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      “Hey, how’s it going?”

      I look up to see Kai sliding onto the stool next to me at the bar, the usual grin on his face. “Cool. Exhausted, but you know, I have the next four days off. How are you?”

      “All good,” Kai replies.

      “And your baby mama?”

      Kai’s grin widens, his face practically glowing at the mention of Quinn. “She is fucking amazing. So good.”

      Chuckling, I signal to Lisa for another round. “Christ, have you changed,” I say as I see my cousin walk into the bar. Waving him over, Owen grins when he sees us and makes his way over.

      “Don’t knock it till you try it, dude,” Kai says, elbowing me.

      “Try what?” Owen asks as he gives me a quick hug before slapping Kai on the back.

      “Domestic bliss,” Kai responds with a grin.

      “Fuck man, you’ve changed,” Owen says with a laugh before he turns back to me. “But he’s right, it is pretty amazing.”

      I roll my eyes, knowing that what Kai and my cousin have isn’t in the cards for me. Both of these two grew up in a stable, loving home with parents who not only loved each other but who stayed together too. Who still love each other. That’s what they know, what they’re used to, and what they expect and want out of life for themselves.

      Me, I grew up with something different. A single dad whose wife walked out on him and her son because she couldn’t handle it anymore. A woman who abandoned the family she created and never once looked back.

      But just because it wasn’t picture-perfect doesn’t mean it wasn’t great, because it was. The life I had growing up was fucking awesome. My dad is my best friend, the guy I can count on for absolutely anything. He’s always had my back, and he’s proven to me time and time again that you don’t need the perfect family unit for things to be perfect.

      You just need someone.

      “Oh, Mom said she’s invited you over for dinner tomorrow,” Owen now says, thankfully changing the subject. “Your dad’s back in town?”

      “Yeah,” I reply with a grin. “Sailed in this morning, spent the day hanging out with me at the station, actually.”

      “Nice,” Owen says as Lisa returns with our drinks. “How long is he staying for?”

      “He’s not sure,” I say with a shrug, knowing my dad is like me, a free spirit who never wants to be tied down.

      He’s spent the better part of the last two years sailing the oceans, going wherever the breeze and his heart takes him. Sometimes he stays in a port for a while, sometimes he moves on. Just like sometimes he sails with company and sometimes he goes solo.

      He’s always there, though, anytime I need him, just a phone call or Skype away. But I have to admit, I miss him when he’s not around.

      “I think Mom hopes it’s for a while this time. She worries about him out there,” Owen says.

      I laugh, knowing my Aunt Sally has always been protective and worried about her baby brother, my dad. She’s always been protective of me too, especially after my mom walked out on us, stepping in to be the mother I never had. I love her for it, and my Uncle Rick too. It’s why I’m so close to Cara and Owen and why I would do anything for them. They took us in when my mom first left, and they never let us go.

      “You never know,” I say, secretly hoping he does too. I glance at Kai, who is smiling at his phone screen, clearly checked out of this conversation. “What are you grinning at?” I ask him.

      “My baby mama,” he says, sliding his phone back into his pocket. “She is all sorts of horny since I knocked her up. She likes to let me know what I can expect when I get home.”

      I snort out a laugh. “And you really aren’t scared about having a kid, about being a dad?” I ask him.

      “Hell no!” Kai practically shouts. “I’m super excited. Can’t wait to teach him how to surf and show him all the spots I hung out when I was a kid, all the shit I got up to.”

      “He?” I question, as Owen grins.

      “Just a hunch,” Kai says with a shrug. “But I don’t really care if it’s a boy or a girl, as long as it’s healthy and so is Quinn.”

      I blink at my friend, glancing over at my cousin who is still grinning. Turning back to Kai, I say, “I literally have no idea who you are anymore.”

      Owen laughs. “You’re not gonna find out?”

      “Nope,” Kai replies, shaking his head. “We both want to be surprised.” His phone pings in his pocket, and he pulls it out, his smile growing as he reads the message. “Well, I’m gonna have to love you and leave you, boys,” he says, downing his beer. “My woman needs some attention, and I am all about delivering.”

