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      This is dedicated to ALL of my Newsletter Readers. I wrote this for you. Your weekly encouragement means EVERYTHING to me. I hope you’ve enjoyed Dominic & Sloane’s story as much as I have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Just think what a dull world it would be if everyone was sensible.

        Lucy Maud Montgomery
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      The gigantic, golden, numbers four and zero bobbed and weaved mockingly as they floated in the light breeze coming through the open balcony door.

      Even at five o’clock in the morning, the usual sound of people conversing and joking as they walked home stole in and wrapped itself around me. Cars drove past my building—sometimes engines roaring and radios blasting.

      Hazy light filtered in through my large windows, reminding me that I hadn’t yet slept. My party had been over for hours—more indication that I was getting old. Cami had tried to weasel an offer for a sleepover out of me.

      I just wasn’t in the mood.

      Another tick for the ‘getting old’ box.

      Forty.

      Jesus.

      I’d always imagined what life would be like at forty.

      And it sure wasn’t this.

      My brownstone was fully reno’d and upgraded with the very best that money could buy. My successful career was reaching a pinnacle—or at least I hoped it was.

      Still, here I sat.

      Alone.

      In this beautiful house. A house that should be filled with a gorgeous wife and a few precocious children by now.

      What the actual hell was my problem?

      I was a goddamn catch. Six foot one, a body that showed my six day a week workout schedule, and hair that guys half my age would kill for.

      Not to mention the money. Which I had more of than you could ever spend in one lifetime. Or two or three. Or several hundred.

      Now that was both a blessing and a curse.

      Money like mine—old money—made people act differently around you. As soon as they smelled that sweet scent of wealth on you, everyone wanted a piece.

      I’d had more women than I could count. You’d think with the sheer volume alone that one would have stuck out as a keeper.

      Nope.

      It seemed the longer I’d be with someone, the more reasons I’d find to hate them.

      And let’s not even talk about the hair in the drain.

      Was there anything worse than that?

      At least when I was alone, I never had to deal with plugged up, hairy pipes.

      The only problem I’d have to deal with was a cold bed.

      It was a rotten catch twenty-two.

      Unfortunately, I’d have to see past the plugged pipes if I ever wanted to fill this house with kids. Or deal with a cold bed and an empty house.

      And I did want kids. I’d always wanted a family.

      Jeremy, in his infinite wisdom, had offered me this gem of advice last night, “Dom, you’re still a young guy. Men twice your age can still have babies. Look how old some famous guys are when they start a family.”

      Images of me—gray-haired and wrinkled—in a 1950’s smoking jacket shot into my head. Me, a twenty something wife, and our three young kids.

      The thought of that made even my stomach queasy. No way was that my dream—to shuffle up, oxygen tank in tow, to my kid’s little league games—at the ripe old age of one- foot-in-the-grave.

      The only light in my house came from the laptop sitting beside me on the couch. My bestie, Ronnie—short for Veronica, had googled a website.

      I laughed at the thought of it.

      Pitter patter 4U dot com.

      It was a premier site for rich assholes like me to match with potential babymakers.

      Well, you didn’t have to be rich. But their fees were astronomical, so that alone weeded out a lot. Their background digging thinned it out even more. At least that was what Ronnie said.

      From some of the questions on the form, I had to agree.

      They guaranteed a match or your money back.

      I sighed and took a long sip of my drink.

      The thing about my old money was that it was old family money. Family who’d have an actual shit fit if I married someone who wasn’t genuine. Someone who only wanted me for my money.

      My family’s money.

      If there was one thing I would never put in jeopardy, it was the hard work and dedication it had taken my grandparents to build up and grow everything they had.

      Well, except for that one time I almost did exactly that.

      But that was in the past and I tried my best not to think about it.

      A knock sounded at the door. There was only one person who it could be at this time of the night. Or morning.

      I stood, my knees cracking from sitting so long. Running my fingers through my hair, I sighed and strode to the front door.

      “Happy Birthday, old man,” my best friend said as she shoved a hot cup of coffee at me and walked right in like she owned the place.

