the house before me. It hasn’t changed much in the years I’ve been gone. In the last decade, I’ve come home on rare occasions, flying in only for a weekend here and there but never seeing more than family for the most part because my time in town was so short. The last time I stepped foot inside the house was right after graduation when Sutton’s parent’s downsized, moved to a townhouse closer to Rochester, and started renting the house to students at the college. I was surprised when Sutton told me she’d moved into the house. For a small-town kid, she never wanted to live the country life. She was always running to “the city” as soon as we could drive.

The warmth of the sun heats my face as I prepare to surprise Sutton. No, she hasn’t returned my calls and her last text message was cryptic, but I’m hopeful as I push off the car and walk to the front door. I knock twice, then ring the doorbell, and wait. My back is to the door as I take in the view of my little town with its tree-lined Main Street when I hear the door open. My hands, pushed into the back pockets of my jeans, clench as anticipation suffocates me. It’s been so, so long since I’ve seen her.

The smile on my face widens more as I spin around, but nothing could prepare me for what I met at the threshold.

“Can I help you?”

First, I hear the southern accent. Then, I see the smile lines, tousled blonde hair, and eyes that remind me of Archer, the Siberian Husky I had as a little girl. Not that this man reminds me of a dog, just his eyes. They’re fiercely blue and kind.

“You aren’t who I was expecting.”

His smile wavers. He swallows and the dimple disappears.

I cover my mouth as quickly as I can and immediately feel like an asshole. “I’m sorry! Oh my gosh, that’s so rude of me. I just … I was expecting someone else, but maybe I have the wrong house?” I quickly scan the front of the home. “It’s a different color than I remember it, but I’m pretty sure this is the house.”

His smile returns, “If it looks like the right house, then it probably is. It’s vacant now. The last tenant just moved out yesterday.” He holds his hand out for me to shake, “I’m Brian.” He peers around me, looking at my car, filled to full with what was left of my California life. “I was just helping get the house scrubbed so it can be rented out again. The owners have their hands busy with other things at the moment. And you are?”

I reciprocate, smiling and placing my hand in his. “Jacelyn. The person who did live here, do you know where she moved to?”

He watches me questioningly, then chooses his words carefully. “It’s my understanding she relocated downstate to be closer to her brother.”

“Oh,” is all I can say as I feel the gap in my friendship rip wider. She’s never been very close with her brother, but she chose the week I move home to leave without bothering to tell me. There was never any mention that she was moving. Ever. Even with how scattered I’ve been, that’s something I would have remembered. “Well, thank you. It was very nice to meet you.”

I turn to walk back down the stairs, intent on finding my brother so I can crash on his couch for a few hours, when Brian calls out, “I see you have out of state plates. Any chance you’re looking for a place to live?” I turn my head and look at him over my shoulder before cocking an eyebrow and gazing up at the large Victorian-era house. He can’t possibly think I want to rent here? “I know,” he says, noticing me scanning the house. “This place is huge for one person, but there are some apartments available in town. Here’s my card. If you’re interested in checking them out, stop by the coffeeshop and I’ll give you the tour.”

Taking the card between my middle and forefinger, I make the decision to take him up on his offer. Anything would be better than living on Fisher’s couch for the foreseeable future.

 


Chapter Seven

Tommy

 

Make the coffee. Check the oven. Email a press release.

A week ago, I started working mostly out of the back of the coffeehouse again. My office is thirty-seven feet away, if I could walk through walls, and I don’t want to go over there. I even hung a sign on the door saying I was at the coffeehouse in case, by chance, someone dropped by. Steph is there in the afternoon usually, so it’s not as though the business is totally abandoned. Plus, Brian is in need of more hands on deck and until he finds reliable help, I’m it. That’s why I moved up here in the first place — to help him and his best friend, Greg, with the coffeehouse. My own business was a small afterthought.

I swivel in Brian’s office chair to find him leaning against the doorframe. Sitting back, I try to prepare for another one of his big brother speeches — “You need to stop doing this to yourself. She’s not the one for you. You knew she was leaving.”

It doesn’t come though.

“I met the girl of your dreams this morning,” he says instead.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Have you been huffing paint fumes?”

He laughs, shakes his head, and says, “She’s new in town. I think. Her car had California plates and I’m showing her the apartments next door this afternoon.”

“You didn’t answer my question. I know you’re helping Sutton’s parents get the house ready to rent out again, so if you’re feeling a little loopy from painting that tiny bathroom over there, I will not judge you,” I say, placing a hand on my chest. “Cross my heart, Bri.”

He ignores me and continues, saying, “She’s probably five-seven, dark brown hair, I’m pretty sure her eyes were green. What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

I reach for my coffee mug, stand up, and push past him. “You’re incredible.”

“Why, thank you, I do like to think so,” he replies, missing the sarcasm in my voice.