      I groan, as Owen laughs. Kai throws some money on the bar, a huge grin on his face as he slaps each of us on the back, before tossing up a hand to Lisa and walking out.

      “Man, he really has changed,” I say as I take a swig of my beer.

      “He has,” Owen agrees. “But I’ve never seen him happier.”

      “No, I know,” I reply. “I think that’s what’s so annoying about it all.”

      My cousin laughs, resting a hand on my shoulder as he says, “’Cause you lost your wingman?”

      “Because I am literally surrounded by loved-up idiots,” I tell him. “You included. You and Sloane aren’t any better, you know.”

      He laughs again, shaking his head at me. “Sounds like someone might be jealous?” he teases.

      “Nope,” I say, shaking my head. “I like my life how it is, thank you. Work hard, play hard, no stresses or complications.”

      “If you say so,” Owen says, squeezing my shoulder before letting go.

      I turn to him, a smile on my face. “I know so.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Owen and I share a couple more beers before we both head home, walking the short distance to our houses. I’m still living in the place I used to share with Kai before he went and shacked up with Quinn.

      I haven’t bothered to find a new roommate yet, and truth be told, I’m not sure I want to. I kind of like the quiet when I’m off work, especially after working three or four days straight. It’s nice to be able to come home and just crash.

      And it’s not that far from my cousin’s if I want company, or my dad’s whenever he’s at home.

      I walk up the steps to find a note stuck to my door and a six-pack of beer on the mat. With a grin, I pull the note off, smiling when I see the message from my dad.

      

      
        
        Having a beer with Tanner.

        Figure you might need these after your four-day shift.

        Surf tomorrow?

      

      

      

      My grin widens, and I pull out my phone, firing off a text to Dad.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thanks, old man, sorry I missed you. And yeah, surf tomorrow. Aunt Sally says we’re all having dinner too?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad: Your Aunt Sally wants to convince me to stay in town. Again.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You know she just misses her baby brother 😉

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad: Yeah, yeah.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Miss you too, Dad, it’s good to have you home.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad: I always miss you, kid. See you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s true, I miss my dad every time he leaves. Just like I missed him for the year I spent training and working on Oahu. But I would never stop him from doing what he loves, just like I know he’d never do the same to me.

      I also know if I asked him to stay, he would.

      I unlock the front door and head inside, the screen slamming behind me and the cool ocean breeze following me in. I stick the beers in the fridge, grabbing a cold one that was already in there, before wandering out to the back deck.

      Sinking into one of the chairs, I twist off the cap, propping my feet up on the railing as I take in the view. The blue of the ocean, the slowly darkening sky as the sun inches below the horizon. It’s pretty fucking awesome and not for the first time do I wonder how it is my mom could walk away from this place. From us.

      Neither my dad nor I ever knew why she left. She never said anything to either of us, just disappeared one day, leaving only a note that said, “I’m sorry, I can’t.” I always wondered if it was because she wasn’t from here, that she never really settled into island life and she resented the fact that my dad and I had trapped her here.

      It’s not like she was trapped though. Because my dad would have done anything for her, including leaving these islands if that’s what she truly wanted. But maybe it was just us that she never really wanted. Which is why neither of us has ever bothered looking for her to find out.

      A knock at my front door breaks my trip down memory lane, and I stand, wondering who it could possibly be. All of my friends would either walk straight in or come around the back of the house.

      When I reach the front door, the silhouette of a woman fills the screen. Pushing it open, I say, “Can I help you?”

      She turns, a baby in her arms, and looks at me, her eyes doing a slow path from my face, down my torso, and back up again. “Eli.”

      It’s said as a statement, not a question. “Yeah,” I respond. “And you are?”

      She huffs out a laugh, but it’s more in annoyance rather than amusement. “Fits that you don’t remember,” she says, glancing down at the baby in her arms.

      “Don’t remember what?” I ask.

      She blows out a breath, glancing at the street before turning back to me. “We met on Oahu,” she now says. “You’d just graduated your fire academy thing. We were drinking. We hooked up.”