      I chuckled at her verbiage. “Yeah, yeah, before you know it, you’ll be here, too,” I said, following her into my living room.

      “Pfft, not for twelve years,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee at the same time I did.

      Immediately, we both winced and traded cups. “Would it kill you to put a little sugar in it?” I frowned at her while I took a large, burning mouthful of my sweetened coffee. Much better.

      “It won’t kill me, but it will kill this fabulous ass,” she said, turning around to wiggle for me.

      Ronnie was correct—her ass was fantastic. However, for some reason, I’d never seen her that way. As more than a friend. And I was pretty sure she’d never been into me. We’d connected on a different level entirely, which had been all kinds of weird for me.

      Normally, if there was a woman as beautiful as Ronnie around, I’d see her as a potential—well, more than a friend.

      But right from the start, we’d acted more like siblings than anything else. She’d been a bright light at the law firm. Someone to joke around with who wasn’t out to stab me in the back and try to one up me.

      “How’d you know I was awake?” I asked, sitting back down in the same spot on the couch I’d been in for hours.

      She sashayed in and sat across from me. “Because I saw your balcony doors open with those gorgeous silk drapes of mine fluttering in the wind.” Ronnie sighed and petted the arm of the white couch beside her. “They go so well with this furniture, don’t you think?”

      “They’re mine now, kid,” I answered back with a shake of my head. Ronnie’s stint as a lawyer hadn’t lasted long. Her true passion had always been fashion and decorating. I’d encouraged her to leave the firm and pursue her dreams. And she hadn’t looked back.

      “I know, I know. At least I get to visit them often,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes as she smiled innocently. “What are you doing up? I was sure you’d be dead asleep by now.”

      Every morning, without fail, Ronnie walked to the coffee shop down the street for her morning fix. If she saw my lights on, quite often she’d bring me a cup, too. It was likely one of the top ten reasons I loved the fact she lived only a few doors down.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I answered, my voice sounding hoarse from too much talking last night and not enough sleep.

      Her eyes narrowed on me as I sat and nursed my coffee. Before I knew it, she had bolted over beside me and grabbed my laptop from the couch. “Oh, my gosh,” she said, her eyes wide and her mouth in the shape of a large O. “You’re actually considering it, aren’t you?”

      Ah, crap. I’d left my laptop open.

      “I was just—”

      “You really do want to have a baby, don’t you? I’m going to be an aunty?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders as her eyes got watery.

      “Give it back,” I said, making a feeble attempt to reach for my computer.

      “No, no, no,” she muttered, pushing my hand away. Her eyes were glued to the form I’d filled out as she scrolled down the screen. “Honestly, when I left a few hours ago I didn’t think you’d actually take this seriously. But your answers are—great. Wow, Dom, I’m actually—speechless.” Ronnie gazed up at me, blinking her wet eyes.

      “I don’t think you’re quite grasping the meaning of speechless,” I quipped at her with a smirk.

      She ignored me and shot me a shaky smile. “You really want to be a dad? I think this is awesome,” she said, setting the laptop down on the overpriced coffee table she’d picked out. Then her arms were around me, squeezing tight.

      I returned her hug, but said, “Ronnie, I haven’t done anything. I was just sitting here feeling sorry for myself. I probably won’t even send it in.”

      A loud gasp sounded from her. She pushed away from me. “You have to. Dommy, this will be perfect. Look,” she said, holding her arms out in front of us, “I have goose bumps. I really think this is something you should do.”

      “Well, that makes one of us.”

      “It won’t hurt to at least try, right?” she added with a lopsided grin.

      I sighed and sank back into the couch as I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m just not sure.”

      “What are you waiting for? Some kind of sign?” She giggled, nodding at the laptop on the coffee table.

      Ronnie was right. What the hell was I waiting for? Some sort of divine intervention to prove to me that this was the road I should take? I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could get a word out, a gust of wind blew in through the balcony doors. It toppled over a few potted plants and swept out the huge balloons as it retreated back to where it came from.

      Our eyes met and Ronnie said, “Holy cow.” Before I could stop her, she leaned forward and hit ‘send’.
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      “…but if Mommy doesn’t do this, then you might never have a little brother or sister,” I explained as best I could to my tiny charge.