“Brian, she just left. No, I wasn’t head-over-heels in love with the woman, but I did care about her and that baby,” I say. Pouring another cup of coffee and grabbing a muffin from the display, I head back to his office. “Give me a little time before you sign me up for the dating service, will ya?”

“But —”

“Back off, or I’m telling Mama you won’t quit.”

He holds his hands up in surrender. It never fails he’ll leave things be when I threaten to bring Mama into the conversation.

 


Chapter Eight

Sutton

 

“You moved. You forgot to tell me that was happening.”

Her message doesn’t surprise me. What does is the lack of hysteria, her calm tone, the way she says it like she nearly expected it.

“I met a guy named Brian at the house when I stopped. He said you were going downstate to be closer to Rick, which was weird since you’ve always been emotionally detached from him.”

The pause is deliberate. I hear her groan and swear under her breath. I deserve that, though, because she’s right. I’ve never run to my brother for anything.

“Call me back, okay? This me calling you and you giving up on our friendship for whatever reason is really starting to take its toll. I don’t know what I did, Sutton. Maybe it’s something I didn’t do. You haven’t told me and I’m at a loss. Call me.”

I’ll call her. Just not today, I say to myself, placing my phone back in my purse.

“Sutton?” I hear the nurse say my name from the door as Silas squeezes my left hand and Daphne takes my right.

“Are you sure you want me to come back with you and Daphne?” Silas questions.

“Absolutely. This is your baby, too,” I say, as they help me to my feet.

I didn’t plan to agree to an open adoption, but there was something striking about this couple. They’re best friends, they welcomed me with open arms after I chose them and agreed to the terms of the adoption, and every interaction with them since our first has been beautiful. I didn’t tell Tommy the details. They don’t concern him. I have no intention of bringing him back into my life as more than a guy I once dated, so he has no need to know.

I won’t return calls to Jacey until after the baby is born. It’ll be easier to talk to her when he’s not part of me in so many ways. I’ll call her in a few weeks.

Daphne wraps her arm around my waist as we walk toward the door separating the waiting area from exam rooms, leaning in briefly to remind me, “He’s all of ours, Sutton. We’re so happy to have you as part of our family.”

Putting him up for adoption is easier. Isn’t it?

 


Chapter Nine

Tommy: Eight months later

 

I stand up at my seat, reach across the table to take her hand in mine, and smile a thousand watt — nearly panty-melting — grin.

Mama raised a gentleman. Just ask anyone who knows me or my brother. We are gentlemen and we pride ourselves on holding doors open for the gentler sex. That sounds really bad. Let me rephrase that. It’s not that women need men to hold open doors and help them out of cars — my last roommate would have castrated me if she’d ever heard me refer to her as the “gentler sex” because, frankly, Steph is one tough cookie — but I like to think that my southern ways are a sweet change of pace for the women up here. Too many of them that I’ve met have gotten used to being used and tossed away, like plastic silverware you find in the trash after the county fair.

Her firm grip is a touch unsettling, like she’s challenging me to an arm wrestling competition instead of giving me the opportunity to buy her a nice steak and a few beers. It catches me off guard, as does the flaming red hair. Her profile picture was the same face but her soft features were surrounded by a mane of blonde hair, not a crimson pixie cut.

Instead of acting offended by the unannounced hair change and Hulk handshake, I simply make a note that this is one profile I might not explore for a second date. “It’s nice to meet you, Lena. Were you able to find the restaurant without much trouble?” I question, my accent heavy from nerves and, perhaps, a tinge of fear.

“You chose a place in the middle of nowhere. I’m lucky my GPS knew where it was and that I had enough gas to get here,” she deadpans, rolling her eyes at me while spreading the nicely pressed cloth napkin in her lap. There’s no doubt in my mind that she’s serious. “Do they even serve bottled wine in this dump or does it all come in a box?”

Suddenly, I’m not feeling so gentlemanly. In fact, I almost don’t give a shit if I offend this woman. Inconspicuously, I lift my hand as though I’m itching my temple, alerting the waitress that it’s time she brings me another bottle of beer. The young brunette arrives with another drink just as my date begins a revival rant about how long her drive was. And she doesn’t stop talking. Not when food arrives and she picks at it. Not when there’s food in her mouth and I get a glimpse of her tonsils. Not even when I attempt to interject with my own thoughts. 

Her profile never alluded to her narcissism. This is a nightmare. I just keep nodding my head like I’m listening. I’m trying to listen, but her voice is just ...  I think she just started talking about her ex-boyfriend. She’s actually comparing me to her ex right now. How is this my life?