      “Oh, yeah, okay,” I say, the memories of that night slowly coming back to me. “It’s Amber, no, Anna, right?”

      “Amanda,” she says, rolling her eyes.

      “Right, shit, sorry,” I say, knowing that was nearly a year ago now. “How are you?” It’s a stupid question, but I really don’t know what else to ask. Or why she’s here.

      “Done,” she says, holding the baby out to me.

      “What?” I ask, looking down at this kid that’s hovering between us. It’s asleep, oblivious to whatever this is.

      “The kid’s yours,” she says.

      “No,” I immediately say, shaking my head. “It can’t be, I always use a rubber.”

      Amanda does that annoyed laugh thing again. “Yeah, well, I guess it broke, because nine months after I slept with you, this guy arrived.”

      “What, you just expect me to believe that?” I ask, my heart pounding in my chest at just the possibility this might be true. It can’t be true. Surely.

      “Do you remember having sex with me?” she asks.

      I scrub my hand over my jaw, really looking at her as I wrack my brain for memories of that night, now so long ago. I’m not trying to be an asshole here, and she does look familiar, even if there have been quite a few since her.

      Not gonna lie, I sleep with a lot of women. I like sex, but I don’t want a relationship, so I get it when I can. But one thing I’m good at, one thing I always make sure of, is that I’m always wearing a condom. Always.

      “Yes?” I eventually say, the word sounding like a question.

      She rolls her eyes. “Well, that’s something at least.”

      I rub my hand over my head, gripping the back of my neck. “I’m sorry, I’m just really not sure what’s going on here,” I say, my world suddenly spinning on its axis as the possibility of what she’s saying sinks in.

      “Let me break it down for you,” she says, stepping forward and all but throwing the kid into my arms. “We had sex, apparently the condom broke. I got pregnant, the kid’s yours and now I’m done.”

      I take the baby she’s holding out to me, worried she’s gonna drop it with how much her arms are shaking. “What do you mean, you’re done?”

      She steps back, relief on her face now she’s no longer holding the baby. “It means I never signed up for this. I don’t want a baby and I’m giving him to you.”

      “To me?”

      “Yeah, you. You are the dad, remember.”

      “But...but, how do I know that?” I stammer, glancing down at this kid who is somehow still asleep through all of this.

      “Well, you can do a paternity test I guess, but I can assure you, I don’t just sleep around.”

      You slept with me is what I want to say, but I don’t. Instead, I say, “What, so you’re just giving him up?”

      “Yep,” she confirms with a nod. “I’m done. He’s all yours, Eli, thanks for nothing.”

      With that, she turns and walks off the front porch, not looking back once as she gets in her car and drives off, leaving me standing here with a kid in my arms.

      My kid.

      Fuck.
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      I can’t even believe I’m about to do this, but I need to make some money fast. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the last year, it’s that people will spend lots of money on two things: nudity and their kids.

      I haven’t reached the nudity desperation stage…yet, but fuck, I’m getting really close. Not only do I need money, but I need a place to live.

      Not to mention getting as far away from here as I can, and nothing is as far away as Maui. But going home feels like a terrible idea, and as soon as Lacey finds out I’m back, she’s going to be all over my ass.

      Maybe I can somehow move back to Maui and never see my sister. She managed to avoid her defunct band for the better part of a year before getting back together with them.

      The worst part about going home won’t be admitting to people that things didn’t work out for me here on the mainland. It will be telling my sister that her hard-earned money that put me through my first year of college was a complete waste.

      I can’t even finish this last semester, too far gone to drop all my classes and get even a partial refund.

      One week.

      That’s how long I was given to pack my shit and get out.

      I guess when you violate the code of conduct so epically, they don’t really give you time to get your shit together. My shit is scattered everywhere, and trying to clean it up is pointless.

      Just disappear.

      My heart is racing, slamming hard in my chest, making it feel like I need to gasp for air, but also making it hard to take in a breath. The oxygen feels like it’s left the room and I’m struggling to breathe, as a vice tightens, compressing me, and I can feel myself begin to panic. My hands go numb, my lips feel like they’re swelling as my vision grows hazy.