      As per usual, he didn’t respond.

      It wasn’t surprising as we didn’t even speak the same language.

      “Or do you like our little family how it is?”

      Again, there was no answer. He just stared forward, ignoring me completely.

      “Fine, but you’re not getting one more mealworm until you at least give me a hint about what your opinion is,” I said, lifting my chin and shaking my head. “And don’t think I’m going to give in, either.”

      Still nothing. I sighed and stroked Iggy’s long, green back.

      I felt a furry paw on my foot, and I smiled. “Well, hello, my little hoppy,” I said, leaning down to pick up my furry, white visitor. She always let me scoop her up without much fuss. “What do you think, Luna? Would you like a baby brother or sister?”

      Her white fur tickled my nose while I kissed her head. I placed her on my chest and she crawled up and butted her tiny head under my chin for snuggles. “Aww, my baby needed hugs,” I said, petting her soft, silky ears.

      Although sweet, none of my fur, feather, or scale babies would be able to help me with the decision I needed to make.

      Pitter Patter 4U dot com flashed from the screen in front of me. It was the premiere website to find your perfect babymaking match. I’d just spent three solid hours carefully filling out each question. The last thing I needed was to be paired up with some creep.

      And seeing as one of the questions was, ‘Methods willing to use?’ and one of the options was, ‘Natural’—yikes, no thanks.

      With someone you didn’t even know?

      Blah. Not in a million years.

      Not in a billion years.

      The only sticking point was the cost. Good grief was it ever prohibitive. But, I guess that was one way to weed out the creeps.

      Well, the poor creeps.

      The rich creeps would still be there.

      I’d always been a fairly good judge of character.

      Well—mostly.

      When I wasn’t lying to myself and trying to fix the unfixable.

      I felt fairly certain I’d be able to separate the decent prospects from the not so decent prospects.

      Just as soon as I could see their photos. Which I wasn’t allowed to do until I submitted my form.

      I mean, worse come to worse, I could always back out, right? If I met a few of the men and they turned out to be self-absorbed, misogynistic duds—I still had the ability to disappear back into the hustle and bustle of the city.

      But, if it worked out and I actually found someone normal-ish to procreate with, then—wow. I could be sitting here with a newborn in another nine or ten months.

      A huge smile crossed my face.

      At twenty-eight I wasn’t exactly too old to have a baby.

      I also wasn’t exactly young anymore.

      By the time I got pregnant and had the baby, I’d be twenty-nine.

      Which was almost thirty.

      Thirty.

      Now that was old.

      Yeah, women had babies into their forties. Often with the help of a ton of fertility treatments.

      I didn’t want that.

      And even if I met the man of my dreams tomorrow—we’d still have to date for a year or two, get engaged, get married, have some time for ‘just us married bliss’ before we started trying for a family.

      The years—not to mention the effort—ticked away mercilessly in my brain. Under ideal circumstances, left to fate, I wouldn’t have a baby for another—four years. Uhg.

      I’d had a big, bad case of baby fever for at least three years now. Looking around the virtual zoo in my apartment, anyone could see that.

      I loved to mother things. Whether it was a ridiculous bearded dragon who mostly ignored me or a—the sound of a muffled snort interrupted my train of thought. As I gazed down at the floor beside me, I saw a yellow blouse grunting and shaking along.

      “Oh, Lily, what have you done now?” I said, bending down to set Luna on the floor before attempting to rescue Lily. “Come here piggie, let Mommy save you,” I said, wrestling her snout out of the armhole of one of my cutest boho blouses.

      “Shut up, shut up,” a familiar voice blasted as he swooped over top of us.

      “Freddie, that’s not very nice,” I said, ducking out of his way. Sometimes he enjoyed swiping at my hair as he flew over top. “Lily’s stuck. Again. It’s not her fault.” I finally got the piggie free and hugged her close.

      She was a nervous little thing and often needed consoling and reassurance. Which I was glad to give.

      “Shut up, shut up,” Freddie squawked again, louder this time. He sat on the window ledge by the balcony doors.