“And he used to take me to all these fancy restaurants, not a hole like this. Did you know ...” No. No, I didn’t know Al Capone started one of the first soup kitchens or that it was during the Great Depression, I wonder as she continues talking. “I mean, what’s a man like him doing helping people? And soup kitchens? Gross. Like they couldn’t have cooked for themselves, but still I imagine it was something like this place. Are you sure the health department has inspected the kitchen here recently? Excuse me a minute. I need to use the restroom.”

“It’s out by the entrance, to your left,” I say, standing briefly and holding my tie to my shirt so it doesn’t fall into my mutilated, half-eaten porterhouse steak. As soon as she’s out of sight, I pull at the knot at my neck to loosen the fabric and push my hand up through my blonde hair. It’s longer on top than I’m used to, but it gives me something to pull on in frustration. I’m frustrated.

“She’s a fun one,” the husky voice behind me says quietly. “You’ll have to bring me up to speed on how you found her after she leaves.”

Chuckling, I lace my fingers behind my neck and, dropping my head back, catch her eye. “What makes you think I won’t be leaving with her?”

“Oh, please, Tommy. I’ve been watching this whole thing play out all night. You’re going to walk her to her car, tell her you had a nice evening, that you’ll call her — but you won’t — and send her back to her rich bitch neighborhood. Or hell. Whichever one she came from.” The teasing tone draws a grin from me, breaking my somber mood. She’s right. She’s watched this happen time and again, so why wouldn’t she know how this one will end, too?

The sigh escapes me as Lena strolls around the corner and Jacelyn goes back to being our waitress. Setting the guest check holder on the table before walking away, she says the customary, “I’ll take this when you’re ready,” while clearing plates. She gives me an ego boosting wink before turning and heading back to the kitchen.

“Well, well. Seems I’m not the only one into blondes,” Lena huffs out, her eyes trailing after Jacey’s hourglass figure. Reaching across the table, she traces her finger possessively over the backs of my knuckles. It would be a turn on if the rest of her wasn’t such a turn off. “Hurry and pay so we can get out of here. She’s been eye fucking you all night and she needs to know you’re mine.”

I feel my eyebrow raise quizzically and unintentionally. Does she really think I’m going to go home with her? She can’t. This has been the worst date in the history of first dates.

“Uh, yeah. Let me take this out to the bar while you get your jacket,” I say, stunned still that she’s assuming I want to sleep with her. She licks her bottom lip in a manner I believe was meant to be seductive, but it’s not. She’s not. Grabbing the bill from the table, I stand and make a beeline for the bar where I know Jacey will be waiting. She’s always waiting for me and as soon as she comes into view I feel relief.

“Save me,” I mouth as I step up to the bar. “Please.”

“But, don’t you want to see how much saliva you can swap with Red?” she whispers back, a coy smile playing on her lips as she reaches for my credit card. “It could be a fun night of trying not to contract a slew of venereal diseases.”

She swipes my card, I sign my name, ask her to pull a fresh beer from the cooler for me and head back to my torturer.

Date. I meant date.

“You ready?” I question from behind Lena as she stands at the coat closet. She hands me her jacket and autopilot turns on as I help her slip her arms into it. I hold the door open for her. I walk her to her car. She paws at my shirt, tugging on my tie, and says there’s a motel a mile up the road that she remembers passing on her way to dinner. I should meet her there. I decline and her face contorts like she’s just bitten into a sour apple.

“I’m sure there’s someone out there you’re perfect for, but it’s not me. There’s no chemistry here,” I wave my hand in the space between us. “But, hey, it was nice to meet you and thank you for letting me buy you dinner.”

It’s the first time all night she’s been silent longer than the time needed to take a breath between complaints. Not sure what else to do, I hold my hand out for her to shake and she looks down at it, confused.

“You ... don’t want to sleep with me?”

“Nope.”

“Why the hell not?” Her anger makes me laugh, but that must not have been the reaction she expected. I have to duck out of the way when her perfectly manicured hand attempts to make contact with my five o’clock shadow.

Pushing my hands deeper into my trouser pockets, I remain composed and remind myself I was raised a gentleman. “For starters, doing something like that. But mostly it was the chewing with your mouth open, talking incessantly about yourself, and your shitty attitude about anything and everything. All of that? It’s a turn off. At least for me it is. Maybe someone who just wants arm candy would be a better suitor for you, but I’m not that guy.” I speak slowly and deliberately hoping I won’t have to repeat myself. Letting her digest my words, I nod once in her direction before continuing. “So, have a good night, Lena. Drive safely.”

Strolling back to the building, I hear her cuss at me as she climbs into her way too nice car and slams the door. The engine purrs to life. She hits the gas forcefully and the squeal of the tires is cringe worthy. I reach the door to the restaurant and turn to watch as she whips out into traffic, cutting off cars in the oncoming lanes. Horns blare as she speeds away after nearly causing a three-car accident.

I don’t think she understands the concept of “drive safely.”