      Grabbing for the cup of ice water that sits on the nightstand, I pour it into a towel and shove my face into it. Determined not to break down, not to allow all of this to get to me.

      Newsflash, it already has.

      I was stupid enough to carry on with my life, acting like nothing was happening, while my world crumbled down around me.

      Smoke another joint.

      Have another shot.

      Eat a gummy.

      Drink another beer.

      My coping skills are shit. Something I know now.

      There’s nothing worse than seeing your personal life plastered everywhere. The stupidest decision of my life was thrown back in my face no matter where I went, where I looked or how much I tried to hide.

      The day I was told I needed to leave felt surreal, almost like a dream, like maybe I would wake up and it would all be over.

      But I’m still waiting to wake up.

      With my face nearly freezing, I start to regain my ability to breathe normally, but that doesn’t mean I feel normal. I haven’t felt normal in a long fucking time.

      Every article, every social media post or comment, is burned into my brain, and while I would replay that old childhood rhyme in my head, it doesn’t help.

      “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”

      It’s a lie. The biggest lie I tried to tell myself while all of this was going on around me, because the words still sting.

      And I hate myself for how this has all played out.

      I look like the villain in this story, and not that I want to be the victim, that’s what I am. I am a victim of my own stupidity, my own poor choices.

      The school newspaper made me the villain, and then everyone on campus ran with it, but what was portrayed wasn’t the whole truth. It was a one-sided story, a story spun to make it look like I took advantage of a situation.

      As I cried in my psychology professor’s office, the person who stood by me when the shit hit the fan, she just kept repeating something that I cling to with all my heart.

      “Undeveloped frontal cortex.”

      I was nineteen, and while a legal adult, I had no idea what I was doing. Trapped in a child’s body with some serious family issues that I can only imagine led to my massive fuck up.

      “It’s not your fault,” Professor Engram told me. “He knew it was wrong, but he pursued you, and this isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

      She was angry when I couldn’t be. She stood up for me, and during my university hearing, she begged them to let me finish the semester. Bringing up past indiscretions on his part that were brushed aside like they never happened.

      But I was the disgrace, and the number of times the code of conduct was referenced became almost comical.

      Because it was one-sided. It only applied to me.

      A nineteen-year-old with an underdeveloped frontal cortex. Not that it’s an excuse, because I knew it was wrong too. But he was so fucking persuasive. It felt unreal to have someone want me the way he wanted me. I felt special.

      We all heard rumors about him sleeping with students, but I brushed it off, thinking a system wouldn’t fail women, essentially girls, the way it did. He was still employed by the university. Surely, they wouldn’t let him stay, right?

      That’s not how the social media posts and articles made it seem.

      “First-year student has affair with esteemed and tenured, happily married professor,” was the headline. Even the headline was wrong, but that’s how it all blew up.

      Phrasing.

      Simply the order of the words.

      Along with a subtitle that really drove things home.

      “She was his children’s nanny.”

      The comments came in faster than a runaway train, and I like to think people are bolder behind their keyboard, but I was wrong.

      I took it from every direction. Notes being left under my dorm room door, whispered as I would walk by, plastered on social media and even DMs sent from people I’d never met.

      Slut.

      Homewrecker.

      Whore.

      How dare you. His wife just had a baby six months ago.

      Did you fuck him in the lecture hall?

      She just wanted the attention. Got off on it.

      I deleted all my social media, tried to disappear, hoping if I laid low, it would all blow over.

      Wishful thinking, because things just kept getting worse.

      Pictures of him with his family would appear all over campus, articles written about how they were happier than ever and their marriage could survive this scandal.

      Their kids smiling, cute and sweet, his arm around his wife, and there in the sidebar would be a picture of me doing a keg stand in a tube top, stolen from my social media.

      Then the letter came, and I was paraded in front of the university board. They were never going to let me stay, but I hoped with everything in me.

      It was all over in under ten minutes.

      Pack your shit and get out.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” Professor Engram said, hugging me. “A letter of recommendation, reference, anything.”

      I nodded, and when I asked if I could stay with her until I could figure out what I was going to do, she didn’t hesitate to say yes.