      “It’s too late, Fred. I’m not letting you outside in the dark. You’ll have to wait until the morning.” I always worried whenever I let him go outside. But a bright, white cockatoo flying around in the dark of night made me even more apprehensive.

      Lily finally settled in my lap as Iggy, and I stared at the laptop screen.

      Should I, or shouldn’t I?

      The send button on the screen practically jumped out at me.

      Right now, I was equally as nervous as Lily was.

      Pressing the enter key on my own seemed like an impossible task. “Iggy, if you hit the enter key for me, I’ll get you a mealworm. How’s that sound, buddy?”

      Again, he ignored me like the stuck-up creature he was.

      Across the room, Freddie had picked up one of my paintbrushes and was running it between his beak like an old-fashioned typewriter. Once he was at the end of it, he flipped it over and chewed it back the other way. He really was a nut. But I loved him. Just like I loved each one of my adopted crew in his or her own way.

      They all had their own, unique personalities.

      I chewed my lip in much the same manner as Freddie gnawed my paintbrush.

      What should I do?

      I just needed a celestial sign that this was in fact the right thing to do. Something—anything—to tell me that joining this website would lead to good and not bad.

      Freddie jumped off the top of my easel and flew toward me. He really was a thing of beauty. I loved watching his wings as he zoomed around the room.

      This time he was much higher as he passed by, nearly at the ceiling.

      Before I knew what was happening, the paintbrush slipped from his beak and dropped quickly down, down, down—to my keyboard—hitting the enter key quite succinctly.

      A loud whooshing sound came from the computer as the screen changed. The words, ‘Thank you for your submission. We will review it and get back to you within twenty-four hours,’ popped up on the screen.

      “Oh, boy,” I whispered to myself, my heart nearly stopping in my chest. It felt like I’d suddenly broken out with a heck of a fever. Even my palms were sweating.

      “Good boy, good boy,” Freddie tried to copy me while he continued circling overhead.

      “I guess we’ll see about that, Fred.”
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      “How about her? She’s got great bone structure. I’d kill to have cheeks and a jaw like that.” Ronnie sighed as she continued scrolling through the list of applicants.

      I’d been accepted into Pitter Patter 4U’s database. So the easy part was done.

      Early this morning, they’d sent a link to my list of ‘matches’ for—as Ronnie says—my potential baby mama. That was what we were currently doing. Trolling for baby mamas.

      This whole thing seemed insane and—wrong.

      On so many levels.

      “Okay, what’s going on with you? You should be more excited about this than I am.” Ronnie huffed and sank back into the couch beside me, crossing her arms on her chest.

      I gazed over at her and shook my head. “It’s fine, keep going,” I said, motioning toward the laptop with my fingers.

      “Exactly my point. Your match shouldn’t be fine. You need to find someone extraordinary.”

      I took a deep breath. “This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when I envisioned starting a family. I need a moment to—warm up to the idea.”

      “Warm up? Why? It’s not like you actually have to—you know—make the baby,” she said, turning her head and looking me up and down. “How exactly does all this work, anyway? IVF?”

      As I cleared my throat, I sat forward on the couch and shifted the laptop in my direction. “Well, there are many different ways, actually.”

      Her eyebrows creased for a moment before her face registered straight out astonishment. “Actually,” she said, moving the laptop in front of her, “there aren’t that many different ways.”

      Thirty seconds of clicking later, my application was up on the screen. “Holy cow,” Ronnie gasped then shot a look over at me. “I skimmed over this part before. Are you serious? You’d actually consider doing this ‘naturally’?” The poor woman’s jaw nearly hit the floor.

      “It’s not like we’ve never had one-night stands before, right? I mean, this would basically be the same thing—but with more of a purpose behind it.”

      Eyes wide, she said, “Holy cow. In one way this totally repulses me.”

      She didn’t say anything else for a long minute. “And in another?” I asked, squinting my eyes at her, wanting to hear the rest.

      Inhaling deeply, she shook herself out of wherever she’d been. “In another way, I find this extremely hot.”

      That made me burst out laughing. I couldn’t stop the hearty chuckle that emerged.

      “I’m serious,” she said, giggling as she shoved at my arm.