 

~*~*~*~

 

“Nothing ever goes as planned, Jacey. I should be used to that by now considering every plan I’ve recently made has been obliterated beyond belief.” I attempt to make an explosion sound and do something ridiculous with my hands, but all I get from her is a half-smile when I want her to double over with laughter. I need to feel useful. Her whole smile would make me feel useful.

“Aw, Tommy, don’t look at it like that. She could have been the girl of your dreams. Take away the wrong color hair, the horrendous attitude, the bad manners ...”

Looking up into her innocent face while I peel the label from my beer, I raise an eyebrow and wonder where she was planning to go with that line of thinking. And I wonder why she’s working at a bar. Even more than that, I’m curious why she’s single. Girls like Jacelyn don’t stay single forever. 

“Why haven’t we ever gone out?” The words are out of my mouth and I can’t grab them back. I feel the shock making its way across my features and press my lips into a thin line, holding my breath while hoping she doesn’t take me seriously despite just how serious I am. I’ve been wondering it for months now. The first time I saw her at the coffeehouse, I knew she was the girl Brian talked about in April, but I didn’t tell him I felt anything toward her aside from thinking she’s a nice woman who orders fancy drinks I need to Google. Inside, though? There are butterflies and I’m dying over the fact I keep going on these horrible dates instead of trying to date Jacelyn. Now, because of my stupid mouth, I’ll find out why we haven’t taken the step from budding friendship to blossoming … more than friends.

“I’m more than you can handle, that’s why.” But she winks. “Nah, actually, it’s probably because I see the types of girls you do take out and I’m nothing like them.”

Pulling at the label a little more, I contemplate her words and how correct they are. Jacelyn Crocker is nothing like the girls I seem to attract. She’s quick-witted and fun-loving. She likes intellectual conversation. She’s interested in me for me, not what I can offer.

Taking another quick sip of my lukewarm beer, “Jace, I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve got this great little business that Steph and I have built from the ground up over the last couple years. I had a girl, a dream, the picket fence life started. Now?”

Why did I just go there? I haven’t talked about Sutton in weeks. I’m past the relationship we had; the hurt is still a little raw, but vastly diminished compared to where I was eight months ago. The healing happened even faster after meeting Jacey and building a friendship with her.

She shrugs and continues wiping water from the clean glass in her hand. She searches my eyes from across the bar before she speaks, because she speaks her mind.

“Now? You just keep searching, Tom. She’s out there. Will you find her using that handy dandy search engine dating thingamajigger? Probably not. Those things aren’t designed to help you find your soulmate as much as they are to help you get laid.”

“Please, tell me how you really feel about online dating,” I scoff.

“It’s how I met my husband,” and my jaw practically comes unhinged. When she catches my expression, I gleefully watch her roll her eyes. “Ex-husband. He kept his crazy hidden long enough to wipe out the savings account. After that? I swore I’d never date someone again based solely on a profile picture.”

Draining my beer and setting the bottle back on the bar, I look at her again while shaking my head. A smile creeps across my lips, chiseling away to find the hideaway dimple in my left cheek. My southern drawl comes out as thick as honey as I say, “I can’t believe Miss Jacey was married. Or that you kept it from me this long.”

“Yeah, well, believe it and forget about it. It was a long time ago. All I’m saying is not everyone on those sites is actually looking for love. Stop trying to find it there. Obviously, it hasn’t worked out so far. How long has it been?”

Too long, at least that’s how it feels. Steph’s husband Max, who is one of my closest friends, and Brian convinced me to set up a dating profile six months after she left. They thought it would help me get over losing her. I was already “getting over” Sutton, but since I was once again the only single man in our entourage I allowed them to live vicariously through me. It’s been nothing short of torture, especially since I see Jacey’s face fall just a bit every time I come in with one. But I come here because I’m comfortable here and, if I’m being honest, because I know she’ll give me her opinion. Her opinion usually consists of not liking my dates for one reason or another, and I secretly enjoy that she doesn’t care for them.

“Eight months since she left. Two months doing this meet-and-greet bullshit with random women.” I stare down at my fingers, laced together. My thumbs caress one another because I don’t know what to do with my hands. “I don’t want you going into counselor mode, though. It’s safe enough to say it’s been a pretty rough twelve or so months. What time are you done tonight?”

“I close tonight, so not for a few hours. You coming in tomorrow with clients?”

“Are you keeping track of my schedule?”

“Maybe. Are you worried I’ll embarrass you?”

“Slightly. You worried I’ll grab your ass in front of a full dining room again?”

“Nope, but I often wonder when you’re going to do it for real instead of for the shock factor.”

I marinate in the thought. Roll around in it for a solid minute even. She’s either really good at this game we play or she’s actually starting to flirt with me in earnest and I’m not quite sure which one it is. I slide from the stool I’ve
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