      I’ve been sleeping in her extra bedroom since, my suitcases packed, my ticket back home bought, and I’m leaving in two days with no plan whatsoever.

      Where the hell am I going to live? This out-of-control feeling has been taking over, and it just keeps getting worse. Going back to Maui without a clue as to anything feels like a nightmare.

      I have some cash leftover from work and some of the money that Lacey sent me to buy books and live off until I was able to get a job, but it’s not apartment rent money. It’s like three nights in a mediocre hotel money.

      Telling Lacey I’m back and the reason I’m back is not how I want to start my homecoming, so I have to find a place to live, even just for a week or so. Until I can work up the courage to tell her the truth.

      She’s going to kill me.

      I’m the reason she went on tour with the band. The reason she worked her ass off and didn’t go to college like she originally planned.

      But more than all of this, she’s the reason I went to college. She pushed me to do better, to be better than our upbringing.

      Yet here I am, an absolute fucking failure.

      I walk out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. Grabbing a glass of water, I sit down at the kitchen table. My face burns from the ice water towel I just tortured myself with, but I don’t have much else I can use.

      I lost my health insurance when the university kicked me out, and paying out of pocket for meds feels like something I can’t do right now. It might be something I need to go, though, using what little money I have leftover. I’m going to need them when I get back to Maui.

      Professor Engram walks in the front door, setting her keys on the little table. She looks over at me, shaking her head, sympathy washing over her face.

      “Panic attack again?” she questions, my red-cheeked face giving it away.

      “Yep.”

      She lets out a hard sigh before joining me at the table. Pulling out a chair, she sits down across from me, holding her hands in front of her.

      “You have to get back on some meds,” she says pointedly, and I nod.

      I know I do, but without insurance, my prescription is about fifty bucks a month, and that’s literally an entire week’s worth of groceries. It’s a night in a shitty motel. It’s a room rental in someone’s house. It’s all things I need more.

      Lacey sent me off to college so I wouldn’t have to worry about these things, but here I am.

      Again, with the hard sigh, but it’s not the disapproving kind. It’s the exhausted and defeated kind. She feels that way because of me.

      “I want to say that a lesson would be learned from all this,” Professor Engram starts, pausing as she looks at me again.

      She’s older, probably in her late fifties, with silvery hair and weathered skin, like she spent too much time in the sun in her younger days. She wears flowy dresses and oversized hats, very hippie chic, living in an old craftsman with deep brown woodwork and original hardwood floors. Turquoise jewelry dots her fingers along with silver necklaces and bracelets.

      I met her when I started my first class here: Psychology 101, and she took a liking to me well before all this shit went down with Professor Waterson, and now here we are.

      “But I think we both know, no lesson was learned. It’s all just been a punishment, and he’s still walking around campus, teaching, and probably finding his next affair,” she says with disgust.

      “Oh, trust me, I’ve learned from this. I’ve learned that powerful white men win every time.”

      It’s the truth, and it’s nothing Professor Engram and I are ever going to change.

      She purses her lips contemplatively and says, “You can’t continue to carry this with you, Lena. If you want to survive, you have to put it down. Leave it here when you head back to Maui. Put it in the past because that’s what it is.”

      I nod, knowing she’s right, but fuck, it’s hard.

      “You have a lot of baggage, and this has just added to it. You need to start letting things go. Your parents. Your childhood. The fear of your sister’s judgment. Your affair.”

      I cringe when she says the last one. I hate referring to it as that, even if that’s what it was.

      I need to own it.

      But Professor Engram is right. I need to put it down. It’s getting too damn heavy.

      “Don’t let this define you, Lena. This isn’t your whole life’s story here. You have years and years to rewrite it. You can rewrite it a million times if you want.”

      “I want to rewrite it. I need to.”

      “Then do it. Fall in love. Be happy. Live the life you want.”

      “Just don’t fall in love with someone who is married, is your professor and is your employer,” I say sharply.

      Professor Engram lets out a hearty laugh, smiling at me, her eyes crinkling in the corners, and I can’t help but laugh along with her. It’s so ridiculous that at times I have to laugh, or I will just start sobbing.