      “Not everyone will choose that option, I’m sure. There’s IVF and artificial insemination as well. Making a baby naturally is just one way,” I told her.

      “Wow, what if your baby mama match turns into a love match?” Ronnie said, her voice breathy and her eyes watery.

      I put my arm around her shoulders. “Ronnie, that would be a completely different website. You really need to stop reading those romance novels.”

      She snaked her arm around my back and squeezed me. “Never. It’s the only place you can find true romance.”

      Once again, I stole the laptop and started scrolling. So many intelligent, accomplished women. Lawyers, doctors, stockbrokers. All apparently in the same conundrum, I was.

      We’d spent our time focusing on careers and getting ahead instead of creating a family.

      A lot of these women were touching forty or just over it.

      This website was likely their last-ditch hope.

      Ten minutes later and I was ready to call it a bust. “How am I supposed to pick just one?”

      Ronnie laughed as she stood up. “You devil, you. I’ve never done this before, but I guess you’ll know when she pops up?”

      “Grab me a water, will you?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the screen. To be honest, although I’d easily scrolled through dozens of women—and they were all different in their own way—they soon began to meld into one large clump.

      No one stuck out as a prime candidate.

      Just when I was ready to toss a coin, my finger immediately stopped scrolling. A pair of sparking, blue eyes stared back at me, causing my heart to pound in my chest. Her skin was flawless, and the beautiful, little smirk on her lips made me want to know what her secret joke was.

      “Whoa, I think you just found your baby mama,” Ronnie said, handing me a tall glass of water. I reached for it and thanked her. The ice clinked as I took a huge gulp. The whole time I kept my gaze on the blonde.

      “She’s gorgeous, but she looks young,” I said, continuing to take in her picture.

      “What has age got to do with this?” Ronnie asked, sliding in close beside me, then opening up the woman’s profile.

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Why would a young woman go on a site like this? She can’t be more than twenty-one,” I said, feeling more than a bit dejected.

      “Hmm, it says she’s twenty-eight.”

      I leaned forward. “That can’t be right,” I said, reading the exact same thing. Twenty-eight?

      “I know lucky women like that who won the genetic jackpot before they were even born. Makes me secretly hate them.” Ronnie angled closer to the computer. “Pick her. Even if it’s just so she can show me how she gets those fabulous beach waves in her hair like that. Mine never turn out that good.”

      “So, you want me to choose a baby mama based on a hairdo you like?”

      She scowled at me. “How old are you? It’s a hairstyle—and it’s impossible to get it that natural looking.”

      “Right, so that’s what I base my selection on? Her hair?”

      “She—” Ronnie said, then called the woman by name, “Sloane—has great hair and killer genetics that most girls would kill for. I think you could do worse. Sheesh, and I love her style. That pairing of an Aztec print, slouchy duster with tie-up suede boots that match her belt—is sheer simplistic perfection.”

      Ronnie was staring at her—Sloane—more closely than I was. She was right though, her outfit was cool. If that’s what Ronnie meant. I still wasn’t a hundred percent certain. “You like her outfit?”

      “It’s not so much an outfit as a—story. You don’t go into a store and buy all that at once. She probably picked up the belt and necklace at thrift shops. And that sweater looks like a vacation find.”

      I chuckled and teased her, “You left out her jeans and underwear.”

      “The jeans are high end, Dom. Pure class. Hundreds of dollars for those. That’s what melds the whole outfit together and makes it ironic. She’s pure class but makes it look interesting by putting her own spin on things.”

      We both sat in silence, reading over her profile. “Oh, no wonder, she’s an artist,” Ronnie tsked and threw her hands up in the air. “Now this all makes sense. The woman has an eye.”

      “It also says she loves animals. You know what that’s code for?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I give up?”

      “Her house probably looks like Noah’s Arc,” I said, letting out a loud sigh.

      Ronnie laughed and poked me in the arm. “I think you’re reading too much into her words.”

      “I get paid big bucks to read into people’s words.”

      She shrugged. “Who cares if she’s got a few cats? She’s beautiful. And Dommy?” she asked, fully turned to me now. “My bet’s on her underwear being pure silk. Ready to take a gamble?” Ronnie asked with a hint of excitement in her voice.