      “Yeah, you really did go for the gold, didn’t you?”

      “Yep, I really fucking did.”
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      The first thing I do is call my dad. Well, the first thing I actually do is get the kid inside. When I turn, I notice the bag this chick has left by the front door that, thankfully, has diapers and a bottle and, of all things, a birth certificate.

      The space for the father is blank, maybe because she doesn’t know my full name. Maybe because I’m not the father. Who the fuck knows.

      I put the kid on the couch, putting some throw pillows on either side in case he decides to go rolling off it. He hasn’t even opened his eyes this whole time he’s been here, and for a second, I half imagine this is all a giant prank and this kid isn’t even real.

      But then I remember that I did sleep with this girl and condoms can break, and fuck me, the kid just moved so of course he’s fucking real.

      With a sigh, I pull my phone from my pocket and call my dad.

      “Hey, Eli,” he answers.

      “Hey, Dad,” I start, wondering how the fuck I am supposed to break this news to him.

      You’re a Grandad!

      I really fucked up.

      Help.

      “You okay?” he asks, sensing something isn’t right.

      Blowing out a breath, I exhale, shoving a hand through my hair. “Not really,” I reply.

      “What’s up?” he asks, and I can hear the worry in his voice.

      “Umm, it’s kinda complicated,” I tell him. “Any chance you could come over?”

      “I’ll be there in five,” he immediately says, not even questioning my need to have him over here. The relief I feel at his words is overwhelming.

      “Thanks, Dad, seriously.”

      “Just tell me you’re okay,” he now says. “Are you hurt or⁠—”

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that,” I say, pissed I’ve worried him. “Just...it’ll make sense when you get here.”
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      He’s walking in my front door by the time I’ve opened my second beer. The kid is still asleep, lying on the couch, oblivious to the shit storm his arrival has created.

      “Eli?” Dad says, walking into the living room. “What’s⁠—”

      He stops, his words cut off when he sees the baby asleep on the couch, me standing in the middle of the room watching it. He turns to me, confusion morphing into understanding.

      “Yours?” he asks, pointing to the baby.

      I shrug. “Don’t know, maybe.”

      He turns back to the couch, walking over and leaning in, as though to get a better look. “Kinda looks like you,” he says, glancing back at me, a grin on his face.

      “Too fucking early for jokes, Dad,” I say, taking a long swig of my beer.

      Chuckling, he straightens, heading into the kitchen to grab one for himself as he says, “Okay, so fill me in.”

      I run through the events of the past hour or so, how this chick showed up on my doorstep, claiming the kid was mine and that she was done with looking after him. Dad asks questions about if I remember her, if I used protection, all the shit I’d expect him to ask.

      When I’m done, we’ve both finished our beers and he’s sitting on the couch, looking at the sleeping baby. He hasn’t judged me or criticized me or told me I’m an idiot, because that’s not the kind of father he is.

      “Okay, so here’s what we’re going to do,” he says, putting his empty beer bottle on the coffee table. “First, you’re going to get a paternity test. It’ll take some time, but you definitely need to know if the kid’s yours.” He looks up at me and I nod, knowing this could clearly change things. “Second, in the meantime, you’ll probably need to let the police know what she’s done. If it’s anything other than what she’s said, you don’t want to be left holding a baby that’s not yours, or worse still, kidnapped or some shit.”

      “What?” I blurt out, not expecting him to say that.

      He shrugs, sitting back on the couch. “It’s just a precaution, Eli,” he says. “Thirdly, you should probably head to the store. You’re going to need formula and supplies, at least for tonight.”

      “Fuck,” I breathe out, moving to take a seat on the couch, the baby lying between me and my dad.

      “We’ll get this sorted, Eli,” he now says, a sympathetic smile on his face. “You’ve got a couple of days off, right, which will help, but we’ll need to come up with a plan for when you go back to work.”

      “You wanna move in?” I blurt out.

      Dad laughs, shaking his head. “I love ya, kid, but I’m not nanny material.”

      “You raised me,” I say.

      “I know,” he says, grinning. “But I’m not a long-term solution here. We’ll need to come up with a plan that works for everyone.”

      “Fuck, I can’t believe this is happening,” I groan, my head falling into my hands. “How the fuck did I end up with this kid?”

      “Did I not explain the birds and bees well enough?” I lift my head, hitting my dad with a look that only makes him laugh harder. “Okay, okay,” he says, hands up in surrender. “Still too early for jokes, I get it. But, Eli, this doesn’t have to be the end of the world. I raised you on my own. And if this kid is yours, you can do the same.”

      “Yeah, the difference is, Dad, you wanted a kid. I don’t.”

      Dad shrugs, that grin still on his face as he says, “Maybe not now, but you’ve got one, so you’re going to have to make the most of it.”

      I let out another annoyed groan, shaking my head in annoyance. “Okay, so what am I doing right now?”

      Chuckling, he leans over, resting a hand on my shoulder. He squeezes as he says, “Go to the store and get some supplies. I’ll stay here and watch the kid. Actually, does he have a name?”

      I reach for the bag that was left, pulling out the birth certificate. “Says here, his name is...Mason.”

      “It’s not the worst name in the world,” Dad says. I roll my eyes at him, which only makes him laugh. “I’m sure if he turns out to be yours and she’s really giving up custody, you can change it,” he now adds.

      “I have no fucking idea about names,” I mutter, pushing up from the couch. “Can you text me a list of shit I need to buy?”

      “Elijah,” Dad says, standing, all joking gone now.

      “Yeah?”

      He walks over, his hands resting on my shoulders as he looks at me. We’re the same height, the same build, the same everything really, and if this kid really is mine, I can only hope I’m half the dad he is.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he says, giving me a smile.

      I glance at the kid, Mason, sleeping on the couch. “It feels pretty fucked up right now,” I murmur.

      He squeezes my shoulders, waiting until I turn back to him. “I know, and probably scary as hell, right?” he asks, and I nod in confirmation. “But you’ve got me, and you’ve got your aunt and uncle, and we’ll figure this out, okay?”

      I nod again, not saying anything, and this time he pulls me into a tight hug, his hand slapping my back.

      “Go to the store. I’ll let you know what to buy.”
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      I’m wandering the aisles of the closest supermarket, the one with all the baby shit, right next to the in-store drugstore. The list of things my dad has sent me is huge, especially considering by tomorrow, the kid might not be my problem.

      I grab a tub of formula from the shelf, throwing it into the basket as I head to the end of the aisle, taking in the seemingly endless assortment of diapers that are available, as I suddenly crash into something.

      “Oww, fuck.”

      Or someone.

      I turn, seeing the girl crouched down, picking up a bunch of things from the floor. She has a huge backpack on her shoulders but doesn’t have a cart or a basket, so I’m guessing she was probably carrying everything when I crashed into her.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, crouching down to help. She finally looks up at me. “Shit, Lena?” I say, immediately recognizing her. “Fuck, I didn’t know you were back on island?”

      She gives me a half smile that doesn’t reach her eyes as she deadpans, “Surprise.”

      Blinking, I pick up the rest of her stuff, throwing it into the basket I’m using. “You okay? How’s school?”

      She exhales hard, shaking her head as she says, “School is not.”

      I forget about the stuff on the floor as I try to get a read on what’s going on. I know Lena because she’s the younger sister of Lacey, who’s friends with my friends. They are both younger than me, so were behind me in high school, but because of Owen and this island not being that big, I’m still friends enough with them both that I can tell something is up with Lena right now.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask, reaching for a box of tampons.

      She blushes as I throw it in the basket, before grabbing the handles and standing. Holding out a hand to her, I watch as she stares at me, then my hand, then me again. Eventually she slides her hand into mine and I pull her up.

      “No, not really,” she says, pulling her dark brown hair back into a ponytail. I watch as she secures it with a hair tie from around her wrist. “I got kicked out of school.”

      “Shit,” I breathe out.

      “Yeah, pretty much,” she says. “So now I’m back home, with no plans, no job and no place to live.”