      Her finger hovered over the ‘enter’ key.

      “Maybe we should think about this for a while,” I said, grabbing her hand away from the keyboard.

      A loud huff came from Ronnie. “Fine, old man. But don’t think about it too long,” she said, standing up and getting ready to leave. “Or some hot, younger guy will come along and share his sperm with her instead.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head. “You’re a pig.”

      “You love it,” she said, messing up my hair. “Seriously. You know I’ve got great taste. Can’t deny that.”

      “Maybe you should call her and ask if she wants to make a baby with you?” I jabbed back at her.

      “Very funny. I’ll leave you two alone for now. I’m not kidding, though. If you don’t click soon, someone else will.”
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      “…and I have a house in England as well,” my prospective baby daddy droned on and on for the umpteenth consecutive minute about the many properties all over the world that he owned.

      Gosh, rich people could be so pompous.

      That was one of the top misgivings I had when I joined this site. I wanted my future baby daddy to be employed, yes. But sometimes when people had too much money, it turned them into self-righteous, power hungry, dullards.

      This was my tenth meeting this week with a ‘match’. And so far, they’d all been cookie cutters of this guy. All he wanted to talk about was how much he earned this quarter and that he hoped to increase it by at least seven percent during the next quarter.

      Uhg.

      My head was pounding from his voice and this whole stupid situation.

      Ten meetups and ten suppers at ten of the top ten restaurants New York had to provide.

      Which was great.

      Well, the food was.

      They all got ten big stars for that.

      What they didn’t get were any points for originality.

      “Just think, Sienna, with your looks and my brains, our kid would be perfect,” he said, leaning over the table to grab my hand. “What do you say we sign that contract right away, then we can get this whole process started?”

      The entire two hours, he’d called me, Sienna, Sierra, or Serena.

      What he didn’t once call me—even after I corrected him—was Sloane.

      His touch felt like ice spreading through me, and I shivered from the thought of what was going through his mind. When his thumb started tracing circles on my hand, I quickly pulled it away.

      “Blaine, I’d like to thank you for meeting with me tonight. We certainly have a lot to think about,” I said, setting my stiff, white napkin on the table. It was definitely time to leave.

      After I rose to my feet, he said, “I’m paying, Sienna. I’d like to finish this discussion. Now sit back down so we can keep doing just that.” His tone was beyond condescending and I was beyond trying to keep a modicum of patience for him.

      “Actually, Blaine, I paid for the meal when I got up a half hour ago.” I’d been doing that all week and I was going to have to sell a load of vases this coming month to even my bank account back out again.

      But it was worth it for exactly this reason. Some guys paid for supper not because they were being a gentleman, but in order to have the upper hand.

      I was bound and determined not to give that away. There was no way I wanted to feel like I owed a man my time. That was mine.

      And I’d wasted enough of it with this idiot.

      “I wish you luck with your search, but this isn’t going to work out for me.” I forced out a fake smile—my upbringing had taught me that much—then I turned and began walking away.

      “What a bitch,” I heard Blaine mumble under his breath but still loud enough for me to hear. Actually, it was probably loud enough for most of the patrons surrounding us to hear.

      And that pissed me off.

      This whole week pissed me off.

      In fact, this whole situation pissed me off.

      What was I even thinking? Joining a website to find someone to have a baby with? That was so wrong on so many levels.

      I’d had it.

      I was done.

      So done, in fact, that I walked back over to our table and decided to fill Blaine the idiot in. Stopping a foot away from him, I dug in. “I’m a bitch because I sat here for two hours while you not only continually called me by the wrong name, but you talked only about yourself?” I asked perhaps a few decibels louder than I should have.

      “I’m a bitch because I paid for supper, therefore depriving you of your big man moment to prove how macho you are?”

      Then I leaned in, only a few inches from his face. “Then I guess, by your definition, I am a bitch, Blaine,” I spat out. “You know what else I am? I’m a young, intelligent, good-looking woman. Do you also know what else I am? Far too good for you—Blaine,” I
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