      “Does Lacey know you’re back?” I ask, knowing she and Lena are very close, even if they are wildly different.

      “No,” she replies, shaking her head.

      I take her in, noticing for the first time the dark circles under her eyes and the way she looks thinner than I remember. “Are you going to tell her?” I now ask.

      “I don’t know, eventually, yeah,” she says with a shrug, as though she hasn’t really decided.

      “Lena, she’s your sister. I know she’ll want to know you’re back, especially with...” I trail off, not sure how to say the rest.

      Lacey and Lena Luton are kind of legends around here, but not for anything they did. It’s more because they are the daughters of a rock legend. A rock legend who toured the world in a band that was hugely famous, but who was rarely here to act as their father and ultimately died of a drug overdose when they were teenagers.

      And just like me, their mom was never really in the picture either, the two of them somehow managing to raise themselves. The only good thing their piece of shit dad did was teach Lacey how to play drums. It’s what ultimately got them both out of the shitstorm they grew up in.

      “Yeah, I know,” she says, her blue gaze finally meeting mine. “I will tell her, it’s just...I only flew in like an hour ago and I’m not sure what I’m doing or where I’m going or...or anything really.”

      “You don’t want to stay with her?” I ask.

      Lena shakes her head. “I mean sure, but she’s crashing with Jonah. There’s no room for me there.”

      “I’m sure they’d make room for you,” I say, knowing Lacey would do anything for her sister.

      She blows out a breath. “Yeah, I know, I just... Fuck, I’m just not ready to face her yet, you know. She spent all this money on me, and she gave me this amazing opportunity, and fuck. I fucking blew it.”

      Even though I have no idea what’s happening with Lena, I can relate to the obvious pain and frustration she’s going through right now. I can relate to your life changing on a dime in the space of five fucking minutes, to the point that you have no idea what to do or where you’re going or just what the fuck in general.

      Lena glances down at the basket of groceries and shit I’m holding, seemingly noticing the contents for the first time. She looks up at me, blinking, a questioning look on her face.

      I let out a humorless laugh, scrubbing a hand over my jaw as I say, “Yeah, I might know a thing or two about fucking up.”

      She raises a brow in question, those blue eyes of hers staring up at me.

      “It’s complicated,” I say, exhaling.

      “Clearly,” she replies.

      I take her in. The worn-down look on her face, the giant ass backpack hanging from her shoulders, the strain and utter defeat in the way she stands here in front of me. And suddenly, the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      “You wanna come stay with me?”

      She blinks once. Twice. “What?”

      I scrub a hand over my jaw again as I say, “Stay with me?”

      “Why?” she asks.

      I shrug, blowing out a breath as I glance behind me, wondering if there’s any chance of someone I know overhearing this conversation. But the aisle is empty, the supermarket dead because, of course, it is. It’s eight o’clock on a Tuesday night.

      “You need somewhere to live, and I...well, I kinda need some help.”

      She blinks again, the expression on her face not changing as she asks, “Help with what?”

      I huff out a laugh, lifting the basket between us as I ask, “How are you with babies?”
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      I don’t know if it’s the offer to let me stay with him, or the mention of a baby, or fuck, that I haven’t slept in what feels like days and I’m carrying everything I own with me, but I burst out crying. Sobbing in the aisle of the grocery store like some kind of unstable lunatic.

      My hands are shaking, tears streaming down my cheeks as I take in a ragged breath, and trying to let it out slowly, I fail. Shuddering and scared, my chest heaving as I try to calm myself down. I can barely breathe, and if I don’t shut up soon, someone is going to call the police with the way I’m wailing.

      “Shit, Lena,” Eli says, stepping a little closer. He rests a hand on my arm. “If it was socially acceptable for me to cry in the baby aisle of the grocery store, I’d be doing the same.”

      “I’m sorry,” I stutter out, swiping at the wetness that coats my face. “Things are just so fucked up right now and I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Me either,” Eli mutters, his head down, his eyes closed. A tear slips out of the corner, streaking his cheek. “So, what do you say? Come home with me and we can figure this shit out together?”

      The offer is insane. While he is a friend of a friend, I don’t know him all that well
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